
As many of you know, my dad passed away last July. I was blessed 

to able to get home from Africa a day early so I could spend his 

last few hours at his bedside. What a privilege to be with him 

when he passed into the arms of Jesus. On the way to his house 

in Sacramento, Lynn and I had a very unique experience. Lynn 

picked me up at SFO and we drove straight there, not knowing 

if we’d make it in time to say goodbye. As we approached his 

house in the car, strange as it seemed in the middle of July, there 

was a bright rainbow hovering over his home with a majestic red 

sunset as the clouds broke from a brief summer rain. It was like 

God was saying, “Don’t be afraid! This is what I have in store for 

your Dad!” I’ve been in many hospitals with dying people over 

the years, but for us this was more than just another death.

At times, it seems like we’re surrounded by death. I guess I 

shouldn’t be surprised. People die every minute of every day. 

Someone once said the statistics on death are quite impressive. 

But, when someone you love dies, you want people to know it’s 

more than just another death. This was my husband who loved 

me like no one else could. This was my son who gave me so 

much joy. This was my father who was always there for me. This 

was more than just another death.

At the end of the Gospel of Mark there’s an event which the 

whole Gospel points to—the death of Jesus. His death comes 

as no surprise. Several times Jesus predicted his death in detail. 

Back in Mark 10 he said, “When we get to Jerusalem the Son of 
Man will be betrayed to the leading priests and the teachers of the 
religious law. They will sentence him to die and hand him over 
the Romans. They will mock him, spit on him, beat him with 
their whips, and kill him...” As time went on all these things 

happened: he was betrayed by Judas, condemned by the Jewish 

leaders, handed over to Pilate and the Romans who mocked him, 

spit on him and scourged him. Now, in Mark 15, Jesus begins his 

march to the cross where they’ll kill him.  

As Mark paints this scene, there’s one thing he wants us to know: 

this is more than just another death. Mark reveals this truth in 

his own way. He doesn’t do it by giving us the gruesome details 

RI�ğUVW� FHQWXU\�5RPDQ�FUXFLğ[LRQ��7KHUHłV� VRPH�YDOXH� LQ� WKDW��
but that’s not Mark’s focus. Nor does Mark do it by some kind of 

DEVWUDFW�WKHRORJLFDO�UHĠHFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�WKH�FURVV��<RX�
ZRQłW�ğQG�ZRUGV�KHUH�OLNH�MXVWLğFDWLRQ��UHGHPSWLRQ�DQG�SURSLWLD-

tion. Those are important words others will use to speak of the 

meaning of his death, but that’s not Mark’s focus. His focus is 

on the people there when he died; the things happening around 

him as he walked to Golgotha, was nailed to the cross, and took 

his last breath. Through them Mark shows this was more than 

just a death.

More Than Just Another Death for Simon
It was more than that for Simon. As they led Jesus out of the 

city, he was placed in the center of four Roman soldiers. The pa-

tibulum, the cross beam of the cross, weighing as much as 100 

lbs, was dropped on Jesus’ torn shoulders. As he stumbled along 

WKH�SDWK�DQ�RIğFHU�OHG�WKH�ZD\�ZLWK�D�ZRRGHQ�VLJQ�EHDULQJ�WKH�
inscription of his crime: Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews. It 

was a long walk; the Romans always led the condemned through 

the city by the longest route to induce fear in the people and as a 

deterrent to crime.  

Jesus started out carrying the cross beam, but he was so weakened 

by the beatings they grabbed a visitor to the city named Simon.

A certain man from Cyrene, Simon, the father of 
Alexander and Rufus, was passing by on his way in 
from the country, and they forced him to carry the 
cross (Mark 15:21).

Simon was from Cyrene in North Africa. He was probably a Jew 

who’d come to Jerusalem for Passover. I can see him coming 

closer for a better view, like a kid squeezing to the front of the 

crowd in a parade. But then an awful thing happened. One of 

the condemned crumbled under the weight of the cross beam 

right at Simon’s feet. Roman law gave soldiers the right of con-

scription, that is they could draft anyone into service on the spot. 

They grabbed Simon and put him to work carrying the cross 

beam. How humiliating; how embarrassing. Simon’s vacation 

was ruined. 

But there’s a hint of something more here. Mark speaks of 

Simon’s two sons, Alexander and Rufus, as if they were well-

known to believers in Rome for whom he wrote this Gospel. It 

may be no coincidence when Paul later wrote the Roman church 

he said, “Greet Rufus, chosen in the Lord, and his mother who 
has been a mother to me, too” (Rom. 16:13). Could it be for 

Simon this became more than just another death? Could it be 

after he bore that cross, he watched Jesus die and knew he was 

different? Could it be he stayed around to hear the rumors of his 

resurrection? Could it be he went home and shared with his wife 

and sons about Jesus, who for a moment ruined his vacation, but 

for an eternity gave him life?
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More Than Just Another Death for the Soldiers
I wonder if it was also more than just another death for the 

Roman soldiers who led him to the place of execution.

They brought Jesus to the place called Golgotha 
�ZKLFK�PHDQV�ŃWKH�SODFH�RI�WKH�VNXOOń��b7KHQ�WKH\�
offered him wine mixed with myrrh, but he did 
QRW�WDNH�LW��$QG�WKH\�FUXFLğHG�KLP��'LYLGLQJ�XS�KLV�
clothes, they cast lots to see what each would get.

,W� ZDV� QLQH� LQ� WKH� PRUQLQJ� ZKHQ� WKH\� FUXFLğHG�
him. The written notice of the charge against him 
read: THE KING OF THE JEWS��YHUVHV���ŋ����

These soldiers watched as Jesus refused to be drugged. It was 

customary for women of Jerusalem to offer wine mixed with 

P\UUK�WR�GHDGHQ�WKH�SDLQ�RI�FUXFLğ[LRQ��%XW�-HVXV�UHIXVHG�WR�EH�
medicated. He needed a clear head and he was determined to 

drink the cup his Father had given him to the last drop. 

As Simon laid the cross beam on the ground, these soldiers knew 

the routine. They threw Jesus down, spread his arms, and drove 

a spike through each wrist. They raised the cross beam, and with 

Jesus’ legs dangling, they fastened it to the standing post. They 

nailed his feet to the post with a single spike. Jesus began his re-

SHDWHG�JHQXĠHFWLRQV��VWUXJJOLQJ�XSZDUG�IRU�EUHDWK��DQG�WKHQ�FRO-
lapsing downward in exhaustion. This would go on for six hours.

It was just another day’s work for the soldiers. They’d just 

punched in; it was only 9:00 AM. How many more of these 

would they do today? There was one perk. It was customary for 

them to claim the minor possessions of the victim. And so, they 

sat beneath the cross and rolled dice to see how they’d divide up 

his garments. I wonder if they knew where those garments had 

been? Did they know of the woman who touched the hem of this 

garment and was healed from 12 years of disease? I doubt it. 

I don’t think they knew this was more than just another death, 

but without knowing it they were acting out a script written sev-

eral hundred years earlier. The writer of Psalm 22 wrote about 

the future King of Israel who prayed, “Dogs surround me, a pack 
of villains encircles me; they pierce my hands and my feet. All 
my bones are on display; people stare and gloat over me. They 
divide my clothes among them and cast lots for my garment” (Ps. 

22:16-17). The soldiers knew nothing of that Scripture, but Mark 

knew and we know. The irony is when they nailed the inscription 

above his head, The King of the Jews, they were right.

More Than Just Another Death for the Mockers
But there was more than a few calloused soldiers at the cross. 

There were also some cold-hearted mockers.

7KH\� FUXFLğHG� WZR� UHEHOV� ZLWK� KLP�� RQH� RQ� KLV�
right and one on his left. Those who passed by 
hurled insults at him, shaking their heads and 
saying, “So! You who are going to destroy the 
temple and build it in three days, come down from 
WKH�FURVV�DQG�VDYH�\RXUVHOI�ń�,Q�WKH�VDPH�ZD\�WKH�

chief priests and the teachers of the law mocked 
KLP� DPRQJ� WKHPVHOYHV�� Ń+H� VDYHG� RWKHUV�ń� WKH\�
VDLG��ŃEXW�KH�FDQłW�VDYH�KLPVHOI��/HW�WKLV�0HVVLDK��
this king of Israel, come down now from the cross, 
WKDW�ZH�PD\�VHH�DQG�EHOLHYH�ń�7KRVH�FUXFLğHG�ZLWK�
KLP�DOVR�KHDSHG�LQVXOWV�RQ�KLP��YHUVHV���ŋ����

Three groups are mentioned. There were the two rebels cruci-

ğHG�ZLWK�KLP��RQH�DW�KLV� ULJKW�DQG�RQH�RQ�KLV� OHIW�� 7KH\�� WRR��
XQZLWWLQJO\�IXOğOOHG�6FULSWXUH��7KH�SURSKHW�,VDLDK�SUHGLFWHG�WKH�
Messiah would be numbered among transgressors like these 

two thieves (Is. 53:12). Though it says in v. 32 they “heaped 
insults on him” we know from Luke’s gospel one would later 

repent (Luke 23:39-43).  

They were joined by a second group of mockers “passed by.” They 

looked up on the cross and saw a defeated man. They shook their 

heads in contempt. They hurled abuse. They blasphemed the 

One charged with blasphemy. They recalled the charges made 

against him about destroying the Temple and rebuilding it in 

three days. They were joined by the more sophisticated religious 

leaders who sneered, “He saved others, but he can’t save himself! 

If he’s the Messiah, why not prove it and come down?” 

I don’t think any of them knew this was more than just another 

death. But again, there’s irony here because without knowing 

it they spoke truth. Jesus’ death does destroy the Temple made 

with hands and build a new one made without hands. This new 

Temple isn’t tied to a place like Jerusalem. It’s a worldwide com-

PXQLW\� RI� ZRUVKLSHUV� ZKR� EHOLHYH� KLV� VDFULğFH� DEROLVKHG� WKH�
QHHG�IRU�7HPSOH�VDFULğFHV��7KH�UHOLJLRXV�OHDGHUV�VSRNH�WUXWK��WRR��
He did save others. He saved a leper from leprosy, a blind man 

darkness, disciples from a raging storm, and a 12-year-old girl 

from the clutches of death. He did save others, but he couldn’t 

save himself. Why? Because that would mean disobeying his 

Father. He couldn’t save himself because, if he did, he couldn’t 

save others from something worse than storms and illness. This 

was more than just another death. He was, as they said, “the 

Messiah, the King of Israel,” who’d prove it not by coming down 

from the cross, but by staying on it. 

More Than Just Another Death for the Bystanders  
Then Mark says darkness shrouded the whole land from noon 

until 3:00 pm, typically the brightest part of the day.

$W�QRRQ��GDUNQHVV�FDPH�RYHU�WKH�ZKROH�ODQG�XQWLO�
WKUHH�LQ�WKH�DIWHUQRRQ��Y������

Mark doesn’t explain the darkness, but Jews knew this was a sign 

of judgment. God had judged the Egyptians with the plague of 

GDUNQHVV�MXVW�EHIRUH�WKH�ğUVW�3DVVRYHU�ODPE�ZDV�NLOOHG��7KH�GDUN-

QHVV�WHVWLğHG�WKLV�ZDV�PRUH�WKDQ�MXVW�DQRWKHU�GHDWK��,W�VWD\HG�IRU�
three hours. Finally Jesus broke the silence.

And at three in the afternoon Jesus cried out in a 
ORXG�YRLFH��Ń(ORL��(ORL��OHPD�VDEDFKWKDQL"ń��ZKLFK�



PHDQV�Ń0\�*RG��P\�*RG��ZK\�KDYH�\RX�IRUVDNHQ�
PH"ń��

When some of those standing near heard this, 
WKH\�VDLG��Ń/LVWHQ��KHłV�FDOOLQJ�(OLMDK�ń

6RPHRQH� UDQ�� ğOOHG� D� VSRQJH�ZLWK�ZLQH� YLQHJDU��
put it on a staff, and offered it to Jesus to drink. 
Ń1RZ�OHDYH�KLP�DORQH��/HWłV�VHH�LI�(OLMDK�FRPHV�WR�
WDNH�KLP�GRZQ�ń�KH�VDLG��YHUVHV���ŋ����

This is the only thing Mark tells us Jesus said on the cross. Other 

gospels tell us more, but for Mark this said it all. Jesus is quoting 

WKH�ğUVW� YHUVH�RI�3VDOP�����ZKLFK�ZDV�DERXW� WKH�.LQJ�RI� ,VUDHO�
who is suffering. This Psalm in its entirety is both an honest cry 

RI�DEDQGRQPHQW�DQG�D�VWURQJ�DIğUPDWLRQ�RI�IDLWK��+HUH��-HVXV�LV�
crying out to his God who at that moment had to forsake him as 

the One who bore the sins of the world. Scripture says, “Cursed 
is any man who hangs on a tree” (Deut. 21:23; Gal. 3:13). God’s 

curse was on Jesus at this moment; he knows it and laments it. 

Those who heard him misunderstood. Here we encounter an-

other group at the cross. They were bystanders; bits and pieces 

of the crowd who’d been present at his trial. It seems they misun-

derstood Jesus’ prayer to be a cry for help to Elijah the prophet. 

Elijah was believed to swoop down and come to the aid of those 

in crisis. He was “the patron saint of lost causes.” They could see 

-HVXV�ZDV�FORVH�WR�WKH�HQG��DQG�VR�VRPHRQH�UDQ�WR�ğOO�D�VSRQJH�
with the cheap wine normally used to refresh the soldiers. They 

stuck it on a stick and gave him a drink, hoping to revive him long 

enough for Elijah to come.  

They hoped this would be more than just another death, but they 

hoped for the wrong thing. “Let’s see if Elijah comes to take him 

down.” They were thrill seekers. They were like those who gather 

below a man who stands on a ledge over a city street and is about 

to jump. They waited to see what would happen. The human 

heart has a kind of twisted fascination at thrills of this kind. The 

bystanders didn’t understand Elijah had come. He came in the 

person of John the Baptist. They killed him just as they were 

killing Jesus. There were no thrills at his death. No one swooped 

down to help John, and no one would swoop down for Jesus.

More Than Just Another Death for the Centurion
Death comes in verses 37–39.

With a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last.

The curtain of the temple was torn in two from top 
to bottom. And when the centurion, who stood 
there in front of Jesus, saw how he died, he said, 
“Surely this man was the Son of God!”

Finally, someone sees this was more than just another death. 

But look who it is! A Roman Centurion, a hardened leader of a 

hundred men, a Gentile, sees Jesus die and confesses this was the 

Son of God. He probably didn’t understand what he was saying, 

but still it’s an amazing statement. As a Roman, he was loyal to 

Caesar, who was considered the son of god. That’s what they 

called him! But now he boldly steps out of his paganism and 

says this is God’s Son. What convinced him? He’d seen countless 

FUXFLğ[LRQV��EXW�WKHUH�ZDV�VRPHWKLQJ�DERXW�WKH�ZD\�-HVXV�GLHG��

0DUN�PHQWLRQV�WZR�XQXVXDO�WKLQJV��7KH�ğUVW�WKLQJ�WKH�PDQ�VDZ��
but the second thing he didn’t see. What he saw was Jesus die 

ZLWK�D�ORXG�FU\��9LFWLPV�RI�FUXFLğ[LRQ�QHYHU�GLHG�ZLWK�D�ORXG�FU\��
They died after languishing for days; they fell unconscious and 

died feebly and quietly. The fact Jesus died with a loud cry says 

he was fully conscious to his very last breath and he chose to give 

his life up; it wasn’t taken from him. The Centurion saw that and 

it convinced him this man was special.

What he didn’t see was how the veil of the Temple was torn in 

two from top to bottom. Mark places it here right after Jesus’ 

GHDWK�DQG�EHIRUH� WKH�&HQWXULRQłV� DIğUPDWLRQ�RI� IDLWK�EHFDXVH�
of what it symbolized. The veil of the Temple separated the Holy 

Place in the Temple from the Holy of Holies. The Holy of Holies 

was where God dwelt and it could be entered only once a year by 

the High Priest on the Day of Atonement. When Jesus died, the 

way was opened to God; the “no trespassing” sign that scared off 

those who approached him was ripped down and he said, “Come 

on in.” Listen to how the writer of Hebrews put it: “Therefore, 
EURWKHUV�DQG�VLVWHUV��VLQFH�ZH�KDYH�FRQğGHQFH�WR�HQWHU�WKH�0RVW�
Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way opened 
for us through the curtain, that is, his body...let us draw near to 
God with a sincere heart and with the full assurance that faith 
brings...” (Heb. 10:19-22).  

This was more than just another death. This was the only thing 

that could open the way for sinful people like you and me to draw 

near to God in full assurance of faith. Why? Because it’s through 

his death our sins are forgiven and we’re made righteous enough 

to enter his presence. The Bible says, “He who knew no sin be-
came sin on our behalf, so that we might become the righteous-
ness of God in him” (2 Cor. 5:21). Peter put it this way: “He bore 
our sins in his body on the cross, so that we might die to sin and 
live to righteousness; for by his wounds your were healed” (2 Pet. 

2:25). The only reason we can qualify to enter into his presence 

is because he was judged for our sins on the cross.

'R�\RX�HYHU�KDYH�D�GD\�WKDW�JRHV�VRPHWKLQJ�OLNH�WKLV��<RX�JHW�XS�
in the morning and rip your shirt on a nail sticking out of the wall 

\RX�NQHZ�\RX�VKRXOG�KDYH�ğ[HG�WKUHH�ZHHNV�DJR��<RX�JR�RXW�WR�
WKH�FDU�DQG�LW�ZRQłW�VWDUW��<RX�JHW�WR�ZRUN�ODWH�DQG�\RXU�ERVV�VD\V��
Ń+DYH�\RX�ğQLVKHG�WKDW�UHSRUW�\HW"ń�DQG�\RX�KDYHQłW��7KH�ZKROH�
GD\�XQIROGV�LQ�RQH�HQGOHVV�VHW�RI�SUREOHPV�DQG�IDLOXUHV��<RX�JR�
home and your kids are behaving badly and you say something 

that hurts your spouse. 

Finally, it’s time for bed and your prayer runs something like this: 

“Dear God, this has been a rotten day. I’m not proud of myself, 
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but I really don’t have anything to say. I’m sorry I haven’t done 

EHWWHU��%OHVV�HYHU\ERG\�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��<RXU�ZLOO�EH�GRQH��,Q�-HVXVł�
name, Amen.” Deep down you feel ashamed and guilty, a disap-

pointment to God.

But then the next day you wake up, and the sun is shining, the 

windows are open, the fresh air wafts through the screen, birds 

DUH�VLQJLQJ��<RX�KDYH�D�ZRQGHUIXO�TXLHW�WLPH��<RX�HDW�D�KHDUW\�
breakfast and then go out to your car, and it starts right up and 

WDNHV�RII��<RX�JHW�WR�ZRUN�HDUO\��<RXU�ERVV�VD\V��Ń*UHDW�WR�VHH�\RX�
today! Did I tell you about your raise?” Then you arrive home and 

D�IDPLO\�GLQQHU�LV�ğOOHG�ZLWK�ODXJKWHU��<RX�KDYH�JUHDW�WDON�ZLWK�
your spouse while you clean up the kitchen.

Finally, at the end of that day you get down to pray, and your 

prayer goes like this: “Eternal and matchless God, I bless you that 

LQ�\RXU�LQğQLWH�PHUFLHV�DQG�JUHDW�JUDFH�\RX�KDYH�SRXUHG�IDYRU�
upon me.” And then you pray for missionaries and their children 

DQG�\RXU�LQ�ODZV��$V�\RX�EHJLQ�WR�GR]H�RII�\RX�IHHO�MXVWLğHG�

On which of these two days are you thinking more like an un-

EHOLHYHU"�<RX�VHH��ERWK�DSSURDFKHV�DUH�ZURQJ�EHFDXVH� LQ�ERWK�
cases we’re basing our sense of acceptance before God on our 

SHUIRUPDQFH��:HłUH�RQO\�MXVWLğHG�WKURXJK�WKH�FURVV��7KDWłV�WKH�
only ground of our acceptance before God. That’s why the death 

of Jesus was more than just another death. On good days and 

bad days, when we perform well and when we don’t, it’s only 

WKH�FURVV�WKDW�TXDOLğHV�XV�WR�ZDON�WKURXJK�WKH�WRUQ�FXUWDLQ�LQWR�
WKH�+RO\�RI�+ROLHV�DV�RQH�DFFHSWDEOH�WR�*RG��-XVWLğFDWLRQ�PHDQV�
we’re righteous and acceptable in his sight, not because of our 

own religious performance but because of what Jesus did on 

WKH�FURVV��-XVWLğFDWLRQ�PHDQV�WKURXJK�IDLWK�DORQH�KHłV�DV�SOHDVHG�
with us as he is with his Son. We can’t add anything to that. 

We can never be more pleasing to him than we are simply by 

trusting in Christ. 

/HW�PH�SXW� LW� WKLV�ZD\�� MXVWLğFDWLRQ�VKRXOG�DOZD\V�EH�WKH�EDVLV�
IRU� RXU� VDQFWLğFDWLRQ�� ,Q� RWKHU� ZRUGV�� RXU� DFFHSWDQFH� EHIRUH�
*RG�LV�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQ�IRU�RXU�REHGLHQFH�WR�*RG��2XU�VDQFWLğFD-

tion is our actual moral behavior; it’s becoming more like Jesus. 

%XW� IRU�PDQ\�RI�XV�� LQVWHDG�RI�RXU� MXVWLğFDWLRQ�EHLQJ�WKH�EDVLV�
IRU� RXU� VDQFWLğFDWLRQ�� RXU� VDQFWLğFDWLRQ�EHFRPHV� WKH�EDVLV� IRU�
RXU� MXVWLğFDWLRQ�� ,Q� RWKHU� ZRUGV�� RXU� REHGLHQFH� EHFRPHV� WKH�
foundation for our acceptance before God. Our default mode is 

works-righteousness. In our day to day life, we think we have to 

perform well to be acceptable to God. It might be doing well in 

our religious disciplines, or our obedience to his Word, or the 

intensity of our feelings towards him. We know we were for-

given when we put our faith in Christ, but somehow we keep 

thinking we have to earn his favor. We strive to live an obedient 

life not because we know how pleased he is with us, but out of 

fear. And if we’re being successful at that, we fall into the smug 

self-satisfaction of the Pharisees. If we’re not, we feel insecure, 

anxious and self loathing. 

This is why we constantly must return to the cross. We never 

grow beyond our need for the cross. We never graduate from 

this. It’s like there’s a strange rainbow hovering above it. The 

death of Jesus was more than just another death because it’s only 

through the cross we can enter into the Holy of Holies through 

the torn curtain, and know we’re completely acceptable, justi-

ğHG�LQ�KLV�VLJKW�
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