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Scripture to Read
John 19:28–30

Comment 1
In this important scene from the Fourth 

Gospel, we are told that in response to the cruel 
giving of “vinegar” as a “thirst-quencher,” Jesus 
declares, “It is finished.” 

At least that is how the King James Version 
and many other translations typically put it.

Comment 2
But as we saw last time, the Greek word used 

in both verse 28 and verse 30, so often translat-
ed as “finished” or “accomplished” literally means 
“completed” in the fullest sense. It isn’t just im-
plying that “the suffering is over.” It isn’t just im-
plying that “at last, I’m done putting up with all 
of this.” Rather, it implies, “I have completed all 
that was needed. God wants nothing else from me. 
I’ve run the race. I’ve finished the course, and I’ve 
done so in the exact manner that God intended.”

Of course, that leaves us wondering, what is 
it that has been “completed”? And in what sense 
is “nothing else” needed?

Comment 3
One possible clue about the meaning of this 

“completion” can be found in verse 28, where the 
statement about “thirst” first occurs. In verse 28, 

we are told that this statement was to “fulfill the 
scripture,” meaning to “complete it” or to “bring 
it to a perfect end.”

As we saw last time, the Fourth Gospel has 
repeatedly connected the life of Jesus with Psalm 
69, especially verses 1 through 21 of that psalm. 
The allusions to this ancient psalm first appear in 
John 2. They continue right up through the pres-
ent context, for Psalm 69 includes a description 
of an abused individual expressing thirst—and 
being given nothing but “vinegar” by his or her 
oppressors.

But after its reference to this mistreatment, 
the psalm takes a very different turn. As we men-
tioned last time, it gets ugly. It gets mean.

Scripture to Read
Psalm 69:22–28

Comment 4
Unfortunately, after Psalm 69’s tragic por-

trayal of nothing but “vinegar” being offered to a 
distressed individual whose “thirst” ran deep, this 
remarkable psalm turns mean. It turns vindictive. 
The psalmist cries out to God for vengeance.

“Inflict suffering on my oppressors!” the 
psalmist seems to cry. “Show them your wrath! 
O God, get mad—real  mad—and do them great 
harm!” The feelings expressed in this ancient 
psalm reflect a very natural human response to 
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And from the ground,
there blossoms red…



injustice. The anger that any of us might feel in 
such a situation is accurately portrayed here.

Comment 5
But vindictiveness is not a godly response. 

And perhaps that’s why the Fourth Gospel intro-
duces Jesus’ “thirst” with a pointed declaration. 
We are told that with his statement of thirst and 
the soldiers’ cruel response, “the scripture is ful-
filled.” 

In other words, the “Word made flesh” will not 
cry for vengeance. After the dispensing of vine-
gar, Psalm 69 turned mean. It turned vindicative. 
But the Fourth Gospel wants us to know that the 
“Word made flesh” will have none of that. As far 
as the “Word made flesh” is concerned, we need 
read no further in Psalm 69.

Comment 6
By cutting short this ancient psalm—by 

abandoning its mean-spirited and vindictive 
parts—the Fourth Gospel seems to be calling on 
us, as well, to abandon all that is mean-spirited 
and vindictive in our own souls and in our own 
world. 

In the Gospel According to Luke, Jesus looks 
down from the cross and prays, “Father, forgive 
them, for they know not what they do.” No such 
statement is needed in the Fourth Gospel, for 
the same point is made by declaring that with Je-
sus’ expression of “thirst,” scripture is “fulfilled.” 
With that simple statement, Psalm 69—to the 
surprise of our very human hearts—is brought 
to “completion.” As far as the “Word made flesh” 
is concerned, Psalm 69’s relevance is “finished.” 
There will be hate coming from the lips of Jesus, 
not even toward those who are so cruelly abusing 
him.

Comment 7
So take the vengeance that lies in your heart—

the spirit of retaliation that explodes with such 
fury both in Psalm 69 and at times in each of 
us—and toss that meanness aside, the Fourth 
Gospel seems to say to us. It’s not God’s way. 
And as Jesus demonstrates, even though such ex-

pressions can be found in scripture, they are not 
God’s word to us.

The kind of inner transformation that this 
Gospel seeks in us all is also found in a prayerful 
hymn written in 1872 by John Greenleaf Whit-
tier:

Dear God, who loves all humankind,
forgive our foolish ways;
reclothe us in our rightful mind;
in purer lives thy service find,
in deeper reverence, praise.

In simple trust like theirs who heard,
beside the Syrian sea,
the gracious calling of the Lord,
let us, like them, without a word,
rise up, and follow thee.

Breathe through the heats of our desire
thy coolness and thy balm;
let sense be dumb, let flesh retire;
speak through the earthquake, wind and fire,
O still, small voice of calm! 

Scripture to Read
John 19:30a

Comment 8
Many statements in this Gospel are meant to 

be heard and understood on multiple levels. This 
verse is no exception.

If Jesus is “the Word made flesh,” then perhaps 
the statement that “It is completed” also means 
that through his self-giving life and through his 
courageous and compassionate deeds, he has 
completed his anointed task of “speaking” God’s 
message to us. He’s done so with his “flesh.” He’s 
done so with his life.

Comment 9
Through the statement “It is finished,” it’s as 

if Jesus is indicating that he has now fully “laid 
aside” all that he had. He’s “laid aside” his time, 
his treasure, his life, his longings. He has “laid 
aside” his outer garments and now even his inner 



self and inner needs. 
In other words, it’s as if Jesus has forsaken hu-

man desires. Through his unquenched “thirst,”  
he has also forsaken that which sustains human 
life. He does this not just so that he can be miser-
able. Rather, he does it so that he can be “plant-
ed,” dying on a physical level so that as a freshly 
planted “seed” he might bring forth from God 
new life and sweeter fruit. 

Comment 10
From this perspective, the statement “It is fin-

ished” can suggest that Jesus has held back noth-
ing, not even the most primal of human desires: 
his thirst. In so doing, it’s as if Jesus has spoken 
God’s love to us all.

But the Fourth Gospel may also intend for 
the dramatic allusion to Jesus’ thirst—and the 
cruel response of the Roman soldiers—to func-
tion as a reminder of a text from one of the great 
Jewish prophets.

Scripture to Read
Isaiah 41:17–20

For Discussion
Both Psalm 69 and Isaiah 41 talk about the 

deep thirst of those who are being abused and 
ignored—and left, as it were, without water. But 
in certain key ways, these two passages are totally 
different from one another in their portrayal of 
what follows human thirst. What can we learn 
from these different responses?

Comment 11
The Fourth Gospel closely connects the first 

twenty-one verses of Psalm 69 with the life expe-
riences of Jesus. He, too, was offered “vinegar” by 
Roman soldiers when he expressed a deep thirst. 
He, too, was ridiculed “in the gate.” He, too, was 
punished by the Roman ruler even though that 
ruler could find “no cause” against him. And he, 
too, was rejected and reproached by “his moth-
er’s children,” meaning the tradition in which he 
had been reared.

But the Fourth Gospel suggests that if we are 

interested in “the Word of God,” we need go no 
further in Psalm 69 than the giving of vinegar, 
for after that, it’s filled with a very human cry for 
revenge and retaliation. In the Fourth Gospel, 
Jesus shows us that when we get to that point in 
the psalm, we should consider it “finished.”

Comment 12
Isaiah 41 is remarkably different. Instead of 

showing us human voices, foolishly calling for 
God to get angry and curse those who have done 
great wrong, it instead shows us God showering 
the world with blessings.

“I will open rivers in high places,” God is por-
trayed as saying. “Yes, it is with rich blessings that 
I will respond to the world’s wrongs. I will estab-
lish fountains of living water in every valley, and 
I will set pools of water even in the driest wilder-
ness. Then all the world will see—and know—
that the hand of the Lord has done it.”

For Discussion
If this is God’s way of responding to violence 

and injustice, if this is God’s way of transforming 
those who have the gall to offer only “vinegar” 
to the thirsty, then what does this tell us about 
the kinds of statements and positions we should 
seek in those who are currently running for high 
office in our nation?

What does this tell us about what churches 
and congregations and other godly groups of 
people should themselves be doing in our world?

Scripture to Read
John 19:30b

Comment 13
The bowing of Jesus’ head can be understood 

on a purely physical level as an involuntary ex-
pression of weakness or exhaustion. Perhaps, by 
this time, all physical strength had simply passed 
from him.

But the bowing of Jesus’ head can also be un-
derstood as a spiritual “sign,” an expression of 
humility in the presence of a God who, in the 
face of vinegar-dispensing soldiers, responds not 



with curses but rather causes “rivers” to flow in 
high places and invites “fountains” to spring up 
in the driest valleys. 

Comment 14
Today, many in our world aren’t interested in 

“bowing. “ They’re more inclined to “hold their 
head high.” They understandably enjoy taking 
pride in their accomplishments or in their identi-
ty as Christian people. But according to this Gos-
pel, Jesus—the “Word made flesh” who left noth-
ing undone, the “Word made flesh” who gave his 
all for others, the “Word made flesh” who lived 
in utter oneness with God—at the moment of 
greatest glory, he forsakes all “spiritual pride” and 
humbly bows his head.

Through this remarkable detail, the Fourth 
Gospel raises a question for each of us. God’s 
ways are so far beyond our human ways, how 
can we, too, not bow our heads in the presence of 
“Love divine, all loves excelling”?

Comment 15
Instead of “standing in the presence of the 

Lord,” as we are sometimes prone to do when 
scripture is being read, Jesus humbly bows his 
head. His oneness with God is complete. He’s 
done everything God asked. But rather than try-
ing to “stand tall” or act as if he is on God’s level, 
Jesus—in an example to us all—simply bows his 
head.

A hymn in Philippians 2 puts it this way: 
“Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ 
Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, 
did not regard equality with God as something to 
be grasped, but emptied himself…and humbled 
himself and became obedient unto death, even 
death on a cross.”

Comment 16
In 1882, a physically blind—but spiritually 

sighted—Scottish pastor named George Mathe-
son wrote a hymn in which he tried to apply the 
lessons of John 19 to his own life.

The hymn included these words:

O Love that wilt not let me go,
I rest my weary soul in thee;
I give thee back the life I owe,
that in thine ocean depths its flow
may richer, fuller be.

O Light that followest all my way,
I yield my flickering torch to thee;
my heart restores its borrowed ray,
that in thy sunshine’s blaze its day
may brighter, fairer be.

O Joy that seekest me through pain,
I cannot close my heart to thee;
I trace the rainbow through the rain,
and feel the promise is not vain,
that morn shall tearless be.

O Cross that liftest up my head,
I dare not ask to fly from thee;
I lay in dust life’s glory dead,
and from the ground, there blossoms red,
life that shall endless be.

Scripture to Read
John 19:30b

Comment 17
We are told that when all was “completed,” 

when Jesus had laid aside everything he had, in-
cluding his pride, when his oneness with God 
and God’s ways was complete, then, after bow-
ing his head and humbling himself, he “gave up” 
the “ghost” as the King James Version puts it. In 
other translations, what he gives up is “his spirit.”

Once again, however, as is so often the case 
in this Gospel, these simple words can be under-
stood on more than one level. Physically, it can 
simply mean that he gave up the breath that was 
in him. In other words, it is telling us that he 
died.

Comment 18
But the Fourth Gospel has carefully worded 

this statement in a way that allows it to be read 
at multiple levels.



The verb here—usually translated as “gave 
up”—doesn’t imply a passive loss. The verb is 
rather in the active voice. In other words, from 
this Gospel’s perspective, it’s not that life was tak-
en from him. Rather, he “gave it up.”

Comment 19
But even when we make it an active act on 

Jesus’ part, we have to be careful. For the Greek 
verb that is usually translated as “gave up” does 
not connote what we might think of as “resigna-
tion.” In other words, it’s not that Jesus “gives 
up” or realizes, as we might have, that he simply 
can’t go on any longer.

Rather, it’s as if, through his conscious will, 
Jesus remains in charge. The soldiers think that 
they have him beat. They think they have his 
spirit crushed. But even on the cross, suggests 
the Fourth Gospel, it’s as if Jesus “ain’t no ways 
tired.” He’s still the supreme actor. He’s still the 
supreme doer. He’s still the Word made flesh.

For Discussion
In what kinds of situations is it important for 

us to have this same attitude?
How do we find the strength—or the will—

to do that?

Scripture to Read
John 1:29, 32–33

Comment 20
By the time we get to John 19:30, there’s no 

doubt that Jesus is dying, but in his final act be-
fore his death, it’s not that Jesus simply “gives up” 
that incredible Spirit from Above with which he 
himself had been “woven,” that Spirit that is said 
to have descended on him “like a dove.”

Rather, the verb in John 19:30 implies that 
Jesus is passing that Spirit on. He’s “passing it on” 
to those women and other “beloved” disciples 
who will follow in his footsteps. And in effect, 
he’s also “passing it on” to all of us who will come 
after him. The “Spirit” that he “gave up” is not 
just his physical breath but that inner strength 
and vision that caused him to be “no ways tired.”

Comment 21
From the viewpoint of the Fourth Gospel, in 

his final manifestation of God’s glory, it’s as if Je-
sus himself baptizes us with “the Holy Ghost.” 

In other words, in his final act of self-giving 
love before death overtakes him, Jesus makes us 
recipients of that same Spirit from Above that had 
made him strong, that same Spirit that had made 
him hopeful, that same Spirit that had allowed 
him to give himself so graciously to others—so 
that we too might humbly bow our heads and be 
one with God, just as Jesus and God were one.

For Discussion
What might be some of the practical impli-

cations for us from this understanding of what 
Jesus is doing in his final act on the cross?

Jesus is portrayed as passing God’s creative, 
transforming Spirit on to us. Are there any ways 
in which we should be passing that same Spirit 
on to others? If so, how?

Scripture to Read
John 19:29

Comment 22
Another intriguing detail in this scene in-

volves the use of “hyssop” to deliver vinegar to 
a thirsting Jesus. Only the Fourth Gospel men-
tions hyssop, which means that this Gospel sees 
the detail as especially significant or revealing in 
some way.

In thinking about this detail, it’s perhaps 
worth remembering that in Exodus 12, on the 
night that is celebrated each year in the Passover, 
on the night when God’s people were about to 
be liberated from cruel enslavement, those who 
were ready to walk free—those who were ready 
to “steal away,” as it were—were supposed to 
sprinkle the blood of a lamb on their door posts 
“with hyssop.”

Comment 23
Hyssop is a tall, leafy plant that can easily 

be dipped in liquid, and used somewhat like a 
“brush.” The liquid that adheres to its leaves can 



be easily brushed or “flicked” off.
The Fourth Gospel has previously told us that 

the crucifixion was happening on the eve of Pass-
over. So by mentioning the soldiers’ use of “hys-
sop,” the Fourth Gospel is calling to our minds 
something important. It’s asking us to remember 
a God who delivers, a God who sets free—even 
when everything around us seems mired in death 
and destruction. 

Comment 24
The “hyssop,” then, is perhaps just another 

reminder that even though many of the “high 
places” in our world seem dusty and dry, even 
though we often struggle through a mean and 
vindictive wilderness, there is a God who is able 
to “open up rivers” in the most unlikely of places. 

As Isaiah 41 has also reminded us, there is a 
God who, even in the face of great horror, knows 
the transforming power of blessing, not cursing. 
And it’s that Spirit—and that understanding—
that Jesus has “passed on” to us all.

Scripture to Read
Psalm 51:10–11, 7

Comment 25
“Hyssop” is also mentioned in Psalm 51, 

where it is portrayed as a tool for cleansing. 
“Purge me with hyssop,” says the psalmist, “and 
I shall be clean. Wash me, and I shall be brighter 
than snow.”

In the Fourth Gospel, Roman soldiers mock 
Jesus’ thirst with a long stalk of “hyssop” dipped 
into a jar of sour vinegar. They’re trying to be 
mean. They’re trying to be cruel. But for those 
of us familiar with the scriptures, it’s also a won-
drous reminder. It’s a reminder that there is a 
God who is ready to create in each of us “a clean 
heart” and a “right spirit.” Sometimes that which 
the world means for evil, God uses for good.

Scripture to Read
John 5:1–3, 5–6, 8–9

Comment 26
Back in chapter 5 of this Gospel, we encoun-

tered a scene in which Jesus had gone to Jerusa-
lem for one of the important feasts. He came on 
a man who had been lame for thirty-eight years, 
waiting for someone to help him walk. But for 
all that time, no one had. For thirty-eight years, 
it had been as if his legs had been broken. Physi-
cally, emotionally, and spiritually, he’d been hob-
bled.

In that scene, Jesus invites him to live 
“whole.” Jesus invites him to “rise up” and walk. 
Jesus invites him to “take up” his bed—and head 
on home.

Comment 27
The man does. But it’s the sabbath. And some 

religious leaders catch the man carrying his bed. 
Biblically speaking, the sabbath is supposed to be 
a day of rest. So according to the Fourth Gospel, 
these religious leaders promptly try to use the 
scriptures against the man. 

It’s as if they are determined to be in the 
leg-breaking business, while Jesus is determined 
to be in the business of making others whole.

Scripture to Read
John 19:31

Comment 28
For the community that gave us this Gospel, 

the irony here is immense. Once again, a major 
religious feast is beginning. The sabbath is com-
ing. It’s coming fast. 

Jerusalem’s religious leaders don’t want any-
one crying in agony from a cross on the sabbath. 
And they certainly don’t want such cries spoiling 
the holy celebration of Passover. The Gospel por-
trays them as desperate to find a solution. But 
what can be done? “Ah!” they think. “Let’s ask 
that their legs be broken.”

Comment 29
All through human history, even in recent 

times, there have been religious leaders more in-
clined to hobble than to heal. 



Misunderstanding what God is about, they 
have gravitated to destruction rather than deliv-
erance. Naively thinking that they were uphold-
ing scripture, they pursued the breaking of legs 
rather than the forging of hopes. At times, cer-
tain religious leaders have used God’s holy day 
as a time to exclude rather than as a time to em-
brace.

For Discussion
In what ways, if any, do similar things hap-

pen in our own world?

Comment 30
The Fourth Gospel says that certain 

high-ranking religious leaders in Jerusalem plead-
ed with Pilate. They begged. They beseeched. 
“Please, please,” they said, “send some soldiers 
out to Golgotha to break the victims’ legs.”

Breaking the legs of those being crucified was 
a way of hastening death. Those being crucified 
tended to use their legs to reduce the excruciat-
ing pressure on their arms and lungs. If their legs 
were broken, they’d suffocate more quickly. “Let’s 
break their legs,” they said, “so we can get them 
out of here. Let’s get them out of sight and out of 
mind—so that we can praise God in peace!”

Scripture to Read
John 19:32–34

Comment 31
As a result of this request, the soldiers set 

about the business of breaking the victims’ legs 
in order to hasten their deaths, but when they get 
to Jesus, says the Fourth Gospel, the soldiers find 
that he is already dead.

Then comes verse 34, painting a powerful but 
startling picture. It’s a picture found in no other 
Gospel. Through these unique details, this Gos-
pel is clearly seeking to shape our understanding 
of what truly happened on the cross—not just 
physically but also spiritually—for this Gospel 
sees the crucifixion as a supreme manifestation of 
God’s glory. And in many ways, this verse serves 
as the evidence of the beginning of God’s new 

creation.

Comment 32
We are told that Jesus was already dead, but 

the Fourth Gospel goes on to say that, for reasons 
that are never explained, one of the soldiers de-
cides to jab his spear into Jesus’ ribs.

Many of the Greek words in this verse are un-
usual—at least for scripture. If we were reading 
this verse in Greek, its language would jump out 
at us. The words used here for “spear” and for 
what the soldier did with his spear—“pierced” or 
“jabbed”—these words appear nowhere else in 
the entire New Testament. So clearly something 
unusual is happening.

Comment 33
The Greek word that describes where the sol-

dier jabbed his spear—traditionally translated as 
referring to Jesus’ “side” or Jesus’ “ribs”—also ap-
pears nowhere else in the New Testament. But 
it does appear in the Greek version of Genesis, 
where it refers to the side ribs of Adam, which 
Genesis says were used by God to bring forth a 
new creation: woman.

But the other startling thing about John 19:34 
is its description of what happens when the sol-
dier jabs his spear into Jesus’ ribs. We are told 
that “blood and water” came gushing out, and 
most scholars are convinced that these details are 
meant to be read by us as significant.

Comment 34
Many interpretations of this scene have been 

offered. Commentaries and study Bibles some-
times confidently declare what the appearance 
of “blood and water” means. But scholars don’t 
agree, and there is no way of being sure about 
how we should understand this startling image.

However, one interpretation offered by some 
scholars fits remarkably well with some of the 
other imagery found in this book. So it’s worth 
considering.

Comment 35
This interpretation argues that the flowing 



forth of “blood and water” was often associat-
ed in people’s minds with what happens during 
physical births. So the dramatic inclusion of this 
descriptive detail is perhaps meant to suggest to 
us that through his dying and his gracious giving 
of himself for others, the Anointed One of God 
“gave birth” to a new understanding of the peo-
ple of God. 

From this perspective, through his dying, the 
world is reborn, as it were. And not only is it 
gloriously reborn, but through this new birth, 
we have received the same anointed Spirit that 
moved so powerfully in Christ. We have received, 
as it were, the life-enhancing Breath from Above 
that Jesus himself “gave up” in his final act of 
love.

Comment 36
As a result, we, too, are now enabled to live 

with authenticity as newborn, Spirit-transformed 
children of God. The Wind of God blows under 
us. The River of God flows through us. We have 
been purged with “hyssop.” We have been made 
clean. We have been made whole.

The “Rock of Ages,” it has been cleft for us. 
No longer “hobbled,” no longer beaten down, no 
longer left for dead, we are ready—like the lame 
one beside the pool whom Jesus healed—we are 
ready to “rise up.” We are ready to take up our 
“bed”—and walk.

A hymn written in 1776 by Augustus Toplady 
put it like this:

Rock of Ages, cleft for me, 
let me hide myself in thee; 
let the water and the blood, 
from thy wounded side which flowed, 
be of sin the double cure; 
save from wrath and make me pure. 






