
Welcome!  And thank you for joining me for this hour at the cross.  According to 
Scripture, Jesus died at the ninth hour of the Jewish day – which we would call 3 o’clock.  
So, here, we spend Jesus’ final hour before death, waiting thoughtfully at the foot of his 
cross – and listening to his final words before death.

During the next hour, I would like to invite you to contemplate the final seven phrases of 
Jesus, spoken from the cross.  Each one is redolent with meaning, and I aim to explore 
them with you, punctuated by a few hymns and other music.  The seven phrases are 
drawn from across the four Gospel accounts of the Crucifixion – each one, of course, 
bringing their writer’s own spin to the story.

In a little while, I would like to set the scene for the seven phrases, by reading one of the 
Gospel accounts – that of the Gospel according to St John.  This, I hope, will remind us of 
the some of the details of the Crucifixion, and set the scene for what is to follow.  But 
first, to help us get into a meditatative frame of mind, let’s listen to the choir of St Paul’s 
Cathedral singing Stainer’s famous setting of John 3:16 – God so loved the 
world….reminding us of why God sent his son into the world – not to condemn the 
world, but that the world, through him, might be saved.
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John 19 – paraphrased and abridged.
They took Jesus out to the place called Skull Hill, or in Hebrew, Golgotha. Jesus was 
made to carry his own cross on the way out there. When they got there, they hung him 
on the cross by nails driven through his flesh. They crucified a couple of other convicted 
men at the same time — the three of them in a row with Jesus in the middle. On Pilate’s 
orders, a sign was hung on the cross Jesus was on, saying, “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of 
the Jews.”  The chief priests from the Temple went to Pilate objecting to the sign. They 
wanted the sign changed to “This man claimed to be the King of the Jews” but Pilate told 
them that what was written was written and that was the end of the story.
........When the soldiers had hung Jesus up on the nails, they divided up his clothes 
between the four of them. This fulfilled what the scriptures had said long ago:
........“They divided up my clothes,
................and tossed for my coat.” 
........While the soldiers tossed coins, a group of women stood near Jesus’ cross. They 
were his mother, his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary of Magdala. 
Jesus saw that his mother was standing with the disciple with whom he was most 
intimate, and so he said to his mother, “Woman, this man is your son.” And then he said 
to the disciple, “This woman is your mother.” From that day on, Mary moved into the 
home of that disciple.
........After that, Jesus knew it was all over. He did one more thing that the scriptures had 
spoken about. He said, “I’m thirsty.” 
........Someone had half a bottle of wine that had turned to vinegar, so they poured some 
into a sponge and held it up to his mouth. He drank it and then said, “It is finished.”
........With that, his head dropped and he gave up his spirit.
........Because it was the day of Preparation for the Passover, the Temple authorities 
wanted to make sure the bodies were not left hanging up on the sacred festival day. 
They went to Pilate and got him to authorise the soldiers to break the legs of the three 
crucified men, so that they’d die quicker. The soldiers broke the legs of the other two 
crucified men, but when they came to Jesus, they saw that there was no need — he was 
already dead. Just to make sure, one of the soldiers drove a spear into his side, and 
blood and water gushed out. 
........The eyewitness to these things has given a sworn account of it all. His report is true 
and can be trusted. Scripture was again shown to be true, because it was written that 
not one of his bones would be broken.
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So, let’s turn to the seven phrases of Christ from the cross.  Here they are – rendered in 
the more poetic language of the Authorised, King James version of the Bible.  

Let’s just focus on them as a whole, for a moment – before we consider them one by 
one.

(Read the seven).

And now, let’s look at them, one by one – with time for prayer and reflection after each 
one….
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Jesus has been bound and beaten, insulted and spat-upon, tortured and humiliated, 
dragged through the streets and nailed to a cross.  And yet he can say these words!  
What amazing grace, what extra-ordinary forgiveness!  

This phrase strikes at the heart of God’s compassion for humanity.  It is 
why he doesn’t give up on us, altogether, when we continue to fail to live by his 
commands to love.  It belies entirely why he knew that it was necessary to send his Son 
to save us – for we cannot save ourselves.  We don’t know what we are doing!

In these words, we see the face of God looking sadly upon the human 
race.  God sees our failure to care for the planet he gave us.  God sees our propensity to 
hoard our personal wealth, while our brothers and sisters are starving. God sees our 
immense capacity to hate – or at best ignore - those who are not like us…the foreigners, 
the homeless, those whose sexuality is different to ours.  God sees our weakness, and 
yet he responds with Love.  He should rightly condemn us, and yet he saves us. For he 
sees that, in truth, we do not know what we do.

God knows what we are.  Small, fragile, frightened humanity.  Kicking out, 
with fear, against anything – or anyone – who appears to threaten us.  Jesus threatened 
the Jewish leaders of his day, and their response was to crucify him.  

We feel threatened too. We strike out, in fear.  We use angry words, like 
‘traitor’ or ‘idiot’ to try to silence them – just as people of Jesus’ time did.  They cried 
‘crucify him’.  We cry ‘string them up’, or ‘bring back capital punishment’ or ‘close the 
borders’.  Angry words.  Because we don’t know what we do.

Father, forgive us…for we don’t know what we are doing.

Let’s take half a minute, in silence, to contemplate the depth of Jesus’ 
loving grace for us…
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Two thieves had been nailed to crosses on either side of Jesus.  Criminals, rightly 
condemned for their crimes under the laws of that time.  One taunted Jesus, saying, ‘if 
you are the Messiah, save yourself and us’!  But the other thief was more thoughtful…

“Have you no fear of God? For you are subject to the same 
condemnation?  We have been condemned justly, for the sentence we received 
corresponds to our crimes, but this man has done nothing criminal”.  Then he said, 
“Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom”.

The second thief gives me hope – because he doesn’t fall into any of the 
categories we normally associate with conversion to Christian Faith.  I notice that he 
does little we would recognise as repentance, for example.  He only acknowledges his 
crime and the justness of his punishment,  But he doesn’t say he’s sorry.  He doesn’t 
actually repent.  Neither does he pray some formulaic prayer of asking Jesus into his life, 
as so many TV Evangelists would have us pray.  He doesn’t acknowledge Jesus as his Lord 
and Saviour.

No, but he does recognise there’s something extraordinary about Jesus.  
He does recognise that Jesus is heaven bound, because he is not a criminal.  And he 
throws himself on Jesus’ mercy.  “Jesus, remember me, when you come into your 
kingdom”.  This is not the cry of a bible-reading scholar, steeped in the right phrases to 
say.  It’s just the cry of a terrified man, whose life is about to end.  He doesn’t have the 
right words.  No-one is there to anoint his head with oil, or to hear his confession.  All he 
asks is to be remembered.

Jesus response is typically full of grace.  He sees a dying man, reaching 
out for help at the end of a life of crime and failure….and Jesus offers him hope, and life.  
“Today you will be with me in paradise”

What amazing grace!  What love!  What compassion for a human being 
who ‘knows not what he does’.  This is the kind of God we serve!

Let’s take some time, while listening to the boys’ choir, ‘Libera’ singing 
‘There is a green hill far away’.   Take the time to contemplate such love, which would 
welcome a criminal into paradise.
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Mary had always suspected that it would come to this.  Ever since the day that she and 
Joseph presented the infant Jesus in the temple, and she was warned that whilst Jesus 
would be the cause of the rising and falling of many, a sword would pierce her own heart 
too.

Some time before this moment, Mary had already felt pain in her heart.  
It happened on the day when she and her children called for Jesus at a house where he 
had been teaching.  Jesus had responded with hard and challenging words:  “Who is my 
mother?  Who are my brothers and sisters?  They are the ones who do the will of my 
Father.”  Jesus appeared to be rejecting Mary at that moment – suggesting that by caring 
for his welfare, she was not following his plan.  Worse still, Jesus spoke about his words 
being like a sword which would separate families from each other.  These words hurt.  
They were painful to hear…and they gave her much to think on.  Was she perhaps guilty 
of not trusting God’s plan for Jesus?  Perhaps she was being too much of an interfering 
mother?

But nothing could prepare her for the pain she felt as she watched her 
son’s life leaving his body on that cross.  A sword of pain did not just pierce her heart, 
but it felt like her entire world had been broken in twain.

But in that moment, despite all the agony, all the pain of his torment on 
the cross, Jesus took a moment to focus on his Mother, standing there with the tears of 
love and pain flowing down her face.  Jesus forgave his mother, for whatever her 
shortcomings may have been.  And he set up the means for her continued support, after 
he had gone.  Looking to his friend, John, he says, “Woman, behold your son.  Son, 
behold your mother”.

What love is this? When amidst the agony of one’s own pain and torment, 
you can still find space for the pain and torment of another?  Amid our own agonies, 
pains and worries, let us never stop reaching out with compassion for the pains of 
others.  

Let’s take half a minute, in silence, to consider the power of such a 
calling…
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Eloi, Eloi, Lama Sabacthani!  Entire books have been written on the meaning of these 
words.  How can it be that God himself, in human flesh, could be separated from himself 
on the cross?  All the great dogmas of our faith dictate that Jesus was both fully God and 
fully human.  Two essences combined into one being.  How then can God be divided 
from himself.  How can there be separation?  How could Jesus feel abandoned by God?

We can only speculate.  Perhaps the sheer weight of human sin placed on 
upon his shoulders was enough to momentarily break the connection between Jesus 
divine and human essences.  Perhaps God turned his face away.  Or perhaps it was the 
sheer pain of that moment, an agony of confusion, a profound though momentary doubt 
as to whether this…this awful death…could really be God’s will. 

Another useful conjecture, is that Jesus was quoting quite deliberately 
from Psalm 22, which commences with these very words.  The whole Psalm seems to 
point to the crucifixion, with many of its lines coming true on that awful day.  The crowds 
mock and scorn, the clothes of the Psalm-writer are divided up.  The psalm writer’s 
hands and feet are pierced.  I strongly encourage you to take time with Psalm 22, 
perhaps later today.  Perhaps Jesus was quoting the Psalm in a bold attempt to make 
sure his accusers and executioners should know whom they were crucifying.

Whatever the truth of these conjectures, the simple fact is that even 
Jesus knew what it felt like to feel abandoned by God.  It is a reality of all human 
existence that our sense of connection to the Divine is often dimmed, by pain, by 
suffering, by sheer busy-ness, by a lack of attention and discipline on our part.  The 
reasons are many – but they are all shared by Jesus Christ, our Lord, our Master, but also 
our brother.  He has walked the way of the cross, and so must we.  

Let us spend a minute in silence, contemplating the depth of Jesus’ 
loneliness in that moment, and recognising when we too have created blockages 
between ourselves and God…

(1 min)  
It’s time for a little more music.  Let’s hear a Songs of Praise recording of that wonderful 
hymn ‘When I survey the wondrous cross’….
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Psalm 22 is once again in the frame, as we come to contemplate these two little words: I 
thirst.  The psalm-writer puts the notion of thirst rather more dramatically, saying: “my 
tongue cleaveth to my jaws; and thou hast brought me into the dust of death”.

We have seen, already, Jesus’ divinity on display upon the cross.  We’ve 
watched him reach out with grace to the thief, and care for his mother despite his own 
agony.  His divinity enables him to rise up beyond the human pain, and still able to act as 
God with compassion and mercy to others.  But in this moment of raging thirst, the 
humanity of Jesus comes to the fore.  He suffers as we can suffer.  He is as human as you 
and me.  To mis-appropriate Shakespeare for a moment, ‘if you prick him, does he not 
bleed?’.

In this moment, Jesus is ‘everyman’ (and every woman).  He is our 
brother, who suffers with us, and dies for us.  Stripped bare, of all dignity, of all power to 
control what happens to him next, Jesus identifies with all humanity – perhaps especially 
those who are fighting for the lives in the intensive care units of the world right now.  

But, in fact, each of us lives with the comfortable myth that we are 
independent of others.  We imagine that we can live without the help of others.  And 
yet, as the current Virus-crisis teaches us, we find that we cannot.  For Jesus, it was the 
aid of a soldier with a sponge soaked in vinegar.  For us, it’s the aid of millions of front-
line staff, care workers, medics, council workers, emergency services and others –
historically disregarded, and yet we find them indispensable now.  We have a little 
Shakespeare, so why not a little John Donne – “no man is an island, entire of itself; every 
man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main”.  

In this most fragile moment of his humanity, by calling out for the aid of a 
soldier with a sponge, Jesus reminds us that we all need each other.  That we are made 
to live in community, and that it is in community that we can best thrive.

Let’s take half a minute to thank God for the community around each one 
of us.
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It is finished.  But what is finished?  This certainly ranks among one of Jesus’ more 
enigmatic statements.  It is, as theologians like to say, a mystery.  In truth, we can only 
guess at precisely what he meant.  Please be cautious of any theologian who will quote a 
load of different bible verses at you to try to explain this one!

Perhaps, as death comes close, it’s a simple statement of relief.  For those 
of us who have had the privilege of accompanying another human through death’s door, 
relief is sometimes there.  It’s over.  It’s done.  It is finished.

Perhaps, as my more orthodox and evangelical friends would teach, this is 
a great cry of victory.  ‘Love’s redeeming work is done.  Fought the fight, the battle won’.  
Many would assert – quite definitely - that Jesus is proclaiming his final victory over sin, 
and over the devil.  The work of salvation is done.  By his death on the cross, Jesus has 
paid the price for our sins, required of us by a wrathful God.  

Or, if you believe in a literal Devil, and a cosmic battle for our souls 
between Good and Evil, then Christ has paid the price to ransom us from the Devil - who 
has gained rights over us because of our sin.  The Greek word which is translated as ‘It is 
finished’ certainly supports this theory.  The Greek word means something like ‘the tally 
is paid’.   

Personally, I’m not so sure.  I think it is too simplistic to reduce Jesus’ 
work on earth – and especially his death – to a kind of simple courtroom justice, or to 
the payment of a ransom to a demonic kid-napper.  Jesus’ work of salvation is an eternal 
work.  He was in the beginning – by him all things were made.  He is at the end of 
history, too – the Alpha AND the Omega who has yet to inaugurate the new heaven and 
new earth promised at the end of time.  His work of salvation goes on, every day, in 
every human heart.  It is not finished…even if Jesus was, on that day.

There’s a famous story of a certain Bishop Wescott, Regius Professor of 
Divinity at Cambridge, who was once approached by a zealous undergraduate, confident 
of his simple evangelical faith.  He asked the professor, “Are you saved?”.  Much to his 
astonishment, the Bishop replied by parsing the Greek word for salvation, “‘I know I 
have been saved,’ he said; ‘I believe I am being saved; and I hope by the grace of God 
that I shall be saved.’  

Let’s take a moment to thank God for Jesus’ ongoing work of saving you, 
and me, and all humanity – and to commit ourselves to being his partners in that task.  
As we do so, let’s listen to the choir of King’s College Cambridge, sing Bach’s gorgeous 
chorale, O Sacred Head Sore Wounded.
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After all that he has endured, and all that he has said, Jesus’ final words on the Cross 
according to St Luke, were not words of victory, but simple words of trust.  Jesus has 
done all that was required of him.  He didn’t want this cup of suffering.  In fact his 
human essence – Jesus of Nazareth - begged his divine essence – the Father in heaven -
to take it away.  As a human, he longed for it not to be necessary.  But, it was necessary 
– and he surrendered to the ignominy of it, until it was finished.

What, ultimately, does Jesus death mean?  We’ve already considered 
many of the possibilities, and I’ve suggested to you that ultimately its full meaning 
remains a mystery for us.  We can only glimpse at the depths of Divine wisdom which 
decided that this way of tears was necessary for the saving of the world.  My advice is 
this: don’t trust anyone who tells you that they’ve understood it all! 

But we can offer some shades and layers of meaning, and we can draw 
some conclusions.  Let me offer you my take on this cosmic event…and leave it entirely 
for you to see whether my view has any traction for you.

For me, Christ’s death stands in direct and purposeful opposition to the 
way that the World of human beings conducts itself.  Humans grasp for power and 
wealth.  Jesus embraces powerlessness and poverty.  Humans try to dominate each 
other through violence.  Roman guards, temple priests, Imperial power.  Jesus lets the 
violence overwhelm him….and in doing so places himself outside the city, the centre of 
earthly power - onto a hill far away.  By that decision, he says to all of humanity, 
‘Listen…this is what happens when you reject my ways.  You end up pushing God to the 
margins of your life.  You exclude him from your community and from your lives. You 
crush God, and laugh at him – while he continues to love you from outside your 
existence.

‘Behold,’ says Jesus, ‘I stand at the gate of your City, and at the door of 
your heart – and I knock.  If anyone will open that door to me, I will come in and feast 
with them’

But to open that door, to unlock those gates, and truly let Jesus in 
requires trust on our part.  Trust that God’s narrow Way of life is worth following.  Trust 
that the sacrifices he requires are worth making.  Trust that is able to say, with Jesus, 
‘Father, into YOUR hands I commend my spirit’.
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To finish our time together, I’m going to play an extended Lenten improvisation by our 
good friend Lyndon Ford.  Please use these last 3 minutes or so to think about what 
we’ve shared together.  Let me know, via the comments section, what thoughts have 
surfaced in your mind, or whether you’ve found what I have offered in any way helpful.

We’ll be back together again – online – at 9.30am on Easter morning, 
when with music and glorious liturgy, we’ll celebrate Christ’s victory over death.  But for 
now, let’s listen, let’s think, let’s let God minister to our very souls.

May the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts 
and minds in the love of God, and in the presence of Jesus Christ his son.  And the 
blessing of God Almighty, the Father the Son and the Holy Spirit, be with you all, 
evermore, Amen.
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