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Matthew 27:32-61 The Cross    November 1, 2015 (Peter) 

Isaiah 52:13-53:12 

Psalm 22 

 

Our Psalm of response is Psalm 22. 

 

Many have noticed how Matthew describes the crucifixion of Jesus 

 in the language of Psalm 22. 

 

As Hauerwas puts it, “Jesus is God’s psalm for the world. 

It is not an accident that the Psalms became the hymnal of the church. 

 When we pray them, we pray Jesus.” (Hauerwas, 237) 

 

Sing Psalm 22 

Read Matthew 27:32-61 

 

Why did Jesus die on the cross? 

 

Some say that Jesus died on the cross to demonstrate God’s love for us,  

and to give us an example of laying down our lives for others. 

  

Others say that Jesus died on the cross in order to triumph over sin, death, and the devil,  

and to set us free from slavery to sin and death. 

 

Others say that Jesus died on the cross to satisfy the wrath of God,  

and to pay the penalty for our sin. 

 

It’s important for us to recognize that all of these are correct. 

 Jesus died on the cross to satisfy the wrath of God and pay the penalty for our sin. 

 Jesus died on the cross to triumph over sin, death, and the devil,  

and to set us free from slavery to sin and death. 

 Jesus died on the cross to demonstrate God’s love for us,  

and to give us an example of laying down our lives for others. 

 

Here in Matthew’s gospel the primary focus is on the triumph of the cross. 

 Yes, the cross demonstrates God’s love for us (a point that John will highlight). 

 And Jesus’ death on the cross will satisfy the wrath of God  

and pay the penalty for our sins (a point that Luke and Paul will highlight). 

 

 But Matthew wants us to see two things in particular: 

1) in the cross, Jesus wins the victory over death 

2) and in the cross, Jesus shows us what it means to  

“deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me.” 

 

 

I say this because it is important for us to hear what Matthew is telling us. 
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 All of biblical teaching is consistent with itself. 

 But that does not mean that every biblical author says it exactly the same way! 

 

And the first thing Matthew shows us is what it means to bear the cross – 

 in a very literal way! 

 

1. What Does It Mean to Bear the Cross? The Crucifixion of the King of Israel (v32-44) 

 a. The Crucifixion of the King of Israel (v32-36) 

i) Carrying the Cross of Christ (v32) 
32 

As they went out, they found a man of Cyrene, Simon by name. They compelled this man to 

carry his cross. 

 

This is a curious moment. 

 Why does Matthew tell us about this? 

  Bruce Rathbun mentioned Simon of Cyrene when he was with us last month. 

  Simon is probably a Jew from North Africa 

   (there was a large Jewish population in Cyrene – 

    and Simon is here in Jerusalem for Passover). 

 Mark tells us that Simon was the father of Alexander and Rufus – 

  suggesting that Alexander and Rufus were well-known Christian brothers 

   in the first century. 

 

 Their father bore the cross for Jesus. 

 

I find it fascinating to see how Matthew highlights these small moments. 

 Everyone abandons Jesus – no one speaks for Jesus – 

  except Pilate’s wife! (a Gentile woman) 

 The one person named in the section on the crucifixion of Jesus 

  is a North African (either a Jew or a convert to Judaism). 

 

Already – even before we get to the Great Commission – 

 we are beginning to see how the Kingdom of Jesus will go out to all nations. 

 

And here you see the contrast between the kingdom of Jesus and the kingdom of this world. 

 The Romans “compel” Simon to carry the cross of Jesus. 

 Jesus does not compel you to bear his cross. 

 He calls you to bear the cross. 

 

The kingdoms of this age use force and power to make you do their bidding. 

 I seriously doubt that the soldiers inquired as to Simon’s name. 

 They probably just said,  

  “Hey, you! Carry this cross to Golgotha!” 

 But Matthew, the disciple of Jesus, imitates his master, 

  and gives honor to Simon of Cyrene by naming him 

   as the one who had the honor of bearing the cross for Jesus! 
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The rest of the characters deserve less honor – 

 and so have no names: 

 

  ii). Wine Mixed with Gall (v33-34)  
 
33 

And when they came to a place called Golgotha (which means Place of a Skull), 
34 

they offered 

him wine to drink, mixed with gall, but when he tasted it, he would not drink it. 

 

The idea of wine mixed with gall was to dull the pain – 

 but it would also dull the senses, 

  and Jesus wants to remain fully alert and fully conscious in this hour. 

 

  iii). They Divided His Garments (v35-36) 

 
35 

And when they had crucified him, they divided his garments among them by casting lots. 
36 

Then they sat down and kept watch over him there. 

 

You may have heard pastors give lengthy descriptions of the agony of crucifixion. 

 Matthew covers the whole agony in one simple line: 

  “when they had crucified him.” 

 

 The physical agony and suffering of Jesus is not the point of the cross. 

 You may have heard other pastors says this. 

 

 I’ve heard many pastors say that the point of the cross was bearing the wrath of God. 

  And that is true. 

 

 But there is one other thing that Matthew highlights. 

  Matthew passes over the physical suffering of the cross. 

  But he dwells long on the mockery of the cross. 

 

 Why did Jesus go to the cross? 

  So that all of humanity might mock him there. 

 

 b. The Mockery of “The King of the Jews” (v37-44) 

  i) “If You Are the Son of God” – The Mockery of the Passers-by (v37-40) 

 
37 

And over his head they put the charge against him, which read, “This is Jesus, the King of the 

Jews.” 
38 

Then two robbers were crucified with him, one on the right and one on the left.  

 

We start with the passers-by. 

 They see three crosses at Golgotha. 

  Two robbers – on the right and on the left. 

  And the man in the middle – with an inscription – 

   “This is Jesus, the King of the Jews.” 

 The Romans intended it as a warning to would-be revolutionaries. 

  “This is what happens to those who would be king!” 

  

 But – as with all mockery of Jesus – the mockery says more than intended! 
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The passers-by remember the charges against him: 
39 

And those who passed by derided him, wagging their heads 
40 

and saying, “You who would 

destroy the temple and rebuild it in three days, save yourself! If you are the Son of God, come 

down from the cross.” 

  

The mockers judge Jesus according to our normal expectations: 

 “Save yourself!” 

  Their idea is that “salvation” means not dying. 

 But Jesus has come to demonstrate a new way of life – 

  a way of life that is characterized by the cross! 

 

I want you to think about that. 

 What are your normal expectations about what “a good life” is? 

 What does “success” mean to you? 

    

 Jesus redefines success. 

  He does not seek to “save himself.” 

  He came to save others – through his own death. 

 

 How are you laying down your life for others? 

 Husbands, how do you lay down your life for your wife? 

 How do you bear the cross at work? 

 

 How does humility characterize the way that you engage with others? 

 

  ii) “Let God Deliver Him” – The Mockery of the Chief Priests, Scribes, and 

Elders – and the Robbers (v41-44) 

 
41 

So also the chief priests, with the scribes and elders, mocked him, saying,  

 

In verses 41-43, the priests, scribes and elders join in the same mockery: 

 
42 

“He saved others; he cannot save himself. He is the King of Israel; let him come down 

now from the cross, and we will believe in him. 
43 

He trusts in God; let God deliver him now, if 

he desires him. For he said, ‘I am the Son of God.’”  

 

But in this mockery the priests, scribes, and elders are joined by the robbers – 

 those who were crucified with Jesus! 

 
44 

And the robbers who were crucified with him also reviled him in the same way. 

 

Luke tells us that one of the robbers wound up believing in Jesus –  

 but here, Matthew focuses on the fact that priests and robbers  

are united before the cross. 

 The respectable and the criminal join together in mocking Jesus. 

 

As we saw last time, the question of “who killed Jesus?” is not easily answered. 
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 “The disciples killed Jesus by deserting him… 

 The elites of Israel killed Jesus because they feared his call to holiness. 

 Pilate killed Jesus because he had the responsibility to maintain order. 

 ‘The people as a whole’ killed Jesus because they had nothing better to do. 

  We all killed Jesus and continue to kill Jesus. 

 So let us all say that ‘his blood be on us and on our children!’” (Hauerwas, 235) 

 

Or, as Hauerwas concludes, 

 “Jesus must be killed because we do not believe in a God  

who creates us and who would come among us after our likeness.” 

 

 

2. The Triumph of the Cross: Jesus Before His Father (v45-53) 

 a. Darkness Falls – “My God, My God, Why Have You Forsaken Me?” (v45-50) 
45 

Now from the sixth hour
[f]

 there was darkness over all the land
[g]

 until the ninth hour.
[h]

 
46 

And 

about the ninth hour…  

 

Our passage is structured by time sequence: 

 verse 1 – when morning came – he was delivered to Pilate 

 verse 45 – sixth hour (noon) – darkness begins 

 verse 46 – ninth hour (mid-afternoon) – cry and death of Jesus 

 verse 57 – when it was evening – Jesus was buried  

 

Remember that the ancient day is divided into 12 hours. 

 Every day has 12 hours of daylight and 12 hours of darkness. 

 An hour (by definition) is 1/12 of daylight. 

 

When Matthew speaks of the 6
th

 and 9
th

 hours he is not referring to “clock” time –  

but to the general time of day: 

 from the middle of the day to the middle of the afternoon, 

 there was darkness. 

 

Some have wondered about Genesis 2,  

“why is there no evening and morning to the seventh day?” 

 

It was because God had entered his rest. 

 There was no need for that rest to end! 

 But due to man’s rebellion, man could not enter God’s rest. 

  The seventh day – the Sabbath – the blessed day of rest – 

   was also a perpetual reminder that man had fallen short. 

  That is why Hebrews 4 tells us that there must be another day – 

   a day beyond the seventh day – 

   so that man can enter God’s rest. 

 

  This emphasis on a day beyond the seventh day runs through the whole OT. 

   Circumcision is performed on the eighth day. 
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   The priests could only offer sacrifices on the 8
th

 day of their consecration. 

   Lepers were restored to the people of God on the 8
th

 day. 

   All the feasts of Israel are oriented toward the 1
st
/8

th
 day. 

 

  So while the Old Testament Sabbath was on the 7
th

 day, 

   Israel could only enter God’s rest on the 8
th

 day. 

 

 And so here on the cross, darkness falls. 

 The seventh day of creation finally ends. 

 

 Here, in the middle of a Friday afternoon,  

evening falls. 

 

Jesus will spend Saturday – the last Sabbath of the Old Testament – 

 in the tomb. 

 

And God goes back to work. 

 

But this time his work is not creation out of nothing. 

 This time his work is a new creation. 

 

This time he does not say, “let there be light” – 

 this time darkness falls, 

  because the Light who was in the beginning with the Father 

   is now preparing to descend into the grave. 

 

Or to use another image, 

 think back the Exodus. 

What were the last two plagues? 

 Darkness fell upon Egypt. 

 And then God struck down the firstborn of Egypt. 

 

Darkness – then death of the firstborn. 

 The deliverance of Israel whereby God created a people for himself 

  is now recapitulated in the deliverance of humanity in the cross of Jesus Christ. 

 As God brought darkness and death to Egypt  

as an intrusion of his last days judgment against the nations, 

so now that final judgment is poured out upon Jesus. 

 

 The Father is now pouring out his wrath and curse – 

  the final judgment that we deserved – 

  the eschatological wrath that was promised to rebellious humanity. 

 

Because notice what happens at the ninth hour: 
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And about the ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice, saying, “Eli, Eli, lema 

sabachthani?” that is, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  

 

Jesus takes on his own lips the cry of David in Psalm 22. 

 The Son of David must take upon himself the curse of Egypt – 

  and if you think back to Deuteronomy 27-28 

  God had told Israel that if they rebelled against him and worshiped other gods, 

   then all the curses of Egypt would come upon them. 

 

 Israel has continued to rebel. 

 And so the curses of Egypt – the darkness and the death of the firstborn – 

come upon the Son of David. 

 

And yet this one is innocent. 

 There is no lack of faith here – 

  notice that even as he takes the curse upon himself 

he cries, “My God.” 

  

 In Matthew’s gospel these are the last words we hear from Jesus. 

  The last words we hear from Jesus on the cross is his cry of dereliction. 

 By giving us only this word from the cross 

  Matthew wants us to hear the agony of Jesus on the cross. 

 Matthew does not explain it. 

  He does not attempt to show how the one who is both God and man 

   could be forsaken by the Father. 

  There is here no Trinitarian speculation regarding how the one God 

   could be divided in such a way  

that the Son did not experience the union and communion  

that he had had with the Father for all eternity. 

 

The gospels do not provide such speculation for us. 

 Rather, the gospels bear witness that it happened, 

  and in so doing, they tell us that the time is fulfilled,  

   and the kingdom of God is at hand; 

  therefore, repent and believe in the gospel. 

 
47 

And some of the bystanders, hearing it, said, “This man is calling Elijah.”  

 

 These are bystanders – neither the faithful nor the priests. 

 They hear his words, but they misunderstand them. 

  They don’t understand the reference to Psalm 22 – 

   they think they hear the name of Elijah, 

   which is not surprising, given the expectation of the return of Elijah. 
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48 
And one of them at once ran and took a sponge, filled it with sour wine, and put it on a reed 

and gave it to him to drink. 
49 

But the others said, “Wait, let us see whether Elijah will come to 

save him.”  

 

Even if it was intended kindly, 

 it so plainly misconstrues Jesus’ mission that its effect is mockery. 

 

Elijah will not come. 

 

Jesus wasn’t calling Elijah. 

 
50 

And Jesus cried out again with a loud voice and yielded up his spirit. 

 

 We are not told here what Jesus said. 

 We are still left with “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me,” 

  as the last words of our Savior. 

 

 But with this cry our Lord expires, 

  and in his death he accomplishes what only his death could do: 

 

 b. Earth and Heaven Rent in Two (v51-53) 

  i) The Temple Curtain – and the Rocks – Torn in Two (v51) 
51 

And behold, the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. And the earth shook, 

and the rocks were split.  

 

 Jesus had said that he would destroy the temple. 

  And in his death he began that work by starting with the curtain of the temple. 

  (There were actually two curtains in the temple – 

   an outer curtain that all could see, 

   and an inner curtain that divided the holy place from the holy of holies 

  We are not told here which one was torn.) 

 Notice especially that it is torn “from top to bottom.” 

 

 It is as though God has reached down from the heavens 

  and ripped the temple curtain in half. 

 

But as Hebrews tells us,  

 the veil of the temple represents the body of Jesus – 

 because Jesus is the place where earth and heaven meet. 

We have access to God through the veil –  

 that is through the flesh of Jesus. 

 

And that is why verses 52-53 focus on bodies. 

 

  ii) Tombs Split Open – and the Dead Raised (v52-53) 
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52 
The tombs also were opened. And many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised, 

53 
and coming out of the tombs after his resurrection they went into the holy city and appeared to 

many. 

 

Notice that verse 53 makes it clear that this only happened after his resurrection. 

 After all, Jesus was the firstfruits from the dead – 

  so Matthew makes it clear that these saints were raised together with him. 

 

 We know nothing else about this. 

 I wish I could tell you more. 

 But this is the only reference to this in the whole NT. 

 

But Matthew connects this to the rending of the temple curtain. 

 God tears the veil of the temple in two, 

 The body of Jesus stands between us and the judgment of God – 

  as Jesus is torn apart by death for us. 

 

3. The Response (v54-58) 

 a. The Gentiles: “Truly This Was the Son of God” (v54) 

 
54 

When the centurion and those who were with him, keeping watch over Jesus, saw the 

earthquake and what took place, they were filled with awe and said, “Truly this was the Son
[i]

 of 

God!” 

 

Why would a Gentile come to this conclusion? 

 Doubtless the centurion had crucified many Jews. 

  Some endured crucifixion better than others. 

 

 But this centurion does not merely say that this was an innocent man, 

  or a great man. 

 

 Rather, this Gentile centurion – with little evidence to go on – 

  sees by faith that Jesus was the Son of God. 

 

What did he understand by it? 

 We don’t know – 

  but then again, we are not invited into the head of the centurion! 

 Rather, we are to hear his confession of faith, 

  and we are to believe and confess with him the truth: 

 

 that “truly this was the Son of God.” 

 

 b. The Women: “Who Had Followed Jesus from Galilee, Ministering to Him” (v55-

56) 
55 

There were also many women there, looking on from a distance, who had followed Jesus from 

Galilee, ministering to him, 
56 

among whom were Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of 

James and Joseph and the mother of the sons of Zebedee. 
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It was Pilate’s wife – a Gentile woman – who alone had stood up for Jesus. 

 Only now do we discover that the women among his disciples had remained faithful. 

 

The disciples have run away. 

 But these women still stand faithfully at a distance. 

 They had ministered to him in Galilee – 

  and they continue in faith, hope, and love, 

   as they minister to him in his death as they had ministered to him in life. 

 When all the men had chickened out – 

  still the women followed him. 

 

Matthew has not referred to these women very often 

 (the mother of the sons of Zebedee spoke to Jesus in chapter 20 – 

  but there she was asking for special placement for her sons – 

   not exactly a great example of discipleship!) 

 But this reminds us that just because we blow it from time to time 

  does not mean that we are disqualified from being Jesus’ disciple! 

 The mother of the sons of Zebedee  

may not have understood the kingdom of God properly. 

 But she was there at the cross. 

  She understood that her place was to follow Jesus. 

 

When her sons, James and John, ran away, 

 she still bore the cross. 

 

 God does not insist that you do “great things” for Jesus. 

 Rather, God calls you to be there – to follow Jesus wherever he leads. 

 

And how do you know where Jesus is leading? 

 Wherever you are – whatever situation you face – 

  you are called to love God with all your heart, all your soul, all your mind, 

   and all your strength – 

  and to love your neighbor as yourself. 

 

 

4. The Burial of Jesus (v57-61) 
57 

When it was evening,  

 

Darkness had already fallen on Jesus. 

 Now it falls on everyone else as well. 

 

 What was Jesus doing in his three days in the grave? 

  We are never really told. 

 This has commonly been referred to as his “descent into hell” 

  because it was in this time that he remained under the power of the grave. 
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 In other words, on this final Sabbath day – 

  which, incidentally, is the last Sabbath  

on which the people of God are said to have rested! – 

  our Lord was engaged in his new creation labors 

   of bearing the curse that we deserved. 

 

But because it was the day before the Sabbath 

 it was important for them to bury him before nightfall – 

 since the work of burial was forbidden on the Sabbath. 

 

there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who also was a disciple of Jesus. 
58 

He 

went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. Then Pilate ordered it to be given to him.  

 

 This was a brave request, to identify oneself with “the King of the Jews”! 

 But Joseph was a respected member of the Council. 

  He was undoubtedly wealthy –  

the fact that he had a grave near the city proves that! 

  But the main thing that we need to know about Joseph 

   is that he was looking for the kingdom of God. 

 

 In spite of the fact that Jesus was dead – 

  in spite of the fact that everything had gone wrong – 

  Joseph still believed the message of Jesus: 

 

 The time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God is at hand; 

  therefore repent and believe in the gospel. 

 

 He believed the good news of the kingdom. 

 And so, as a faithful disciple of Jesus, 

  he denied himself, took up his cross, and followed Jesus. 

 
59 

And Joseph took the body and wrapped it in a clean linen shroud 
60 

and laid it in his own new 

tomb, which he had cut in the rock. And he rolled a great stone to the entrance of the tomb and 

went away. 
61 

Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were there, sitting opposite the tomb. 

 

Two thousand years before, 

 Abraham had insisted on burying a burial plot for Sarah. 

 The Hittites offered him the privilege of burying his dead with their dead. 

 

 But Abraham did not wish to mingle her bones  

with the bones of those who were under God’s curse. 

 

Now, Joseph of Arimathea offers Jesus the same thing. 

 Jesus will be laid in a new tomb – freshly cut in the rock. 
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In life he had no home – no place to lay his head. 

In death he will also rely upon the gracious charity of others! 

 

Remember this –  

 because Jesus says that in as much as you do this for the least of these, my brothers, 

  you did it to me. 

 

 


