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Text 
Later, knowing that all was now completed, and so that the Scripture would be fulfilled, Jesus said, "I am 

thirsty." 
29

 A jar of wine vinegar was there, so they soaked a sponge in it, put the sponge on a stalk of the 

hyssop plant, and lifted it to Jesus' lips. 
30

 When he had received the drink, Jesus said, "It is finished." With 

that, he bowed his head and gave up his spirit. 

 

Introduction 
 Let me just say up front that a large part of this sermon I simply ripped off from 

another preacher.  If you want to know who, you can ask me.  If you want to guess, then 

you’re probably right.
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 Last week we looked at John’s account of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem.  Today 

we’re looking at John’s account of Jesus’ death and resurrection one week later.  Last 

week we looked at some of the ways people then and now had wrong expectations of 

what Jesus had come to do.  Today we’re going to look even closer at exactly what that 

was.  What did he do? 

 We’re going to look at two of Jesus’ last statements from the cross – “I am 

thirsty” and “It is finished.”  What did he mean by them?  And once we see what he 

meant (they were some pretty bold and seemingly unverifiable statements) then we’ll 

look at the resurrection.  In short, what we’re going to see is just this: Jesus really did do 

it! 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

He Descended Into Hell! 

 “Later, knowing that all was now completed…” (v. 28).  Now get the picture 

squarely in your mind.  Here’s Jesus, with his hands and feet nailed to a cross (he can’t 

even wipe the bloody sweat from his nose), laboring just to breathe, abandoned by almost 

all of his friends, dying perhaps one of the most inhumane deaths known to mankind… 

and the text says that now he knew in his heart of hearts that he had come to the place 

where he wanted to be.  It was for this very thing that he had been born! 

 And we hear him say, “I am thirsty.”  He’s dying from a number of things, not 

least of which is dehydration.  Think about it: he hasn’t had anything to drink since the 

third cup of the Passover Seder the night before.  He’s been awake all night; he’s 
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exhausted.  He’s been beaten, had his beard ripped out, scourged (not just whipped; a 

scourge had pieces of bone in the end that would tear into the flesh).  He has certainly 

sweated a lot as he’s had to carry a heavy wooden beam through the streets of Jerusalem 

in the morning sun of an arid climate.  And he’s lost a significant amount of blood from 

the beatings, the crown of thorns pressed into his head, and the nails driven through his 

wrists and ankles. 

 And he’s up hanging on a cross and he says, “I’m thirsty.”  And we say, “Of 

course!”  But there’s more to this statement than we normally think.  Jesus isn’t just 

complaining that he needs some water, like the guy in the truck in the movie No Country 

for Old Men.  Why do I say that?  First of all because Jesus has been undergoing intense 

human pain and discomfort but hasn’t said a word about it.  In fact, the text makes clear 

that Jesus hasn’t said anything about his discomfort or pain.  Isaiah 53:7 – “He was 

oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the 

slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth.”  We 

never read of him saying, “Ouch.”  Jesus wasn’t begging for relief from the physical 

suffering. 

 But the main reason I say this is because it says that Jesus said, “I am thirsty,” so 

that the Scripture would be fulfilled.  What Scripture does John have in mind?  Most 

likely Ps. 22.  Ps. 22:14-15 – “I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of 

joint.  My heart has turned to wax; it has melted away within me.  My strength is dried up 

like a potsherd, and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth; you lay me in the dust of 

death.”  This is the Psalm that begins, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  

Jesus is referring to something more than just physical thirst.  He’s experiencing 

something beyond physical pain.  He’s experiencing the spiritual separation from God 

predicted in the OT. 

 You see, do you know what happens when a person dies of dehydration?  

Advocates of euthanasia tell you nothing, it’s not that painful.  But medical evidence tells 

us that death by dehydration is one of the most terrible ways to die.  First you start to feel 

dry and parched.  But then if you don’t get water you start to feel like your insides are 

burning.  It’s not the sun beating down on your skin on the outside; it’s the intense 

sensation of heat on the inside.  Your organs feel like they’re on fire.  There’s this 

internal burning, an unquenchable fire, an inner implosion. 

 The Bible talks about a spiritual thirst.  It’s all over the Psalms and the prophets, 

especially Isaiah and Jeremiah.  Spiritual dehydration is this terminal, soul agonizing 

death.  You see, there’s something that your soul needs just as much as your body needs 

water and that’s God.  If you don’t get God at the center of your soul, if you have 

anything else there, you will die of thirst, eternal thirst. 

 “As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God” (Ps. 

42:1).  “O God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you, my body 

longs for you, in a dry and weary land where there is no water” (Ps. 63:1). 

In Isaiah 55:1-2 we’re beckoned to “Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the 

waters; and you who have no money, come, buy and eat!  Come, buy wine and milk 

without money and without cost.  Why spend money on what is not bread, and your labor 

on what does not satisfy?  Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, and your soul will 

delight in the richest of fare.” 
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And in Jeremiah 2:13 we read God saying, “My people have committed two sins: 

They have forsaken me, the spring of living water, and have dug their own cisterns, 

broken cisterns that cannot hold water.”  Every part of your soul cries out for God like 

every molecule of your body cries out for water.  Sin I putting your lips to suck out of 

anything but God, and it’s lethal… and we all have done it; we all do it.  It’s like a man 

adrift in the ocean.  The absolute worst thing he can do is drink the seawater.  Apart from 

God, we are spiritually dehydrated and dehydration leads to death, this horrible internal 

burning, an inner implosion. 

It’s interesting: in Luke 16 Jesus tells this parable about a poor man named 

Lazarus and a rich man.  It’s a parable, so it’s figurative.  But the idea is that in life 

Lazarus sat outside the rich man’s gates begging and the rich man never showed 

compassion to him.  They both died and Lazarus went to Abraham’s bosom – a symbol 

for heaven – and the rich man went to hell where he was in torment.  And he sees Lazarus 

in heaven beside Abraham and he calls out essentially, “I am thirsty.”  He says, “Father 

Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool 

my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire” (Lk. 16:24). 

Notice: there’s no sign of repentance.  In fact, he’s still treating Lazarus like a 

servant, like a nobody, like his little water boy.  He’s not remorseful; he’s not contrite.  

He’s still mistreating Lazarus, even in hell.  You see, that’s what hell is.  As C.S. Lewis 

said, “The gates of hell are locked from the inside.”  That is to say, hell is still holding on 

to your rebellion to God, eternally refusing to submit to him and fall on your face before 

him and drink.  Read C.S. Lewis’ The Great Divorce and you’ll get a great picture of 

what hell is. 

Hell is a difficult doctrine.  I don’t pretend it’s not.  But it may be helpful to 

realize that hell is not quite like the common perceptions.  Many people think that hell is 

a place that God sends people to kicking and screaming, begging for mercy but God kicks 

them and snarls, “Sucker!  You had your chance!”  The rich man shows us it’s not that 

way. 

People also think of hell like a big furnace, a place of fire and flames and eternal 

burning.  And the Bible does use images like this.  But the main fire in hell is on the 

inside.  The rich man is dying of thirst.  It’s a spiritual thirst.  He’s burning up on the 

inside.  The internal heat is agonizing.  It’s an eternal inner implosion because he does 

not have God and continually refuses to slake his thirst on him.  And it’s horrible. 

Jesus talks earlier in John chapter 4 about providing “living water” that people 

can drink and never thirst.  “Indeed,” he says, “the water I give him will become in him a 

spring of water welling up to eternal life” (4:14).  But now in John 19 Jesus says, “I am 

thirsty.”  What’s going on? 

 Jesus was going to hell.  This is what we confess when we say, “He descended 

into hell.”  In those three hours of darkness on the cross Jesus went to hell for us.  We can 

talk a lot about the suffering of scourging and the crown of thorns and the gruesome 

details of crucifixion, but Jesus didn’t just go to the cross to get beaten, stabbed, and 

killed for you.  Other people can do that for you and have.  That’s why we have Veterans 

Day and Memorial Day.  But Jesus was going to hell for you!  No one else has or can do 

that.  And that’s why we have Good Friday and Easter! 

 On the cross Jesus experienced eternal spiritual death by dehydration, what we 

would experience if we had that eternal, internal implosion, the fire of hell, the blazing 
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holocaust of separation from God.  Jesus took eternal thirst so we could drink from God’s 

river of delights (cf. Ps. 36:8).  He went to hell so we could go to heaven. 

 

It Is Finished! 

 “I am thirsty.”  That’s the first phrase.  Actually, it’s a single word in Greek – 

dipso.  The second phrase I want us to look at today is also a single word in Greek.  It’s 

translated in English as, “It is finished.”  It’s the word – tetelestai. 

It’s hard to completely capture the force of that word.  It could sound like – “It’s 

over.  I tried, but it’s finished; I’m done.”  But the root word telos refers to a design or 

plan; a goal.  Jesus is not saying he’s come to the end of his rope or that something has 

happened to him.  He’s saying, “I have accomplished my plan!  I’ve done it!” 

What’s his plan?  What has he done?  He’s provided complete and total and utter 

salvation.  He has fully atoned for sin.  He has entirely propitiated God’s wrath.  He has 

exhausted the experience of hell so we wouldn’t have to.  1 Peter 3:18 says, “For Christ 

died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.”  Once 

for all.  It’s all been done.  There’s nothing left to do.  That’s what – “It is finished” – 

means.  There’s nothing else that needs to be or can be done… at all… period.  Total 

redemption! 

Tim Keller says if you could summarize Christianity into one word it would be 

this one – tetelestai.  It is finished!  It’s all been done.  The last words of Gautama the 

Buddha, according to tradition, were, “Strive for your own liberation with diligence.”  

The last words of Jesus were, “Your liberation has been accomplished!”  All other 

religions say, “Strive without ceasing.”  Jesus says, “Don’t you dare strive; I’ve done 

everything for you.”  Religion says, “Finish the work.”  Jesus says, “I’ve finished the 

work.” 

 So many people don’t understand Christianity this way.  At best Christian grace is 

kind of like the German movie Run Lola Run.  Have you seen it?  Lola’s boyfriend 

Manni has to get 100,000 Deutsche Marks to these people by noon or he’ll be killed.  He 

loses the money and calls Lola for help.  Lola runs and tries as hard as she can to get 

there in time, but everything goes wrong, she gets there late and ends up getting shot and 

killed. 

Then the movie goes back to the phone call from Manni and Lola gets a second 

chance.  Lola’s frantically trying to get there.  Everything goes wrong again.  She gets 

there late and this time Manni gets run over by an ambulance. 

Then it rewinds and she gets another chance and this time everything goes 

perfectly. 

 So many people at best see Christian grace, what Jesus achieved on the cross, as 

merely a second chance.  But Christian grace is more than just a second chance.  It’s not, 

“Now I’ve got another opportunity to prove that I’m worthy.”  No!  Jesus died on the 

cross to be your worthiness.  It’s not, “I’m really going to try hard now.”  No.  It’s, “Jesus 

has done everything!”  It’s not, “I’ll run harder this time.  Romans 9:16 says, “It does not 

depend on the man who wills or the man who runs, but on God who has mercy” (NASB).  

That’s what God has accomplished at the cross.  Jesus says, “It is finished!”  If you’ve 

never heard that before or accepted that, I’m here to tell it to you today.  It is good news. 

Now here’s the thing:  I bet most of you have heard this before and say you 

believe it and if we handed out a test right now most people here could pass.  What did 
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Jesus accomplish on the cross?  A.) ¼ of what you need to get to God; B.) ½ of what you 

need to get to God; C.) ¾ of what you need to get to God; or D.) everything you need to 

get to God.  Most of us know the right answer is D.  “I know Jesus did more than die.  

I’ve heard this before.  I know he took the hell I deserve; he’s done everything.”  But do 

you really know it? 

 There are two ways to know something.  You can know that wearing a seat belt 

saves lives.  You’ve read the reports and the warnings.  But you don’t always do it.  But 

if you happen to see an accident take place right in front of you on the highway.  And you 

stop and get out and find the mangled body of someone flung through the windshield and 

skidded along the road because he wasn’t wearing his seatbelt.  Then you might really 

know wearing a seat belt saves lives. 

 So many Christians, me included, have failed to really see what Christ has 

suffered on our behalf and thus really know that it’s totally finished.  We don’t really feel 

the magnitude of our problem and the magnificence of his provision.  We’re still running, 

working, striving, doing. 

 Let me just give you a few more test questions to see if you are really believing 

that it’s finished.  And these aren’t multiple choice. 

 

(1) Do you have an inferiority complex?  You never live up.  You always hang your 

head low.  You beat yourself up (if not physically, at least emotionally).  You 

don’t realize that Christ was beaten up for you, he hung his head in shame and 

death for you.  In Christ you are blindingly, brilliantly beautiful to God.  

Christians with inferiority complexes also cannot take criticism.  It’s devastating.  

Why?  Because they don’t know, they don’t really know, it’s finished.  They’re 

still trying to finish Christ’s work.  And when they fall short, they’re crushed. 

 

(2) Do you have a superiority complex?  First indication is if you’re listening to this 

sermon and thinking, “I know people like that…”  But ask yourself this, “Are you 

the kind of person who can’t stand being around people who aren’t living right?  

Do you have grudges?  Do you hold people to an impossible standard?”  Well 

then, you’re trying to finish God’s work too – “Look at how I’m living; look at 

how I believe right…” 

 

(3) Do you have addictions?  You can be addicted to work, to love, to caffeine, to 

food, to perfection.  Even Dr. Phil will tell you that addictions indicate that you 

don’t like yourself.  You’re trying whatever you can to complete yourself.  You’re 

not satisfied with what he’s done.  Jesus says, “I’ve done it all!  You don’t need 

anything else.” 

 

(4) Do you share the gospel?  Do you grasp this as good news that must be shared 

with everyone?  Or are you timid and afraid of people’s disapproval?  If you’ve 

been overwhelmed with God’s love for you in Christ you will be filled with love 

for other (and the most loving thing to do is share with them how to get their 

spiritual thirst taken away) and you’ll be so secure you can suffer ridicule and 

persecution with assurance. 
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He Rose Again From the Dead 
Oh, this sounds so good!  So freeing!  So amazing!  But how can I know?  I mean, 

how can I know that one man dying on a Roman cross 2,000 years ago really went to hell 

for me and finished the work, did absolutely everything necessary to bring me to God for 

eternity?  It’s quite a bold assertion, but how can I tell that’s what happened? 

“On the third day he rose again from the dead.”  This guy didn’t stay dead.  He 

came back to life.  Jesus’ resurrection demonstrates that his death as a substitute was an 

acceptable and effective sacrifice on our behalf.  Who makes bold claims like, “It is 

finished?”  But then again who dies and comes back to life?  Jesus did.  He really did do 

it! 

We don’t believe this stuff perfectly.  The reason for Easter, the reason for every 

Sunday, is that we need to keep hearing this again and again.  We so easily forget.  

We’ve only come a little way towards understanding the implications of this for our lives.  

We need to hear it proclaimed again and again.  Jesus has really done it all.  He went to 

hell for you on the cross.  He paid for all your sins so you could be righteous in God’s 

sight.  And he rose again on the third day to prove it. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
May you live with the joy and freedom that comes from knowing that Christ has really 

done everything necessary to bring you to God. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 23, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 

 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 Much of this sermon comes from a sermon given by Tim Keller at Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New 

York City on January 2, 2000, entitled “The Thirst of Jesus.” 


