Sermon for Mid-Week Lenten Service, Week 5

The Text: Matthew 27:45-50

“My God, My God, Why Have You Forsaken Me?”

In the creation story, we read that it is not good to be alone. We were created for companionship and company. Being lonely is not God’s will for us. And yet it seems the more people on earth we pack into our cities, the more lonely people there are within them. From time to time we read of people dying alone and being dead for weeks before they’re found. Many lonely Christians have found comfort from the loneliness Jesus experienced on the cross when He felt forsaken by His Father in Heaven. “My God, my God, why have You forsaken Me?” are heart-wrenching and yet comforting words of Jesus, spoken from the cross. Many lonely Christians say these are the most comforting words in the entire Bible.

What Jesus said was considered so precious, so deep, so awesome, that Matthew and Mark gave us His words in their original language: “Eli, Eli, loma sabachthani?” Jesus’ cry is good news at its deepest. By asking this question in His dying moments, our Lord takes on our nervous system. He asks our questions too. “Why, God?” we ask when life makes no sense. What a terrible, heart-rending cry, yet so full of meaning and consolation! God sometimes seems to be absent when we need Him the most. He seems to be indifferent to our plight and slow to answer our prayers. When someone we love is injured or about to die, we ask “Why doesn’t God do something? Why has He abandoned us?” 

On the face of it, these words seem to suggest that in the hour of His deepest need, Jesus was forsaken by the Father in Heaven in whom He had placed such trust. It is a cry of helplessness, of deep despair, when everything seemed against Jesus. From the evening in the garden of Gethsemane, our Lord suffered more and more loneliness. No one, other than Pilate’s wife, stood up to defend Him at His trial. Since Gethsemane, Jesus has been without human support, without a human word of respect. Here, Jesus tastes hell for us. 

A Saviour who experiences that for us is no human invention. Our sins separated Him from the close communion Jesus had constantly experienced with His Father. Jesus was the most forsaken and tormented of all people. His death and dying was sheer hell. When we suffer alienation and estrangement from others, we remember that Jesus suffered them even more so. These same words: “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” are quoted from Psalm 22 in fulfilment of the prophecy of old.

This is a cry, first of all, for the gracious presence of God His Father in Heaven, whom Jesus proclaimed with such passion and power. Yet Jesus’ sense of alienation and abandonment is so strong that He no longer calls Him “Father”. But He doesn’t simply yell out into empty space. Instead, He addresses God with this liturgical prayer from Psalm 22. 

This prayer of Jesus teaches us about faith better than any other story in the four Gospels. It teaches us that faith means believing in God, even when we experience only His absence; when we don’t feel God to be present. To continue to believe in God even when God doesn’t immediately respond or answer our prayers is the deepest trust of all.

Amid the desolation of death, Jesus is conscious that He still belongs to God. His sense of forsakenness is overcome in giving voice to it, and Jesus can leave it behind Him. Jesus reveals the vast difference between feeling and fact. Our Lord felt God was nowhere near Him, but at that moment, “God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto Himself (2 Corinthians 5:20).” This cry assures each one of us that our sins have been paid in full. Jesus was forsaken by God so that we need never feel forsaken by Him. The cross of Christ declares that God has not forsaken or abandoned us. 

God is with each one of us, where we least expect it and when we least expect it. Nothing can separate us from the love of God, poured out at the cross. God accepts you because of Good Friday, despite whatever might be unacceptable about you. When you fully grasp that, it’s enough to make your heart overflow with thanksgiving.

Gratefully we pray with the repentant thief: “Jesus, remember me when You come into Your Kingdom.” And if you are ever overcome by loneliness, remember, your Saviour has experienced loneliness with you, and promises you: “I am with you always, even to the end of the world.”

Amen.
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