DONE! Part 1 of 4 

A series about the salvation Christ accomplished on the cross. 

Main point made in this talk: On the cross, Christ absorbed God’s wrath.
Main doctrine made vivid in this talk: propitiation.

Note to preacher: 

This is a series that is teaching some of the most important doctrines of the Christian faith. It is so important that people know and believe these doctrines. But we need to speak not just to their heads, but also to their hearts. It is so important that people have these doctrines deeply impressed upon their hearts so that it changes their lives. This surfaces the challenge you will face: how can you preach this in a way that people feel what you’re saying in their hearts rather than just registering it in their heads. Some important keys are as follows: 1) Use imagery, story and metaphor as much as possible. The way from the head to the heart is through the imagination. 2) Don’t overload too much information into the talk. Work on simplicity and a non-jarring flow of content. 3) Trust God to give you a deep revelation of these doctrines before you preach so that there will be an anointing on you as you teach. More is caught than can be taught. 4) Somewhere in your talk be as vulnerable as you can and tell how these truths have been impacting your life of late, or perhaps some struggles you’ve had that relate to the theme. Please, do not let them just encounter good doctrine, let them encounter a real human being who is a work in progress. 5) Give them tangible, relevant, applicable ways that this truth impacts upon their everyday lives. 

Intro to the series and talk. 

Good Friday and Easter is coming, the day we remember the death and resurrection of Christ. We’re doing a series on the theme of the cross in light of that. 

We’re calling the series ‘Done!’ because of something Christ said on the cross. Moments before Christ breathed his last, he cried out: ‘It is finished!’ The Greek word is ‘tetelestai’. It means ‘Done!’ or ‘Paid in full!’ The question is, what had Christ just done on that cross? What did he really accomplish? In this 4-week long series, we answer that question. 

Interestingly, the title of this series points to one of the primary differences between the way of religion and the way of Christ. The way of every religion is spelt ‘d-o’. Whether Buddhist, Muslim, Jewish or Hindu - we need to do good deeds and engage in religious observances in order to receive salvation or acceptance from God. But the way of Christ is totally different.  It’s spelt ‘d-o-n-e’. We receive salvation and acceptance from God not because of what we do for God, but because of what Christ has already done for us. 

One way of thinking about religion is a ladder. You’re always trying to climb up it through good deeds. At the top of the ladder is God’s love, God’s acceptance, God’s approval. The way to get there is to ‘do, do, do, do, do, do’ and also to avoid all the ‘don’ts’ (which make you slip down a rung or two each time). 

But the three problems with religion are as follows: 1) you’re never really sure where you are on the ladder, whether you’ve done enough, 2) when you’re doing well, you tend to look down on others who are lower down than you on the ladder with a smug self-righteousness, and 3) when you’re at the bottom of the ladder despite real efforts to be higher up, you feel depressed and defeated. That’s why the God of the Bible is not interested in ladders. The God of the Bible doesn’t call us to meet him on top of a ladder. He calls us to meet him at the foot of a cross…

By the way, this series is for people who believe in Jesus, as well as for those who don’t (or aren’t sure what they believe). John Stott once said, ‘The cross is the blazing fire at which our heart are set afire with God’s love, but we must stay close enough to it so that its sparks can keep on falling on us.’ If you’re a Christ-follower but some of the fire is gone, this series might just help re-ignite your passion for God.  And, if you are here today and you don’t yet believe in the message of the bible – you couldn’t have stumbled into a better series! This is the central message. If you want to know anything about this faith – this is what you want to know. It’s all of our prayers, that as you hear this message, you too would be set ablaze with God’s love. By the scandalous message you’re about to hear.

So let me introduce today’s topic. Today, we explore just one of the answers to the question, ‘When Jesus said ‘DONE!’ what did he mean? What had he just done?’ Answer: ‘On the cross, Christ absorbed God’s wrath.’ If that doesn’t sound interesting as I say it, I guarantee that by the end of this talk you’ll be so grateful that this is what Christ has done for you.

Here’s today’s text – Mark 15:33-37…

(Jesus had already been on the cross for 3 hours…)  

33 At noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon. 34 And at three in the afternoon Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” (which means “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”).  35 When some of those standing near heard this, they said, “Listen, he’s calling Elijah.” 36 Someone ran, filled a sponge with wine vinegar, put it on a staff, and offered it to Jesus to drink. “Now leave him alone. Let’s see if Elijah comes to take him down,” they said. 37 With a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last.

Of these verses, I want to pose three questions: 1) Christ went up onto the cross at nine. He experienced great agony. But from 12-3 (the last three hours) the sky went ominously dark. The question is ‘why did the sky go dark? What did that symbolize?’ 2) Though he had previously declined drinking from the sponge (v24), now, moments before his death, he drinks of it. What did that drink symbolize? 3) Jesus cried out ‘My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?’ What did that cry mean?’ Okay, we’ll come back to these questions, just keep them in your mind for now. 

First, let me tell you about God’s wrath. 

Simply stated, wrath is the holy displeasure and anger God feels towards sin. JI Packer defines sin like this: ‘Sin is the sinner’s unholy hostility against God.’ 
We’re hostile to God. We especially don’t like his authority. And this hostility is unholy, which means it is plain wrong. Also – it’s out of touch with reality. So how does God respond to our sin? Answer: sin provokes God’s wrath. Listen to how JI Packer defines wrath: ‘Wrath is God’s holy hostility against our sin.’ 
God is hostile toward our hostility. And his hostility is holy, which means it is right. It’s perfectly in touch with the way things really are. He refuses to put up with our sin, but instead determines to condemn it.
Take a second to reflect on your own life – and the lives of those you love and work with, and collectively, at our world. You don’t need long to see that selfishness, hate, injustice, racism, abuse and betrayal is rampant and their effects are devastating. There is a lot of sin in our lives, and in our world. And it angers God. God’s anger is not a temper tantrum though. It is the steady rise in hatred he feels towards the accumulation of evil in our lives and world. 

Romans 1:18 says that God’s angry displeasure erupts. And then from verse 18-32, he tells us specifically what causes his anger to steadily rise against us. And as I read this, you’ll notice that it’s like Paul has a future glimpse even to the very world we live in, the world sang about in music hits, the world mirrored back to us in soap operas. Here is what causes God’s anger…

‘But God's angry displeasure erupts as … acts of human mistrust and wrongdoing and lying accumulate, as people try to put a shroud over truth. But the basic reality of God is plain enough. Open your eyes and there it is! By taking a long and thoughtful look at what God has created, people have always been able to see what their eyes as such can't see: eternal power, for instance, and the mystery of his divine being. So nobody has a good excuse. What happened was this: People knew God perfectly well, but when they didn't treat him like God, refusing to worship him, they trivialized themselves into silliness and confusion so that there was neither sense nor direction left in their lives. They pretended to know it all, but were illiterate regarding life. They traded the glory of God who holds the whole world in his hands for cheap figurines you can buy at any roadside stand.

So God said, in effect, "If that's what you want, that's what you get." It wasn't long before they were living in a pigpen, smeared with filth, filthy inside and out. And all this because they traded the true God for a fake god, and worshiped the god they made instead of the God who made them—the God we bless, the God who blesses us. Oh, yes!

Worse followed. Refusing to know God, they soon didn't know how to be human either—women didn't know how to be women, men didn't know how to be men. Sexually confused, they abused and defiled one another, women with women, men with men—all lust, no love. And then they paid for it, oh, how they paid for it—emptied of God and love, godless and loveless wretches.

Since they didn't bother to acknowledge God, God quit bothering them and let them run loose. And then all hell broke loose: rampant evil, grabbing and grasping, vicious backstabbing. They made life hell on earth with their envy, wanton killing, bickering, and cheating. Look at them: mean-spirited, venomous, fork-tongued God-bashers. Bullies, swaggerers, insufferable windbags! They keep inventing new ways of wrecking lives. They ditch their parents when they get in the way. Stupid, slimy, cruel, cold-blooded. And it's not as if they don't know better. They know perfectly well they're spitting in God's face. And they don't care—worse, they hand out prizes to those who do the worst things best!’

These are the things that are like ‘spitting in God’s face.’ These are the things that provoke God’s righteous anger. Yes, he is slow to anger, but his anger rises steadily nonetheless, as our collective hostility toward him rises. And his anger eventually will erupt in dramatic, terrifying power on the Day of Judgment. Listen to Romans 2:5-6: ‘But because of your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart, you are storing up wrath against yourself for the day of God's wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed. God "will repay everyone according to what they have done."’
And if that doesn’t cause you to freak out, maybe this description of Judgment Day will. Revelations 6:15-16 says, ‘Then the kings of the earth and the great ones and the generals and the rich and the powerful, and everyone, slave and free, hid themselves in the caves and among the rocks of the mountains, calling to the mountains and rocks, ‘Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb’. 
These verses cause me to shudder. Because I know how sinful I have been. And I have had glimpses into how sinful I am. I know the shameful things I have done, and thought, and said. And I know all the shameful things I had wanted to do, but never had the chance to do. And I’m guessing I’m not the only person in this room who has spat in God’s face through sin, not just once or twice but hundreds and maybe thousands of times. Instead of loving God like we should, we have loved other things far more – our careers, our kids, our weekend plans, our status. Fellow-sinner then, shudder with me at the sight of God’s wrath. 

To what can I compare the Day of Wrath? To three things: 1) Imagine a massive hurricane coming our way just a few kilometres off. 2) Imagine you’re in a small boat just offshore and some giant waves loom on the horizon and you don’t have time to go inland. 3) Imagine you’re on a great grass plain and a wall of fire, blown by strong winds, comes closer and closer. God’s judgment and anger against sin is real, and it’s coming, and there’s no getting away from it! 

Second, let me tell you how Christ absorbed God’s wrath on the cross. 

Let’s go back to what we read in Mark 15, Jesus on the cross, and answer those questions I asked.

Question one: ‘Why did the sky go dark? What did that symbolize?’ Answer: On the cross God put our sin on Jesus, and then poured out his wrath upon him. The darkness stands for total abandonment. It is one of the themes of the Old Testament. In a special day of the Lord ‘the sun will be darkened’ (see Amos 8:9; Isaiah 13:10). As darkness covered the earth, it is as though the very universe is frowning on Jesus, who has become the garbage dump of all the sin of all the world. 

Question two: ‘What did the drink he had on the cross represent?’ The night before Jesus had prayed that he was willing to drink the cup if need be. The cup he was referring to in that prayer was ‘the cup of God’s wrath’ – a common Old Testament theme. (Provide scriptural reference). As Jesus drank from that sponge, it was as though he were gulping down the cup of God’s anger against sin. 

Question three: What did Jesus mean by ‘My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?’ Answer: Jesus the Son of God had only ever known perfect intimacy with his Father. We can only imagine this kind of intimacy. And the devastation of separation from it.  2 Corinthians 5:21 says that, as mysterious as this is, Christ became sin for us on the cross. And yet God the Father cannot be close to sin, it cannot be near Him. So in that moment, the intimate fellowship between Father and Son came to an end. Intimacy was replaced with desolate isolation as the bond between Father and Son was torn apart by sin and God’s judgment on it. His loud cry reveals that there was something in the cross that even Jesus didn’t expect. The horror of the cross was not just the physical or emotional suffering, but rather it was that Jesus who had for all eternity experienced unbroken fellowship with his father was torn from his father’s side, and now became the one on whom God’s wrath against sin was poured out. 

To make this even more vivid, let me quote an extended story from the book ‘When God Weeps’ in which Stephen Estes and Joni Tada give the following imaginative account of Christ’s experience of wrath on the cross. 

‘The physical pain (Christ experiences on the cross) is a mere warm-up to his other and growing dread. He begins to feel a foreign sensation. Somewhere during this (time on the cross) an unearthly foul odour begins to waft, not around his nose, but his heart. He feels dirty. Human wickedness starts to crawl upon his spotless being—the living excrement from our souls. The apple of his Father’s eye turns brown with rot.

His Father! He must face his Father like this!

From heaven the Father now rouses himself like a lion disturbed, shakes his mane, and roars against the shrivelling remnant of a man hanging on a cross. Never has the Son seen the Father look at him so, never felt even the least of his hot breath. But the roar shakes the unseen world and darkens the visible sky. The Son does not recognize these eyes.

“Son of Man! Why have you behaved so? You have cheated, lusted, stolen, gossiped—murdered, envied, hated, lied. You have cursed, robbed overspent, overeaten—fornicated, disobeyed, embezzled, and blasphemed. Oh, the duties you have shirked, the children you have abandoned! Who has ever so ignored the poor, so played the coward, so belittled my name? Have you ever held your razor tongue? What a self-righteous, pitiful drunk—you, who molest young boys, peddle killer drugs, travel in cliques, and mock your parents. Who gave you the boldness to rig elections, foment revolutions, torture animals, and worship demons? Does the list never end! Splitting families, raping virgins, acting smugly, playing the pimp—buying politicians, practicing exhortation, filming pornography, accepting bribes. You have burned down buildings, perfected terrorist tactics, founded false religions, traded in slaves—relishing each morsel and bragging about it all. I hate, loathe these things in you! Disgust for everything about you consumes me! Can you not feel my wrath?”

Of course, the Son is innocent. He is blamelessness itself. The Father knows this. But the divine pair have an agreement, and the unthinkable must now take place. Jesus will be treated as if personally responsible for every sin ever committed.

The Father watches as his heart’s treasure, the mirror-image of himself, sinks drowning into raw, liquid sin. Jehovah’s stored rage against humankind from every century explodes in one, single direction.

(And Christ cries out,) “Father! Father! Why have you forsaken me?!” 

On the cross Christ drank down the cup of the wrath of God – down to its very dregs. Here’s the point I’m making in this talk: God took our sin and put it on sinless Jesus on the cross, and then poured out his anger and judgment against sin then and there! 

Just in case you think I’m making this up, let me quote two verses that say it explicitly: 1) Romans 3:25 speaks of ‘Christ whom God put forward as an atoning sacrifice by his blood, to be received by faith.’ 2) And then there’s 1 John 4:10: ‘This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.’ Now that phrase translated ‘atoning sacrifice’ in both these verses is better translated with a very big word, ‘propitiation’, which simply means ‘a sacrifice that turns away God’s wrath’. That’s what Christ did on the cross. He absorbed God’s wrath so that we don’t have to.

Let me deal with an objection some people have in response to this teaching about God pouring wrath upon his Son: ‘That sounds like cosmic child abuse – a father beating up an innocent son.’ But that is not what is happening here at all. Notice that, not just the Son, both the Father and the Son are suffering on the cross. Though Jesus alone is experiencing the physical agony, the Father shares with him the devastation of separation. Notice also that Jesus has chosen this. Before the creation of the world, Jesus made this choice (Rev 13:8). And notice also that this is love at work. Listen to this verse: ‘This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins’ (1 John 4:10). Mysterious as it is, God, because he loves us, would rather experience his own anger against sin upon himself than pour it out on us. Instead of demanding our blood (which he would be justified to do), he offers his own. That’s love like nothing we’ve ever seen before or after. That’s not cosmic child abuse. That’s divine love rescuing us from divine wrath through divine self-sacrifice.

And let me answer yet another objection: ‘I find it difficult to love a God who is angry.’ The Bible tells us that God is both a God of love and a God who gets saddened and angered by our sin. R.C. Sproul goes so far as to say, ‘A God of love who has no wrath is no God. He is an idol of our own making, as much as if we carved him out of stone.’ Having said that, there is a difference between his anger and his love. The Bible no where says ‘God is anger.’ But it does say ‘God is love’. God’s love for us is permanent, whereas his anger and his sadness are temporary responses to our rebellion and sin. Before humanity fell, God felt only love and no anger toward us. And toward all those who are saved by his act of love, his anger no longer burns – only his love. If you have trusted in what Christ did for you on the cross, then God’s anger against your sin has been eclipsed by his sacrificial act of love. Oh, how can you not love a God who would rather offer his own blood than demand ours – precisely because he loves us? Let me repeat 1 John 4:10 a third time: ‘This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins’. Though we had no interest in God, while we were still sinning and causing his anger to grow even more, yet he moved toward us in love! He loved us though we loved him not. Surely this kind of love is the most powerful force in the world? Surely it has the power to awaken love in us toward him? 

For the last part of this message, let me quote and then speak on John 3:36: ‘Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on them.’ This verse shows us we have a choice – either to face God’s wrath or to let the cross absorb God’s wrath on our behalf. Let me give you three illustrations to make this more vivid: 

First illustration. Imagine that massive hurricane coming our way just a few kilometres off. Now imagine you’re invited to take shelter in an unbreakable shelter which can withstand the fiercest storms. The cross of Christ is that shelter that takes the beating from the storm so that you don’t have to. Either we face God’s wrath ourselves or we hide in the shelter of the cross, which faces God’s wrath for us.

Second illustration. Imagine you’re in a boat and some gigantic waves are heading your way. Now imagine you’re able to enter a port blocking off the giant surf because of solid harbour walls. The cross of Christ is that harbour wall. Pounded by the massive waves on the one side, it creates a safe calm harbour for you to shelter in. Either we face God’s wrath ourselves or we shelter behind the harbour of the cross. 

Third illustration – and this one is based on a true story. In the 1700s a big travelling party with wagons were travelling across the American Prairies’ giant grass plains. Horror of horrors, a terrifying wall of fire – travelling with the wind – fast approached on the horizon. Knowing they could not outrun it, they hatched a plan. They set light to some grass behind them with the wind blowing it away from them. By the time the wall of fire reached them, their own fire had faded and they stepped onto the recently burnt ground. Legend has it that a little boy – terrified – shouted, ‘Father, we are going to burn!’ To which the Father shot back: ‘We cannot be burnt – we are standing on the ground that has already been burnt.’ That’s what Christ did on the cross. He became the land that has already been burnt. One day when Judgment Day comes, the only safe place to be will be the field of the cross – the land already burnt by the fire of Judgment. Either we face the fire of God’s wrath ourselves or we stand on the already-burnt ground of the cross.

John 3:36 makes it so clear, doesn’t it? ‘Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on them.’ This verse divides everyone in this room and this city, everyone in this world and in every century, into one of two categories:

The first category of people are those who trust in Christ to absorb God’s wrath on their behalf. The first part of this verse says ‘Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life’. If you have entered into the harbour, the shelter, and the burnt ground that the cross is, then you are safe. Jesus is the one ‘who rescues us from the coming wrath’ (1 Thes 1:10). Can I urge you to rejoice! Christians should be the most genuinely happy people on the planet. This is the best thing that could ever have happened to you. You have been saved – not just from the guilt of sin but from the very wrath of God. Perhaps you can pray this prayer that John Piper recommends we pray: ‘Please know, heavenly Father, that I thank you with all my heart, and that I measure your love for me by the magnitude of the wrath I deserved and by the wonder of your mercy and love, which you showed me by putting Christ in my place on the cross.’ Perhaps you have doubts. Someone might be asking, how can I be sure that it really worked, that Jesus’ sacrifice really turned away God’s wrath? The answer is so simple: we know that what Jesus did on the cross worked because he was raised again from the dead as the ultimate proof. The resurrection is God’s way of saying, ‘The saving work of the cross has been accomplished!’ Imagine Jesus had not been raised from the dead? Then we would have to doubt whether when Jesus said ‘It is finished! Done!’ whether anything had really happened. But his resurrection gives us total assurance! ‘DONE – God’s wrath has been absorbed by Christ on the cross!’ It worked! Rejoice! For Christians here today – this truth needs to be hammered deeper – NOTHING that happens to you, no circumstance, challenge or tragedy can outmatch or outweigh the goodness of this news. Of course we will all go through times that are tough and even tragic, but the deepest parts of us should remain unshaken. What’s more, we do not have a God who does not know what real pain and suffering feels like.

The second category of people are those who, refusing to entrust their lives to Christ, and probably without even realizing it, choose to face God’s wrath on their own. The second part of the verse says ‘but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on them.’ If you have not put your life in Christ’s hands, can I urge you to reconsider? The giant surf approaches. But there is a harbour within reach. The hurricane rages closer. But there is a safe place to run to. The wall of fire is coming. But there is land already burnt. Hebrews 2:3 asks us, ‘how shall (you) escape (God’s judgment) if (you) ignore so great a salvation?’ There is no escape outside of Christ’s great salvation. Can I encourage you, urge you, plead with you, to trust in Christ and his cross, and to turn your life over to him completely. Can I urge you to surrender to the divine love that seeks to rescue you from divine wrath through divine self-sacrifice? Why on earth would you not want to surrender to that kind of love?  

Every other religion, every other school of philosophy, at their core, cries ‘DO’.  Only Christ has cried ‘IT IS DONE!’ on your behalf. We don’t meet God on the top of a ladder. We meet him at the foot of a cross. 

Would you meet him now, trust him now? 

