
The Word Of Atonement             April 9, 2017 
John 19:30  

SI:  We’ve been preparing for our celebration of Christ’s Easter resurrection 
   by meditating on the words he spoke as he was dying on the cross.  
These are often called the Seven Last Words or the Seven Words of the Cross, 
   because Jesus spoke seven times.  Come this morning to his sixth word. 

INTRO:  Never in all history did one word say as much as word from cross.   
And it was just one Greek word, three in English, but one in Greek— 
   tetelestai—it is finished. 
The apostle John was close enough to hear Jesus say this and report in Gospel. 
   All the other disciples were at a distance, so the other Gospels tell of Jesus 
   giving a loud shout at this point, but they were not sure what he said. 
But John was right there and he heard it from Jesus’ lips—It is finished. 

This past week I was in St. Louis at Covenant Seminary taking a NT class. 
There were two assignments due Friday and I felt so good because I got them done  
   early, which is not like me, I finished them before I left. 
So I knew they wouldn’t be hanging over me all week. 
   And I could tell I had done a good job.  My papers were smart and scholarly 
But then on the first day of the class,  
   the professor discussed the assignments and I realized I wasn’t finished. 
There was some key research that I had missed, other material I had misunderstood.   
The thing that really made it bitter was that I roomed on campus for the week  
   with a really sharp young man in his late 20s.   
He showed me his work on the assignment and when I read it I groaned inside 
   and wondered if I even be able to match that caliber of work.  

Isn’t that the way it is with so many things in our lives—never quite finished? 
   Loose ends and unfinished business with even with important things. 
We’ve all known people who even on their deathbeds are trying to wrap things up,  
   trying to say the things they should have said long ago— 
   I’m sorry, forgive me, I love you.  Even then, never quite enough. 
But Jesus said in John 4:34—“My food is to do the will of him who sent me 
   and to finish his work”.  Jesus left no unfinished task, no loose ends with his life. 

And what a comfort this is for followers of Jesus. 
   That we are in union with the great finisher.  
Martin Luther wrote: 



   In Jesus’ one word ‘finished’ I comfort myself very much, for I confess all my own finishings  
   of anything are miserable and piecemeal.  But in what the Savior did on Calvary I see the only  
   completeness that this world contains. 

What did Jesus finish?  What did he complete?  
   Why did this sixth word bring good old Martin Luther so much comfort? 
   And what’s the comfort it can give to you? 

Let’s explore this by meditating on three facets of this word from the cross. 
   Three facets are: 
   1.  The work is done 
   2.  The debt is paid 
   3.  The foundation is established 
    



MP#1  ‘It is finished’ means the work is done 
I just read Jesus’ words in John 4:34. 
   My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work. 
That statement was from the beginning of his ministry. 
   So this word from the cross at the end of his ministry forms a bookend. 
Jesus says at the beginning:  I’m here to finish the work of the Father. 
   And he says at the end:  It is finished.  The work is done. 

What exactly was that work?  The best one word answer is “atonement.” 
Atonement is the word the Bible uses often, especially the Old Testament, 
   to describe the work of the priests.   
They would offer a perfect animal as a sacrifice to make atonement for the people. 
   A good way to define atonement is just break it down into syllables. 
At-one-ment.  That what atonement does.  Makes those who are separated one. 
   It brings them together.  Priestly work made God and people one again. 

So how did Jesus’ death on the cross atone?  How did he make us at one with God?   
   It may surprise you that it took the church 1500 years to fully answer question.  
In the early centuries the church taught that the atonement ransomed us from Satan.   
   That’s how Jesus made us one with God, by buying is back from Satan.   
Early church fathers explained it this way:   
   Ever since the Fall, the human race has been captive to Satan. 

Jesus paid the Devil a ransom to set the captives free. 
   Jesus said, I’ll let you kill me, the Son of God, if you let my people go. 
So Satan took Jesus’ life as a ransom, but didn’t count on fact he would rise again. 
   Church Fathers talk about how cross bait, res fishhook, fooled Devil, caught him. 
   For many, many, years, what church primarily taught about the atonement. 

Then around the year 1000 there was a theologian named Anselm.   
He said:  Wait a minute, it’s true world under the power of Satan, 
   but Jesus didn’t owe the Devil anything.  He died to do something for God. 
Anselm explained atonement this way:  God’s honor was offended by the Fall. 
   As Sovereign King he could do two things—demand punishment of human race.   
   Or, he could accept something else to satisfy his offended honor.   
Since Jesus was completely sinless and didn’t deserve to die— 
   God accepted Jesus’ death to satisfy his offended honor  on our behalf. 
Anselm was right.  Jesus didn’t owe the Devil anything. 
   The atonement was directed toward God.   
But Anselm got some important things very wrong.   



He explained that once the atonement covered up our dishonoring sins, 
   our good works could then shine and earn us a place in heaven.  Works oriented. 
500 years later, during the Reformation, Luther, Calvin, other Reformers 
   through careful study of Bible brought those final pieces together. 
Jesus did not only die to satisfy God’s honor.  He died to satisfy God’s justice. 
   As incarnate Son of God he suffering the wrath and curse of God for siners. 

Also they said, the atonement is not just Jesus’ death—it’s also his perfect life. 
   It’s not enough for us just to be forgiven.  That just gets us back to zero. 
Zero is not enough for salvation.  God requires perfect obedience. 
   He requires a perfectly obedient life.  Our good works are filthy rags. 
   So Jesus gives us his perfect life that becomes our record before God. 

Now, let’s bring all this together: 
Jesus said with a loud voice:  “It is finished.” 
   By that he meant:  Father, I have finished living a life of perfect obedience. 
My life is almost over, and as I look back over it I can see that in spite of  
   tremendous temptations, by the help of the Holy Spirit and by relying  
   on God’s Word I’ve done it.  
Every action, word, thought conformed perfectly to the two great commandments:    
   Love the Lord your God with all your heart and love your neighbor as yourself. 
Jesus said, I did it and it’s finished.  I’ve lived that life for my people.   
   Now they can get my record.  Nothing more needs to be added. 

And of course, when he said:  “It is finished” also meant— 
   I’ve finished suffering God’s wrath and punishment for sin. 
We’ve looked at his suffering in fourth and fifth word. 
   “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  “I thirst.” 
We saw how that was Jesus descending into hell. 
   He experienced in those three hours of darkness divine justice for the guilt of sin.   

When Jesus said, “It is finished” it wasn’t  the final sob of a defeated man. 
   He was not saying, Finally, it’s over.  At last, my suffering is over. 
He was making a triumphant declaration of a great accomplishment to his Father. 
   I’ve done the work.  I’ve done what you required to atone for my people. 
I lived the life they should have lived.  I died the death they should have died. 
   Good news is that if you trust Jesus, his death counts for your death.  Sins paid. 
   And his life counts for your life.  Perfect obedience.  Explore application later. 
MP#2  ‘It is finished’ means the debt is paid 
As I mentioned earlier, in the other Gospels, particularly in Matthew, 



   the crucifixion account just says that at this point Jesus gave a loud shout. 
John was close to the cross and heard that shout.   
   He records it in his Gospel as the single Greek word—tetelestai. 
Greek scholars have pointed out that this word has financial nuances. 

Ancient manuscripts have been found in the Greco-Roman world, from the time of  
   Christ and they have this word written written across the top—tetelestai.   
Do you know what those manuscripts were?  Bills, loans, mortgages. 
   Tetelestai in that setting meant “paid in full.” 
If your bill says:  Paid in full, what do you owe?  You owe nothing. 
   What if someone shows up and says:  You owe the bank, you owe the lender? 
   Then you say:  Look.  Tetelestai.  Paid in full. 

Over Christmas Eliza had a wreck.  Totaled her car while driving through Atlanta. 
   When my parents found out, they called and told me that their neighbor was  
   selling his car, that he had kept very good care of it, was I interested. 
I said I was and they said:  Look, we want to buy this car for you. 
   We know Eliza needs a reliable car.  Will uses her car too.  We want to do this. 
   Of course, we were so thankful. 

But I told my dad I had comprehensive insurance on Eliza’s car. 
   When we get the check from the insurance company, I’ll send it to you. 
No, he said.  Absolutely not.  You keep it.  It probably won’t be much anyway. 
   If you could have seen Eliza’s car, you would know how awful it looked. 
   I didn’t think I would get over $1,500 for it. 
   So I was very surprised with the adjuster send me a check for $4,500. 

And here’s where I’m going with this story— 
   That was exactly what we owed on Allison’s little Fiat. 
   I endorsed that check to the bank, and they gave me a slip of paper. 
It didn’t say tetelestai on it, but it said:  Balance 0.   
   And then a few weeks later I was paying bills and I found the payment coupon 
   book and I just threw it away.  I had no fear the bank would call.  Debt paid. 
   One less bill to deal with. 
And that’s how Jesus wants his church to live— 
   with grateful confidence and freedom from fear. 

There’s going to be a day of judgment.   
   God is just.  We live in a moral universe.  Things we do matter to him. 
   The Bible says it is appointed for man once to die, and after that the judgment. 



We will all stand before the judgment seat and give an account for the things 
   done in the body, whether good or bad.   
Nothing in all creation is hidden from God's sight.  Everything is uncovered  
   and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account. 
Revelation describes books being opened, the books God has kept of your life. 
   It describes a Great White Throne with all people before it, no matter what their 
   standing or status in this life—kings and slaves stand before that Throne. 

How will you fare on the Day of Judgment?   
What will happen to you when the books are opened and everything exposed 
   before the holiness of God? 
God wants us to be serious people and to believe in the day of judgment. 
   He want our thoughts and words and deeds to be shaped by a proper fear. 

And at the same time, Jesus Christ wants all his people to know—it is finished. 
   If you trust him and believe in him, you will be absolutely secure on that day. 
   Because the debt of all your sins is paid and his perfection credited to you. 
There will be no surprise accusers for believers on the day of judgment. 
   The Devil won’t show us and say:  Wait a minute, here’s another old debt. 

In the book of Revelation, John sees a vision of heaven. 
The risen and glorified Lord Jesus is there, and the hosts of heaven are singing 
a new song, and the song goes like this: 
   You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, 
   because you were slain, 
   and with your blood you purchased men for God 
   from every tribe and language and people and nation. 

There’s that financial language again.  Purchased by the lamb’s blood.   
Who are those purchased people?  Us.  The church.  The people of God. 
   So we are called to live in the confidence that the debt has been paid. 

Lots to chew on, but let’s move to the third facet. 

MP#3  ‘It is finished’ means the foundation is established 
When Buddha died, his last words were:  “Strive without ceasing.” 
   That fit his philosophy.  Buddhism is a religion of disciplined striving. 
   That’s how you are saved.  That’s how you achieve nirvana. 



Contrast the last words of Buddha with the last words of Jesus. 
   It is finished!  They couldn’t be more different.   
   The work is done.  The atonement accomplished.  The debt paid.   
   Nothing more to be done at all.   

And yet there is a sense in which Jesus has finished the foundation, which only 
   he could do, but his word from the cross calls us to build on that foundation. 
Believers have work to do.  You have work to do. 
   Jesus was saying:  I’ve finished my work.  Now it’s time for your work. 

You’re a debt-free person at one with God and you have work to do. 
What work?  Well, let me give you a good summary from 2 Peter 1. 
His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness . . . 
   So what are you to do with that divine power?   
For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness,  
   knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to  
   perseverance, godliness;  and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love.  
   For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from being  
   ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Jesus Christ has finished the work, and now you’ve got work to do by adding 
   to your faith and life all these qualities and virtues and the good works that  
   accompany them. 
That also means putting off your sinful habits and attitudes.   
Using the gifts and talents God has given you. 
   Participating fully in the life and worship of the church. 
   Praying for and giving to the advance of Christ’s kingdom. 
Bringing every area of your life under the Lordship and obedience of Jesus— 
   your money, your work and goals, your sex life, your relationships. 

But here’s the challenge—not to do it like a Buddhist—strive without ceasing. 
It’s so easy, even as a Christian, to slip into the thinking or the attitude that  
   I owe God, that he will get me or judge me/ 
So in all our building and working as Christians we must remember these last words  
   of Jesus—It is finished. 

Do you remember the movie Saving Private Ryan?  1998, Tom Hanks.  True story.   
An American family, the Ryans, had four sons serving in the United States Army.   
   During the Normandy invasion, three sons were killed. 
The Army realized that this family could not get a fourth death notice. 



   So they sent a squad, headed by Captain Miller to find Private Ryan and get him 
   out of the combat zone.  They are successful but many of them die. 
At the end, there’s a dramatic moment when Captain Miller, who is morally  
   wounded turns to Private Ryan and he says:  You, earn this, earn it. 
He means—these men died for you.  See that you earn it by the way you live. 

So then the battle scene ends and it’s the present day.  And an elderly Private Ryan  
   is at the cemetery in Normandy with is grown children and grandchildren.   
   He finds the grave of Captain Miller and begins weeping. 
Says:  I tried.  I tried to live my life as best I could.  I hope it was enough. 
   I hope I earned what you did for me.   
Turns to his wife and says:  Tell me, am I a good man? 
   She says:  Of course you are.  (But what else would she say.) 

I want that scene to sink into your mind because as moving as it is— 
   that is the very opposite of this word of Christ. 
Yes, Jesus was a one-man rescue squad who came into this fallen world  
   and faced the Devil and temptation and death and the wrath of God to save you. 
But his dying word to you was not:   
   You, earn this.  Look what I’ve done for you.  Earn it. 

Let’s go back to that last scene in Saving Private Ryan, cemetery in Normandy. 
   But imagine a different ending.  The grave is empty and Captain Miller is there  
   and all the squad with him.  And they are young and strong just as they were then. 
   And they tell Private Ryan, we did it and we did it gladly.   
The difference between Jesus and Captain Miller is that Jesus is alive. 

He did not say It is finished as a broken man.   
   Matthew says he shouted it with loud voice.  It was the word of victory.   
   Because he knew that he would rise again.   
So Jesus doesn’t say to you:  Earn it.  Make yourself worthy of what I did for you. 
   The instruction is:  Enjoy it.  Revel in it.  Rejoice in it.   
And then in that joy do the work I’ve called you to do. 
   When you are successful as a Christian, don’t be proud.  Rejoice, finished. 
   When you fail, don’t be despondent.  Rejoice in Jesus finished work. 


