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THERE THEY CRUCIFIED HIM
(John 19:16-27)
SUBJECT:
F.C.F: 
PROPOSITION: 
INTRODUCTION:

A. In 2004 Hollywood actor and director Mel Gibson produced the film The Passion of the Christ. It was his take on the crucifixion of Jesus. And it was rated R. And the reason was clearly not language, it couldn’t have been: the entire film was in Aramaic and Latin. And it was not for nudity or explicit sexuality. No, it was given a restricted rating because of brutality, gore, and a kind of slaughterhouse violence. But, of course, this was the original Mad Max’s perspective on the death of Jesus and, as we would expect, Gibson’s stock and trade in the film industry was in torn flesh and dripping blood.


I recall at the time many Evangelical Christian leaders where hailing the film as possibly the evangelistic tool of the decade, perhaps century. Gospel-minded people were urged to pass out evangelistic tracts after the film or to invite people to follow-up Bible studies. Thousands, perhaps millions, would be converted to Christ after witnessing a graphic portrayal of his sufferings. The church should be ready to receive them, inviting non-Christian neighbors to join in viewing the film. Perhaps it would even spark a national revival. All hopes were pinned on an R-rated, Hollywood production from the creative genius of Mad Max. 


B. I remember the hoopla because I and other pastors in the area were invited to an advance showing of the film in the Orange City movie theater on a weekday afternoon. The film carried some controversy, and the owner of the theater wanted pastors on board ahead of time. I winced through the film, interested in whether or not I could understand any of the Aramaic or Latin (I couldn’t). I also felt odd about the box of Milk Duds I had carried into the theater. Was it proper to enjoy a treat in this context? Would moviegoers feel strange about munching on popcorn and drinking sodas while watching a portrayal of their Lord’s death? As expected, it was very violent: torn flesh, a large pool of blood at the base of the whipping post, nails ripping through wrists and feet, and hardened soldiers masochistically delighting in every bit of it. 


But that was pretty much it. There was no great swelling of the church rolls, no national revival of the church that I remembered. One of our younger relatives did view the film and seemed to be moved toward Christ—for a few weeks, and then went back to ignoring Christ and his church. 


C. And it made me go back to the New Testament and re-read the gospel accounts of the crucifixion and death of Jesus, and I was amazed. I had always assumed that there was tremendous focus on the gory details of the scourging and the horror of the nails, the deep, physical anguish and torture of the cross. But the gospel writers are remarkable for their utter silence about this matter. For example, many make much of the cruel nails that tore his hands and feet. But the truth is that none of the gospels mentions any nails, zero, except for one after-the-fact reference in John 20:25 where Doubting Thomas demands to see the marks of the nails in his hands and to place his finger in the marks of the nails before he believes, but that’s it! The only other reference to nails or nailing in the entire New Testament is in Colossians 2:14 where Paul declares that God himself nailed “the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands” to the cross, presumably with Jesus.


D. You may argue that people in the first century were so familiar with the gory details of crucifixion that they would shudder and the very mention of it, but the fact remains that none of the Gospel writers seems interested in the violence or the torture aspect of the cross, certainly not John. He simply reports that “There they crucified him….”

So if they weren’t absorbed in the pain and physical agony of the cross, and John certainly wasn’t even though he stood at the side of the cross and witnessed it firsthand, then what was he interested in? What was so significant that John wanted his readers to see it clearly? 

First, in the cross of Christ, 

I. WE MUST SEE THE SOVEREIGNTY OF GOD.


A. Though to those who had trusted Jesus and were beholding this tragedy it must have seemed that all was lost, if we look carefully we will find that God was completely in control and was only working out his wise plan. Are you able to believe that in your own life amidst the disappointments and setbacks? When it seems to you that things are falling apart and that God’s promise appears to be failing you, are you confident in his overarching rule over all things?

Last week we noted the convergence of both the highest political authority and the highest religious authority of the day and how they utterly failed their calling. The highest government agent in the world (Caesar through his representative, Pilate) who had been established by God himself failed to recognize when the King of all kings stood before him. And the highest office of the only true religion of Israel failed to recognize when their own long-awaited Messiah was in their midst, or at least they failed to receive him.


B. But notice what happened. Almighty God made these evil pretenders admit the truth publicly even if they did so unwittingly. Back in chapter 11, after the universal acclaim for Jesus as a result of his very public miracle of raising the indisputably dead Lazarus, Caiaphas, the high priest for that year, without meaning to declared that Jesus was the Messiah. “49 But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, said to them, “You know nothing at all. 50 Nor do you understand that it is better for you that one man should die for the people, not that the whole nation should perish.” And the significance is not lost on John who notes: “51 He did not say this of his own accord, but being high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus would die for the nation, 52 and not for the nation only, but also to gather into one the children of God who are scattered abroad.” Here was the true work of God’s Messiah saving his people by dying for them, for their sins, in their place. And the unbelieving high priest that year could not keep himself from admitting and acknowledging this great truth. Why? Because God sovereignly reigns over all these circumstances. 

C. And now we have unbelieving Pilate, clearly motivated by his hatred for the Jews who forced his hand, exacting his petty revenge. “19 Pilate also wrote an inscription and put it on the cross. It read, “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” 20 Many of the Jews read this inscription, for the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city, and it was written in Aramaic, in Latin, and in Greek.” Here was a universal proclamation by Pilate, the representative of the highest state authority in the world, in every major language so that all the peoples of the earth could see: “Jesus is the king of the Jews.” The Jewish authorities were appalled and embarrassed, of course, and complained: “21 So the chief priests of the Jews said to Pilate, “Do not write, ‘The King of the Jews,’ but rather, ‘This man said, I am King of the Jews.’” And Pilate in his wicked stubbornness and his thirst for revenge refused: “22 Pilate answered, “What I have written I have written.”

D. But notice what had happened. The representative of the highest political authority in the land officially and publicly proclaimed that Jesus was the King of the Jews. Though Pilate did so out of unbelieving spite, Almighty God overruled him and made him declare the truth. What we see in the cross of Christ first of all is God’s sovereignty. And this is not simply over small matters, but over the grand and global matters as well. No one resists his authority and even those who are his most recalcitrant enemies only wind up doing his bidding.


Is that helpful in the trials you are facing? Martin Luther pointed out that even the devil is God’s devil, kept on a leash. There is no power that can resist him let alone prevail against him. So no matter what trouble or storm may be crashing upon you, it has only come your way by passing through his Fatherly hand first.  

Secondly,

II. WE MUST SEE THE FAITHFULNESS OF GOD.


A. What is also of interest to John as the inspired writer of this gospel is the detail of the soldiers gambling for Jesus’ garments. Would you have put that one in if you had been called to reflect upon and record the death of Christ? I’m not sure I would have considered that detail significant. What’s interesting is that all four gospel writers mention it. Matthew, Mark, and Luke all do, but only in passing, with no added comment. Now we have seen at least a couple of instances where John leaves some questions unanswered or does not mention some important detail most likely because he knows his readers are familiar with the other gospels. He doesn’t need to repeat what they have already faithfully delivered. 

B. But here he does reiterate the fact for the fourth time. And he does add an important insight. This truth not only reflected on the fact that Jesus was deprived of his garments on the cross, revealing the humiliation of his nakedness. And it not only showed his poverty so that here all his earthly possessions were callously distributed among his killers. But John notes that this detail was in fulfillment of God’s promise in Scripture: “23 When the soldiers had crucified Jesus, they took his garments and divided them into four parts, one part for each soldier; also his tunic. But the tunic was seamless, woven in one piece from top to bottom, 24 so they said to one another, “Let us not tear it, but cast lots for it to see whose it shall be.” And John notes: “This was to fulfill the Scripture which says, “They divided my garments among them, and for my clothing they cast lots.”  So the soldiers did these things….”

Why did these cruel soldiers do this? We have no reason to believe that their conduct was unique in their treatment of Jesus. They probably did this on other occasions, perhaps with the others who were crucified with him. But John notes a deeper significance. They were fulfilling Scripture. John quotes from a Psalm of David, Psalm 22, which is often quoted in the New Testament and applied to the sufferings of Jesus. In fact, Jesus himself quoted the first verse of this psalm from the cross: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 

C. Was John correct in quoting from this Psalm, or did he pull the verse out of context? Well, you listen to the context and decide for yourself: “16  For dogs encompass me;  a company of evildoers encircles me;  they have pierced my hands and feet— 17  I can count all my bones— they stare and gloat over me; 18  they divide my garments among them,  and for my clothing they cast lots.” There are actually many more aspects of this Psalm which are prophetic to the life and especially the crucifixion of Jesus.

The point is that God is faithful to keep his promises, and that also is very encouraging. In your trials, in your perplexing problems, in times of dim darkness, you can trust in the faithfulness of God. Here in this small detail, God has not forgotten to fulfill a prophecy delivered over a thousand years in the past. And he will keep his promises to us. We can rely on his faithfulness.


And John also wants us to witness the kindness of God… 
III. WE MUST SEE THE KINDNESS OF GOD.   

A. How could John fail to record this personal detail, one which applied to himself? In the gospels, we find record of seven distinct sayings of Jesus from his pulpit on the cross: Three were addressed to his Father: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me,” “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do,” and “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.” And two were addressed to nobody in particular: “I thirst.” and “it is finished” And two were addressed to individuals. To the dying thief who confessed his faith in Jesus, he replied, “Today you shall be with me in Paradise.” And in our text, Jesus speaks to his mother and to John standing at the foot of the cross. And here we see Jesus fulfilling the fifth commandment to “honor his father and his mother.” He cares for her. He knows that he is going to his heavenly Father. He also knows that for the time being his half-brothers do not share her faith in him. And so he entrusts her to the care of John, who immediately receives her as his own. “26 When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he said to his mother, “Woman, behold, your son!” 27 Then he said to the disciple, “Behold, your mother!” And from that hour the disciple took her to his own home.”

B. In all of our trials, we must never forget the kindness of God. And we see this in his tender treatment of his mother. He has not forgotten her. Yes, he is the Son of God. Yes, he has overcome the attacks of the great powers of the day. And yes, he is the sin-bearer, the Lamb of God, taking away the sins of the world. But he is also his mother’s son, and he does not forget and will not neglect her.


Beloved, he cares for us as well. I cannot understand how, out of all the billions on earth, and the truly millions of believers, Jesus Christ can know each of us intimately and truly walk with us in fellowship every moment of every day. I can hardly keep up with my kids! But he knows and cares, he promises and provides. He calls us to walk trustingly, knowingly, constantly, and intimately with him each day. That is a privilege beyond all imagination, a treasure beyond compare. That is a truth to be celebrated and enjoyed with gladness. 

CONCLUSION


It’s not the gore, or the pain, or the physical humiliation of Christ that’s really in focus here. It’s the surpassing glory of God. He rules over all, and all, knowingly or unknowingly, willingly or unwillingly do his bidding, from the great to the small. And he is faithful to his promises. Not a single word of the Lord has fallen to the ground unfulfilled. And we can trust and rest and boldly advance with a solid foundation of his promises to us. For he is kind; his grace is amazing. He does not forget us and cannot forsake us.  (  
____________________________________________________________________________________________


