The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Good Friday, Year B

The Text: Psalm 22
Have you ever had nightmares that have seemed so real that when you’ve woken from them terrified, you’ve been so thankful that it wasn’t reality? You know, like the ones when someone’s chasing after you and you’re running as fast as you can but you’re not actually moving, or when someone’s outside your bedroom window in the middle of the night trying to get in, and you freeze with fright and can’t call out for help. Perhaps you’ve had similar ones, and you know the experience of “Whew! Thank goodness that was just a dream and not reality.”

In today’s Psalm, the Psalmist shares his nightmare with us. His enemies surround him, ridiculing him, and seek his very life. He uses graphic imagery to convey the severity of his situation. Powerful young bulls surround him and open their mouth as would lions about to roar and rip their prey to shreds. Dogs have pierced his hands and his feet, pinned him down as it were, so that he cannot escape or defend himself, as they circle him, their prey. His predicament is all the more chilling when one realises that this imagery was also used to portray the demonic realm. According to Ancient Near Eastern mythology, for example, the Babylonian demon Alu [pronounced: Ah-loo] roams the streets like a dog at night and the so-called ‘evil seven’ howl like a pack of dogs. In an Egyptian text carved on a stone coffin, the deceased implore Re-Atum [pronounced ray-ah-toom] to rescue them from the prowling dog-headed demon who feeds on the dead.

Sickening stuff isn’t it—which is why the psalmist describes his fear in an equally graphic nature. He is so terrified that his strength is poured out like water, dried up like pottery in a kiln. His bones fall apart; in other words, he is shaken to the very core of his being. His tongue sticks to the roof of his mouth which is dry with fright. But what is most terrifying for the psalmist is that God has seemingly forsaken him. The psalmist’s security has always been God. From birth he has been cast on God as an infant is on its mother’s breast. The psalmist recalls God’s faithfulness and deliverance granted to his ancestors. Remembering this past protection from God he implores God to help him, with aching groans, day and night. But God has seemingly remained remote, unwilling or unable to help him in his life-threatening trouble. 

Have you ever wondered what life would be like in a world without God? Have you ever wondered where you would be without him? How you would end up? Today’s Psalm gives us a glimpse. We would be lost and condemned to death as the demonic realm circled around, making sport out of us. Have you ever been tempted to think that there really is no God, when you look and see disaster and chaos all around, when you see earthquakes, hurricanes or drought, floods and bushfires that have all caused unimaginable loss and heartbreak? As evil rages all around us, it’s sometimes easy to understand why the world concludes that God is not fair, that he has forsaken humanity, or even worse, that there is no God at all—that we are simply left to our own resources to combat chaos, calamity and death.

There may even be occasions in our own lives where God has seemed to be absent, remote, distant from us, uncaring. We may ourselves, at times, as we struggle with immense suffering and hurt, or fight a seemingly losing battle against the sin that assails us from within, feel like crying out “Why, God??!!” and feel like challenging him on the point of his fairness. 

The freedom that Psalm 22 gives to us is that the speaker is not specified, and so it leaves the possibility for anybody to pray it in their time of distress. For anybody who feels that God is distant and uncaring, to cry out “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” And we know of One who did—Jesus, who suffered and died on the Cross, on this day, some 2,000 years ago. In fact, the nightmarish, demonic imagery and the anguished cry of God-forsakenness only makes full sense with the suffering and death of Jesus on the Cross. How prophetic Psalm 22 is, fulfilled in Matthew 27. In the Gospel according to Matthew, we hear of how the soldiers mocked Jesus, spat on him, divided up his clothes and cast lots for them. Those who passed by hurled insults at Jesus, shaking their heads at him: ‘Save yourself! Come down from the Cross, if you are the Son of God!’ Matthew continues: “In the same way the chief priests, the teachers of the Law and the elders mocked him. ‘He saved others,’ they said, ‘but he can’t save himself! He’s the King of Israel! Let him come down now from the Cross, and we will believe in him. He trusts in God. Let God rescue him now if he wants him’...then Matthew continues: From the sixth hour until the ninth hour [that is, from noon until 3 in the afternoon] darkness came over all the land. About the ninth hour Jesus cried out in a loud voice, ‘Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?’ [pronounced e-loy, e-loy, llama, sab-bak-tha-knee] which means: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’”

Jesus was truly the One who was forsaken by God. As the crowds shouted “Crucify him! Crucify him!” the lions and dogs of the demonic realm roared and howled in glee. Jesus was the one whose hands and feet were pierced, pinned down by the chief priests, elders, teachers of the Law, and the Roman government. Not pinned to the ground, but a wooden cross, so heavy that it was barely able to be dragged through the dusty streets of Jerusalem to Golgotha, where it was driven into the ground. God was the one who determined that his own Son should die, because he was the one who abandoned him. Jesus was not overcome by the devil or human zeal, but he was forsaken by God. This God-forsakenness was not just a nightmare, but reality, as Jesus was abandoned to a brutal, excruciating death.

Jesus was innocent, completely undeserving of any of this, yet God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, Paul says in 2 Corinthians 5. The blood that Jesus shed from his nail pierced hands and feet should have been ours. His excruciating death should have been ours. His agony, suffering, torment, mockery, public humiliation and gut-churning fear should have been ours. If God were fair, that would have been us on the Cross, truly God-forsaken, suffering and perishing for our own sins. That would be fair, wouldn’t it? We were the ones born sinful and unclean. We were among those in the crowd shouting “Crucify him!” as we go against God even with each secret thought and attitude of the heart that displeases him. But in what Luther termed ‘the great exchange’, Jesus took our place, bearing our sin, and the sin of the whole world on his whipped and bruised shoulders, stretched out on the Cross, so that we might have the perfection of Christ himself, which we received in our baptism.

But even in God’s abandonment of Jesus, God was also with him. We know that Jesus’ death which we commemorate this day ends in his resurrection to new life, for each one of you. This is the hope that Good Friday points ahead to. It is the same hope of our psalm, for in v25 we hear: “He has not despised or detested the suffering of the afflicted one, and he has not hidden his face from him, but he has heard him in his cry for help.” And following Psalm 22 is the well-known and loved Psalm 23: “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not be in want…even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me.”
Easter shows us God’s love in his gift, Christ crucified; his means of reconciliation to himself, his rescue package for the world. It is an extravagant, wasteful love, for some will reject it. Some will take it lightly, and not join in the Psalmist’s call to praise the LORD for His incredible gift. Will you?

Easter shows us that God is more than fair. He is gracious and loving, shown in the price of his only Son, the price he paid to forgive us. Easter shows you that with Jesus’ God-forsaken suffering on the Cross, he fully experienced and absorbed our sin, our brokenness, our pain, our sufferings, our grief. So if you feel that God is remote from you in the struggles of your life, the reality is, that through the Cross, God in Christ is always with us. Through the Cross, God is closer to us than he could have ever been, for Christ suffered and died for us, so that in his God-forsakenness, we never will be. As we look forward to celebrating the resurrection of our Lord, his resurrection to new life in which we share, may the grace of Jesus who died and rose again be with each one of us. Amen.

