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 I can think of no more fitting message to prepare our hearts for the Lord’s Supper this morning than to be reminded of the truth that Jesus died.  Last time we looked at the events surrounding the crucifixion of Christ.  We left Jesus on the Cross with the continued mocking and taunts of the crowd, the religious leaders, the thief, and the Roman soldiers.  In our text this morning, Jesus breathed His last.  There are six things, six words I would like to consider concerning Jesus’ death from Mark’s account this morning. 
1.  Darkness (v. 33)


Jesus’ crucifixion began at the third hour, around 9 o’clock in the morning (15:25).  Jesus has now been on the cross for three long hours, hours filled with agony emotionally, physically, mentally, and spiritually.  It was now high noon, midday on the outskirts of Jerusalem, and something very unusual began to take place.  Intense and unforgettable darkness covered the entire land for three hours.  Derek Thomas observes, “At Jesus’ birth there was brightness at midnight, and at Jesus’ death there is darkness at mid-day.”


Questions are often asked concerning this darkness: What caused it?  How extensive was it?  What was the purpose or meaning?  The first two questions are important and there has been much debate as to the cause and extent of the darkness.  I will leave you to do your own study on these subjects and just mention in passing that I believe that God caused it.  As for the means, while Luke specifies as it is translated in some versions that it was an eclipse (Lk. 23:45), most would agree that it was not an eclipse in the astronomical way that we are familiar with but that the sun was “obscured” (NAS), “darkened” (KJV), or “failed” (ESV).  Most would attribute the darkness to a supernatural act of God that covered the entire land and leave it at that, and I would agree.

Of more importance is the third question, “What was the purpose or meaning of the darkness?”  Darkness is a sign of separation, sin, chaos, death, and judgment.  In the Creation account of Genesis 1:2-4 we read, “The earth was formless and void, and darkness was over the surface of the deep… Then God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light.  God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness.”  Notice that God called the light good but made no designation concerning the darkness, but separated it from light.  From that day forward, darkness would forever be associated with evil and wickedness, separated from that which is good according to God.

Consequently, darkness is also associated with judgment.  In the ninth plague of the Exodus, darkness covered the land for three days prior to the final plague when the Lord struck down all the firstborn in the land of Egypt.  However, the Lord passed over the homes of those who obeyed God and applied the blood of a sacrificial lamb to the doorposts (Ex. 11-12).  This was the first Passover, which occurred at midnight in the land of Egypt, and those who were spared God’s awful judgment were delivered from the bondage of Egypt.  Do you see the picture?  Just as darkness covered the land prior to the first Passover, so darkness covered the land preceding the last Passover where the blood of the Lamb of God covered two posts!  “But this time,” Sinclair Ferguson reminds us, “it was God’s own firstborn who was to die.”
  The Cross was the doorposts, and the only way for the penalty for sins, the judgment of death and eternal separation from God in darkness, to be passed over was provided as His blood was splattered on the Cross!

Those present on that day should have immediately recognized what was happening because the prophet Amos had told of it long before.
Amos 8:7-9 – 7 The Lord has sworn by the pride of Jacob, “Indeed, I will never forget any of their deeds. 8 Because of this will not the land quake and everyone who dwells in it mourn? Indeed, all of it will rise up like the Nile, and it will be tossed about and subside like the Nile of Egypt.” 9 “It will come about in that day,” declares the Lord GOD, “That I will make the sun go down at noon and make the earth dark in broad daylight. 

Many look at this prophecy as referring to the great Day of Judgment at the end of the age when the Lord returns.  However, the Jew in Jesus’ day could not but look at what was happening right before their eyes as fulfillment of Amos’ prophecy.  His reference to the Nile, i.e. Egypt, and the darkness that occurred there and what was now happening before them was unmistakable.  However, rather than see it as judgment for their sin and fleeing to Christ alone as the Passover, they ended as they began because they were darkness, not comprehending the Light (Jn. 1:5).

Derek Thomas explains this ultimate fulfillment of the Passover beautifully:

The hand of God did this. It was a miracle, as though God placed His hand over the sun and said, ‘You will not shine on My Son.’ God did that to signal the exodus that is taking place, to signal that the angel of death is abroad visiting the sins of God’s people and bringing now judgment to bear; passing over His people and landing, as it were, on the Passover Lamb, whose blood is now shed and trickling down His face and hands and feet, and dropping to the ground below. Christ our Passover is slain for us.


So mans greatest need is to be delivered from this darkness.  In Acts 26:15-18, Paul shared his testimony of what happened on the road to Damascus.  

Acts 26:15-18 – 15 And I said, ‘Who are You, Lord?’ And the Lord said, ‘I am Jesus whom you are persecuting. 16 But get up and stand on your feet; for this purpose I have appeared to you, to appoint you a minister and a witness not only to the things which you have seen, but also to the things in which I will appear to you; 17 rescuing you from the Jewish people and from the Gentiles, to whom I am sending you, 18 to open their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the dominion of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among those who have been sanctified by faith in Me.’

This same Paul reminded the Ephesians that all men apart from Christ are of darkness (Eph. 5:18); Peter proclaimed that the believer has been “called out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:9) and Paul testified that this salvation was to be “rescued us from the domain of darkness, and transferred to the kingdom of His beloved Son,  in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (Col 1:13-14).  That is the gospel in its simplicity.  And we can have all of this because Christ took the darkness for us.
2.  Dereliction (v. 34)


The gospels are silent as to what took place during those three hours of darkness.  William Hendriksen calls the three hours “a blank” but reminds us what was taking place as Jesus suffered indescribable agonies.  He was being “made sin” for us (2 Cor. 5:21), “a curse” (Gal. 3:13); He was being “wounded for our transgressions and bruised for our iniquities” (Is. 53).
  There was a great exchange taking place: the sins of those whom Christ died were put on Him.  But more, His righteousness was put on those whose sin He received.  

Then, after three hours of wave upon wave of sin and wickedness being hurled upon Him, Jesus cried out these mysterious words of dereliction from Psalm 22:1, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?” which is translated, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?”  I say these words were mysterious because we have great difficulty from a Trinitarian perspective reasoning what this means.  We notice that God did not answer Jesus’ question which only adds to the mystery, but, as Joel Nederhood stated, the question that Jesus asked from the cross is unanswered because the subject is too sacred for our ears.  We couldn’t comprehend it.
  

So the question is, “How could God forsake God?”  Again, much has been written as to what this means or does not mean.  But I would direct your attention first and foremost to the words themselves which leave no doubt that Christ was forsaken.  Geoff Thomas notes:
They mean what they say. The Lord Jesus Christ was actually forsaken by his Father at this moment. He had always been with his Father. In the beginning the Word was with God. All through his earthly life God had been there for Jesus to appropriate; he and his Father fellowshipped together. God was always there to communicate with and rejoice in hour by hour, a God to be thanked at the end of each day for the divine mercies that had been new that morning, and sustained through each day. He felt loved by God, and loved his Father in return. “I am not alone,” he once said, “for my Father is with me” (Jn.16:32). There never was a sweeter Father, and there never was a more loving Son. Yet there came this strange time when God was no longer there. This was uncharted territory for him. Jesus had no rod and no staff to comfort him as he walked through the valley of death. He was abandoned by God; God forsaken by God. No explanation of the cry of dereliction is worthy of acceptance which does not accept that reality.


What this cry demonstrated was that Jesus not only bore the sins of men in His body, physically, but also in His soul.  Calvin said that if Christ had only died a bodily death, it would have been ineffectual. Unless His soul shared in the punishment He would have been a Redeemer of bodies alone.  Jesus’ cry of dereliction, as incomprehensible and mysterious as it is, demonstrates that the whole God-man bore God’s wrath for us, took our condemnation upon Himself, suffered our punishment in our place, in order to redeem us totally.  Again hear Geoff Thomas:
Please understand that it was not that a crack that had developed in the Trinity so that Father and Son fell apart. That is utterly impossible. Father and Son were still one in their being, and one in their wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness and truth. The unity of being of Father and Son and Holy Spirit in the Trinity was not affected at all, but the awesome fellowship of delight was temporarily severed between these two persons, the God-man and the Father. While he hung on the cross in the darkness accomplishing our redemption God forsook God. God the Son was forsaken by God the Father. Jesus’ cry was in the form of a question not that he was asking heaven for an answer. He knew the answer. It was in the form of a question because the Scripture which most perfectly describes the dereliction of the sin-bearer is found in the book of Psalms, and it is set out in a question.


God forsook His Son.  At that moment, Jesus was outside the reassuring love of the covenant because of our sin.  That cup which He promised to drink to the bottom was now empty, and the full fury of God’s unmitigated wrath was hurled down upon His only Son so that those who trust in Him for salvation will never be forsaken because the Judge sees them clothed in Christ’s righteousness. Thus the writer of Hebrews could quote the Old Testament with a greater confidence than the Old Testament saint who was tied to the shadow of the old sacrificial system, “For He Himself has said, ‘I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you’” (Heb. 13:5; cf. Deut. 31:6; Josh. 1:5).  We have this assurance because God forsook His Son, leaving Him alone to endure the agonizing penalty for our sins.
3.  Determination (vv. 35-36)


Malachi’s prophecy and consequently the Old Testament close with words of hope, “Behold, I am going to send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and terrible day of the Lord.  He will restore the hearts of the fathers to their children and the hearts of the children to their fathers, so that I will not come and smite the land with a curse” (Mal. 4:5-6).  Some of the “bystanders” seemed to misunderstand Jesus’ words, “Eloi, Eloi,” thinking that He was “calling for Elijah” since “Eloi” and “Elijah” sound alike in the Aramaic.  They were expecting, as Jews continue to today, the arrival of this Elijah prophesied by Malachi, which we know according to Matthew 11:14 was fulfilled in the person of John the Baptist, the forerunner of Jesus Christ.

Of course, these people knew better.  They knew that Jesus pointedly quoted Psalm 22 which has no reference at all to Elijah.  But they were more than willing to use this as an opportunity for jest.  It was at this point that John tells us that Jesus cried out, “I am thirsty” (Jn 19:28).  Mark then tells us that someone in the crowd filled a sponge with sour wine and raised it up on a reed, saying, “Let us see whether Elijah will come and take Him down.”  Of course this was nothing more than further mocking of Jesus.

But what can get lost in the crowd’s mocking and misunderstanding is the truth that Jesus received the sour wine to quench His thirst.  You will remember that when the Roman soldiers tried to give Him wine mixed with myrrh at the beginning of the crucifixion, Jesus refused it on account of the narcotic effect of the myrrh.  Jesus wanted to have full use of all His faculties throughout the crucifixion.  He wished to endure the full measure of pain in order to be our perfect Substitute.  Here the wine is not mixed with the myrrh and is offered presumably with the hope of keeping Him sufficiently alert to see what else He might do or say.  They were offering it spitefully, but Jesus received it so that He would remain alert.  They wanted Him to writhe in pain even more; then perhaps Elijah would come.  Jesus wanted to experience the pain of drinking the cup to the fullest.  He was determined to fulfill all that He had been called to accomplish!
4.  Death (v. 37)


  It should go without saying that in a sermon entitled “Jesus Died” that Jesus died.  But it is not the fact that Jesus died that I want to emphasize.  Even a skeptic admits that if there was a Jesus of Nazareth, then He died.  There are those that try to prove His death was otherwise than by the Cross, but that is for another sermon.  The fact that Jesus died is not as important as the way He died.  Mark wrote, “And Jesus uttered a loud cry, and breathed His last.”  John recorded the content of that last cry in John 19:30, “Therefore when Jesus had received the sour wine, He said, ‘It is finished!’ And He bowed His head and gave up His spirit.”  There are three observations here.


First, Jesus did not die the way one ordinarily did when crucified.  It often took two or three days for a man to die by crucifixion because they would normally become unconscious and die slowly as they became weaker and weaker.  Jesus’ death was quick, surprisingly so to Pilate who wondered if He was dead that soon (15:44).  According to the testimony of Scripture, Jesus remained conscious until the very end, in full control of His faculties and able to understand everything that was going on around Him. Normally, one crucified would not have enough strength to “utter a loud cry.”  By refusing the myrrh, Jesus was able to give His life and fulfill His own prophecy that He came to give His life as a ransom.  No one took His life – He willingly gave His life.  He gave up His spirit (Jn. 19:30) – no one took it.  The fact that He “yielded up His spirit” (Mt. 27:50) shows an act of letting go, an act of volition.  Even His last breath was an act of obedience!  Thus Jesus’ words were fulfilled that He spoke in John 10:17-18, “For this reason the Father loves Me, because I lay down My life so that I may take it again.  No one has taken it away from Me, but I lay it down on My own initiative.  I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again.  This commandment I received from My Father.”

Second, many look at the words “breathed His last” as an indication that Jesus died by asphyxiation.  As we remarked a few weeks ago, the crucifixion made it very difficult to breathe.  The crucified would have to push up and out on the pedestal where his feet were nailed just to exhale.  As they settled, they would inhale, once again filling the lungs with air until they lunged up and out again.  It was a painful ordeal just to take a breath and gasping and choking were common.  Therefore, death by sheer exhaustion or by asphyxiation was ordinary.  That was its design.  However, something was different with Jesus’ death.  If He had died by asphyxiation, then He would not have had the breath to cry out those last words, which, according to John, were, “It is finished!”  When we look at John’s account, the more likely scenario is that Jesus’ heart ruptured, literally exploded (Jn. 19:30ff).  We will consider this again in a few weeks when we speak to Jesus’ burial, but notice what John recorded:

John 19:30-37  Therefore when Jesus had received the sour wine, He said, “It is finished!” And He bowed His head and gave up His spirit. 31 Then the Jews, because it was the day of preparation, so that the bodies would not remain on the cross on the Sabbath (for that Sabbath was a high day), asked Pilate that their legs might be broken, and that they might be taken away. 32 So the soldiers came, and broke the legs of the first man and of the other who was crucified with Him; 33 but coming to Jesus, when they saw that He was already dead, they did not break His legs. 34 But one of the soldiers pierced His side with a spear, and immediately blood and water came out. 35 And he who has seen has testified, and his testimony is true; and he knows that he is telling the truth, so that you also may believe. 36 For these things came to pass to fulfill the Scripture, “Not a bone of Him shall be broken.” 37 And again another Scripture says, “They shall look on Him whom they pierced.”

Now I am certainly no medical expert, but apparently there are only two ways that blood would have poured out of Jesus when the soldiers pierced His side:  Either He was still alive and the heart still pumped blood out of the wound, or the blood had somehow escaped the circulatory system which seems to be the likely medical account.  That last “loud cry” was a cry of excruciating pain as Jesus’ heart ruptured.  


Third, Jesus’ “loud cry,” “It is finished!” is in the perfect tense, meaning, “It has been and will forever be finished!”  His mission is finally and fully accomplished.  His work of salvation for the sins of those who trust in Him can never be changed.  It is through His finished work and no work of ours that we are saved.  But that in no way means that He is finished with His enemies.  That will occur when Jesus returns again and sin, death, the world, and Satan are finally destroyed in what has already been assured in what began in Genesis 3:15 right through the history of redemption in the person and work of Christ.
5.  Demonstration (v. 38)

Immediately upon taking that final breath and commending His spirit to the Father, Mark noted that “the veil of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom.”  Mark does not specify which of the two curtains of the Temple was rent.  The outer curtain in the Temple separated everyone from the Holy Place which contained much of the furniture that many of these people had never seen before (Ex. 26:37).  The table of showbread, the lampstand, the bronze laver and the altar of incense were all things that most had only heard about.  The inner curtain was the curtain that separated this Holy Place from the Holy of Holies, the inner sanctum where God Himself and the Shekinah glory was manifested (Ex. 26:31-35).  Only the high priest could go behind the inner curtain into the Holy of Holies, and then only twice on the day of Passover, once for himself, and then for the people, to offer sacrifice for their sins.

It seems likely that the inner curtain is the one that was rent on that day, especially when we consider what we have already seen in the book of Hebrews and  will be fully set forth in a few weeks in chapter 10.  But whether it was the inner or the outer curtain, Sinclair Ferguson suggests that the message is the same: 

In either case the significance of the tear is the same: the old established priestly ritual for entrance into the presence of God had now been abolished. The temple now stood desecrated – by God Himself. Jesus’ death had created a new way into God’s presence.


It is this new way inaugurated through Christ’s sacrifice that the entire book of Hebrews expands upon, His office as Priest and Mediator.  
Hebrews 4:15-16 – 15 For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin. 16 Therefore let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need. It is because of this demonstration at Calvary at the death of Christ that we are able to proclaim, 

Hebrews 10:19-22 – 19 Therefore, brethren, since we have confidence to enter the holy place by the blood of Jesus, 20 by a new and living way which He inaugurated for us through the veil, that is, His flesh, 21 and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 22 let us draw near with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water.

John MacArthur captures the significance of the tearing of the veil:

The Father’s dramatic tearing of the veil was made while the Temple was filled with worshippers, which included not only countless priests but also thousands of pilgrims who were at that very moment celebrating the Passover sacrifice. Although the Temple was not destroyed until some forty years later, in A.D. 70, the sacrificial system of Israel and its attendant priesthood ceased to have even symbolic value when the veil was torn in two and the Holy of Holies was exposed. The ceremonies and priestly functions continued until the Temple was destroyed(I would ask, “WHY!!!”), but their divine significance ended when Christ died, as the Old Covenant was abrogated and the New inaugurated.


The wonder of this is driven home when we consider the words from our texts in Sunday School the past few weeks in Hebrews 9.  Every word of that chapter is based upon the truth that “the veil of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom.”
6.  Declaration (15:39)

“When the centurion, who was standing right in front of Him, saw the way He breathed His last, he said, ‘Truly this man was the Son of God!’”  Isn’t it remarkable that the first person to testify of Christ is a pagan Gentile?  A Roman soldier who in all probability had been involved in the scourging and the mocking throughout the entire day!  This is even more remarkable when we consider that Matthew said, “Now the centurion, and those who were with him keeping guard over Jesus, … said, ‘Truly this was the Son of God!’” (Mt. 27:54).  We cannot be certain exactly what the centurion meant by these words.  Some assume that this was a profession of faith, but we must be careful not to press this too far.  After all, even the demons professed that Jesus was the Son of God.  So we cannot be sure whether this man’s declaration is like that of the demons, or like that of Nathanael and Peter, who had this truth revealed from above.

However, I do agree with Sinclair Ferguson that Mark at least invites his readers to make his words their own, to face the question: Who is Jesus?
  Here, in Jesus’ weakness and rejection, the Roman centurion sees Jesus as none other than “the Son of God.”  At the very least, the Roman centurion proclaimed the innocence of Jesus.  But Pilate, his wife, Herod, and others had already made this assessment.  The fact that Matthew, Mark, and Luke all share this man’s declaration adds some credence to the belief that there was something more about his profession.  Further, Luke’s record states that he “began praising God, saying, ‘Certainly this man was innocent’” (Lk. 23:47).  Given these considerations, I do believe that this man demonstrated real, saving faith in his declaration.  Regardless, we have the testimony of Scripture that all those who truly profess Christ as the Son of God will be saved.
Matthew 10:32 – “Therefore everyone who confesses Me before men, I will also confess him before My Father who is in heaven.”
Romans 10:9-10 – 9 If you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved; 10 for with the heart a person believes, resulting in righteousness, and with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation.

1 Corinthians 12:3 – Therefore I make known to you that no one speaking by the Spirit of God says, ‘Jesus is accursed’; and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.
1 John 2:23  Whoever denies the Son does not have the Father; the one who confesses the Son has the Father also.
1 John 4:15 – Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God.
J. C. Ryle said these words, 

We must not be ashamed to let all men see that we believe in Christ and serve Christ and love Christ and care more for the praise of Christ than for the praise of man. The duty of confessing Christ is incumbent on all Christians in every age of the church. Let us never forget that. It is not for martyrs only, but for all believers in every rank of life. It is not for great occasions only, but for our daily walk through an evil world. The rich man among the rich, the labourer among labourers, the young among the young, the servant among servants – each and all must be prepared, if they are true Christians, to confess their Master. It needs no blowing of trumpets. It requires no noisy boasting. It needs nothing more than using the daily opportunity. But one thing is certain – if a man loves Jesus, he ought not to be ashamed to let people know it. Whether we like it or not, whether it be hard or easy, our course is perfectly clear. In one way or another Christ must be confessed.

Conclusion


Who do you say Jesus is?  
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