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Famous last words interest me.  One’s final words often reveal one’s heart.  Here are a few examples of the last words of some famous people:
Leonardo da Vinci: “I have offended God and mankind because my work did not reach the quality it should have” (1519).
Edgar Allen Poe: “Lord, help my poor soul.”

James Joyce: “Does nobody understand?” (1941).

The final words of the actress, Joan Crawford, were spoken to her housekeeper, who had begun to pray for her, “Don't you dare ask God to help me” (1977).
On this Good Friday I am preaching on the last words of Jesus in John’s account of his passion: “It is finished.” 
A moment before Jesus died, he cried out, “It is finished.”  What was finished?  Article XXXI of the Thirty-nine Articles, entitled “Of the One Oblation of Christ Finished upon the Cross,” tells us: “The Offering of Christ once made is that perfect redemption, propitiation, and satisfaction, for all the sins of the whole world, both original and actual; and there is none other satisfaction for sin, but that alone” (BCP 874).  
In his death on the cross Jesus dealt once and for all with the sin of the world, both our original sin (the unceasing bent toward sin and selfishness we all have) and our actual sins (the things we have done in thought, word, and deed that have offended God, hurt others and hurt ourselves).  When Jesus Christ, the sinless Son of God, the One who was tempted in every way like we are yet did not sin, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, died on the cross, he made total and complete satisfaction for the sins of the world; as the Apostle Paul wrote, “For our sake (God) made (Jesus) to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (II Corinthians 5:21).    

There are several aspects of Jesus’ finished work.  Today we will briefly look at four.  Through his death on the cross Jesus has saved us, atoned for our sin, reconciled us to God, and redeemed us.

“It is finished”—Jesus has saved us:
Jesus told a tax collector named Zacchaeus, “The Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10), and Jesus assured a Pharisee named Nicodemus, “God did not send his son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him” (John 3:17).

As broken sinners, we cannot save ourselves from our sin.  As Tom read from Isaiah 53, “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have all turned to our own way” (53:6a). 

When I was seven years old my family went to the beach for the first time.  We rented a raft and I spent hours pushing it out into the ocean and riding the waves back in.  At one point, however, a rip tide took me very quickly much too far out and I could not paddle back to shore.  One lifeguard stood on his white chair, blowing his whistle and waving back to shore, but it didn’t help at all.  Finally another lifeguard swam out to me and pushed me back in.  I was completely unable to save myself.  I needed to be saved, and, thankfully, I was.
It is the same way with our sin.  Scripture is clear that we all have sinned, and that the wages of sin is death (Romans 3:23 and 6:23).  Jesus took our death penalty and saved us.

“It is finished”—Jesus has atoned for our sin:

The Apostle John is the only one of the disciples who was “up close and personal” at Jesus’ atoning sacrifice on the cross, so it makes sense that not once but twice in his First Letter he emphasizes this: “But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; 2and he is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world” (2:1b-2); and “In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins” (4:10).
This hearkens back to the story in Genesis 22 of Abraham offering his only and beloved son, Isaac, as a sacrifice.  At the last moment an angel of the Lord stopped him, and God provided a ram to be sacrificed in Isaac’s place.  Martin Luther once read this story to his family during their devotions, and his wife, Katie, said, “I do not believe it. God would not have treated his son like that!” “But, Katie,” Luther replied, “He did.”    
And yet it must be stressed that Jesus, as Justin preached last night, willingly laid down his life for us, just as he had told his disciples, “I lay (my life) down of my own accord” (John 10:18).  In his powerful book, The Cross of Christ, John Stott puts it this way:
“We must not… speak of God punishing Jesus or of Jesus persuading God, for to do so is to set them over against each other as if they acted independently of each other or were even in conflict with each other.  We must never make Christ the object of God’s punishment or God the object of Christ’s persuasion, for both God and Christ were subjects not objects, taking the initiative together to save sinners” (p. 151).

God sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and Jesus willingly laid down his life in order to atone for our sins.  God loves us that much.
“It is finished”—Jesus has reconciled us to himself:

When Jesus died on the cross for us he reconciled us to God, as the Apostle Paul wrote to the Colossians: “For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, 20and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross” (1:19-20).
In July 1938, on the 75th anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg, surviving veterans of the battle, who were all in their 80’s and 90’s, reenacted Pickett’s charge up Cemetery Ridge.  The confederate veterans slowly walked and limped up the ridge while the union veterans waited at the top behind the stone wall.  The union veterans could not contain themselves and one by one they hobbled over the wall and stumbled down the ridge to embrace the confederate veterans, many weeping as they did so.  They were no longer enemies.  The war was long over.

As moving as that is, God did much more than that: God reconciled us to himself while we were still his enemies.  As we prayed in the opening collect today, “our Lord Jesus Christ was willing to be betrayed, and given into the hands of sinners, and to suffer death upon the cross” (BCP 276).  Jesus, beaten and humiliated, stumbled along the road bearing his cross, being cursed and mocked along the way.  Jesus willingly laid down and was nailed to the cross in our place, and because Jesus did that, we have been reconciled to God, as Paul wrote to the Romans, “For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by his life” (5:10).
“It is finished”—Jesus has redeemed us:

Many years ago a pastor of a church in Boston met a boy in front of the sanctuary who was carrying a rusty cage in which several birds fluttered nervously. He asked, “Where did you get those birds?”  The boy replied, “I trapped them out in the field.”  “What are you going to do with them?”  “I'm going to play with them, and then I guess I'll just feed them to an old cat we have at home.”  When the pastor offered to buy them, the boy exclaimed, “Mister, you don't want them, they're just wild birds that can't sing very well.”  The pastor responded by offering money for the cage and the birds inside it.  The boy responded, “Okay, it's a deal, but you're making a bad bargain.”  The exchange was made and the boy went away happy with his money.  The pastor walked outside to the back of the church, opened the door of the cage, and set the birds free.
When Jesus died on the cross he redeemed us from the cage of sin and death, and set us free.  He bought us with his blood, as Paul wrote to the Ephesians, “In (Jesus) we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace 8that he lavished on us” (Ephesians 1:7-8a).  Jesus has redeemed us and set us free.
It is finished: Jesus has saved us.  
It is finished: Jesus has atoned for our sin.  
It is finished: Jesus has reconciled us to God.  
It is finished: Jesus has redeemed us.  
Jesus did all of this for one reason, to prove God’s love for us: “God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8).
Jesus’ finished work of his death on the cross gives us comfort, now and in the hour of our death.  Regardless of whether we feel like we connect with Leonardo de Vinci in thinking our life’s work just doesn’t measure up, or to James Joyce who wondered if anyone really understands, or to Edger Allen Poe who wanted God’s help, or to Joan Crawford, who did not; we can take comfort in Jesus’ finished work on the cross.  God did for us what we could not do for ourselves.
One’s final words indeed express one’s heart.  Jesus’ final words, “It is finished,” express the love of God for you, me, all of us.  
How can we respond to God’s love for us expressed in the finished work of Jesus Christ on the cross?*  I believe the third verse of the sequence hymn we sang earlier in this service, “O Sacred Head, Sore Wounded” (Hymn 168) shows us that response:

 In thy most bitter passion my heart to share doth cry,

With thee for my salvation upon the cross to die


Ah, keep my heart thus moved to stand thy cross beneath,


To mourn thee, well beloved, yet thank thee for thy death.
Amen.
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