Jesus’ Last Words from the Cross #4

“A Word of Alienation”

Matthew 27:45-46

It is the most desolate word in all human language. It is capable of hurl​ing the heaviest weights the heart can endure. It plays no favorites, ignores all rules of courtesy, knows neither border nor barrier, yields no mercy, re​fuses all bargains, and holds the clock in utter contempt. It cannot be bribed; it will not be left behind. Crowds only make it worse, activity simply drives it deeper. Silent and destructive as a flooding river in the night, it leaves its slimy banks, seeps into our dwelling, and rises to a crest of de​spair…. 

What do you think those words by Chuck Swindoll describe? He goes on to write,

Tears fall from our eyes as groans fall from our lips—but loneliness, that uninvited guest of the soul, arrives at dusk and stays for dinner… There is simply no other anguish like the consuming anguish of loneli​ness.


Many of us know all too well the truth behind those words. It is a problem as old as mankind itself; God said in Genesis 2:18, “It is not good for the man to be alone.” Yet as the population of our planet increases, so does the epidemic of loneliness.


In these weeks leading up to Easter we have been considering Jesus’ last words from the cross. The four gospels record seven brief statements He made during those final, grueling hours. This morning we reach the middle of the seven, as recorded in Matthew 27:46—what A. W. Pink calls “the most solemn verse in all the Bible.”

From the sixth hour until the ninth hour darkness came over all the land. About the ninth hour Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?”—which means, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”


Mark 15:25 records that Jesus was crucified at about “the third hour,” which translates into 9 a.m. for us. The first three statements of Jesus on the cross were spoken from that point until about noon. Then darkness settled over the land—when the sun should have been at its highest—for three hours, during which time there was silence. Some have surmised that the darkness was a solar eclipse or some other natural occurrence, but it could not have been an eclipse since the Feast of the Passover took place at full moon. “No,” explains John Stott, “it was a supernatural phenomenon, perhaps intended by God to symbolize the horror of great darkness into which the soul of Jesus now plunged.”
 Then, around 3 p.m., He broke the silence with this cry of alienation: “My God, My God, why have you forsaken Me?”
Jesus experienced the humiliation of sinfulness


This episode hearkens back to two events from the Old Testament. First, Jesus experienced the humiliation of sinfulness, much like Adam and Eve experienced when they committed the first sin of human history.


What was the initial realization of Adam and Even after they sinned? Genesis 3:7 tells us, “Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves.” Note that the sin did not make them naked—the last verse of Genesis 2 states that they were naked and felt no shame—but now they became conscious of their state and felt shame. What made the difference? Before their sin they had nothing to hide. There was no shame between themselves or before God. But when sin entered the picture, now there was something to hide, which they vainly tried to do, by covering themselves (from each other) with fig leaves and hiding themselves (from God) among the trees in the garden.


Perhaps you did not know this, but Romans executed their victims naked. It was part of the “insult added to injury” of crucifixion. As though the physical suffering wasn’t enough, they added the shame of nakedness to the ordeal. Hanging on the cross, our Savior experienced the humiliation sin brings.


Another aspect that is reminiscent of the fall of man has to do with the crown of thorns. I never gave much thought to the significance of that crown of thorns, but this past week I read from Max Lucado’s book, He Chose the Nails,
Throughout Scripture thorns symbolize, not sin, but the consequence of sin. Remember Eden? After Adam and Eve sinned, God cursed the land: “So I will put a curse on the ground.… The ground will produce thorns and weeds for you, and you will eat the plants of the field” (Gen. 3:17–18). Brambles on the earth are the product of sin in the heart.
 


The thorns that dug into His scalp were literally consequences of man’s sin, and Jesus experienced that as well.


But the most poignant resemblance of all between the fall of man and Jesus’ death on the cross is the alienation factor. When Adam and Eve sinned, they ran and hid themselves. Why? Because they felt alienated from God. In their humiliation and shame they could not stand to be in the presence of God, any more than a naughty child avoids being in the presence of his parents when he knows he’s in trouble.


When Jesus was on the cross, He took the sins of the world upon Himself. I agree with many scholars who believe that, at least in part, the darkness that settled on the landscape around Calvary symbolizes our sin that settled upon Christ. And as He hung upon the cross, having taken upon Himself the sin of those who would trust Him as Savior, God the Father turned from Him. His physical sufferings were great, His psychological humiliation was great, but these were not the greatest part of His suffering.
 This leads us to the second truth…

Jesus endured the horror of separation


His words, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken Me,” form more an exclamation than a question. It is an exclamation of unimagined anguish, as Larry Richards explains, 

From eternity past, long before the creation of the universe, Father, Son, and Spirit existed in unbroken harmony as a perfect unity; Three who were in every essential One. Throughout Jesus’ life on earth He and the Father had maintained that perfect unity. But on Calvary something both awful and wonderful happened. As Jesus hung on the cross all the sins of humankind were laid on Him. And in that moment when Jesus became sin for us (2 Cor. 5:21), the very fabric of the Godhead was torn apart and Jesus experienced a separation from God which is the essence of hell. Jesus’ cry of anguish captured the moment the Son was forsaken by the Father; the moment when Jesus paid for our sins, experiencing spiritual death in our place and as our substitute.


Why was Jesus forsaken of the Father? Did He simply feel forsaken? No, I believe in that moment, He was indeed alienated from the Father. Why? That is what sin does—sin isolates.
 The prophet Habakkuk could say in his prayer, “Your eyes are too pure to behold evil, and you cannot look on wrongdoing” (Hab. 1:13). In the working out of salvation for sinners the unbroken communion between the Father and the Son was mysteriously broken.
  The Holy Father had to turn His back on His Son who was, at that moment, taking the sin of mankind onto Himself. John MacArthur concludes,

This was the true measure of Christ’s sufferings on the cross. The physical pains of crucifixion—dreadful as they were—were nothing compared to the wrath of the Father against Him. The anticipation of this was what had caused Him to sweat blood in the garden. This was why He had looked ahead to the cross with such horror. We cannot begin to fathom all that was involved in paying the price of our sin. It’s sufficient to understand that all our worst fears about the horrors of hell—and more—were realized by Him as He received the due penalty of others’ wrongdoing.


Have you ever thought about the worst part of being in Hell? The Bible depicts Hell as “the lake of fire,” a place where “the worm does not die and the fire is not quenched,” and there is “weeping and gnashing of teeth.” But these only speak of the physical components of suffering. The worst part of Hell will be the spiritual abandonment, the complete and total alienation from God that sin brings.


Jesus endured the horror of separation from God so that we would not have to. This is beautifully put in a poem written around 1900 simply entitled, “Alone”:

It was alone the Savior prayed

In dark Gethsemane;

Alone He drained the bitter cup

And suffered there for me.

It was alone the Savior stood

In Pilate’s judgment hall;

Alone the crown of thorns He wore,

Forsaken thus by all.

Alone upon the cross He hung

That others He might save;

Forsaken then by God and man,

Alone, His life He gave.

Alone, alone

He bore it all alone;

He gave Himself to save His own,

He suffered, bled and died,

alone, alone.


But abandonment is not the whole story. We must bear in mind that Jesus cried out, “My God, my God.” This shout expresses not a loss of faith, but a (temporary) loss of contact.
 The human Jesus felt and gave expression to the abandonment, but he also retained his trust.
 And this leads us to our last thought…

Jesus enabled the hope of salvation


The great news of this text—and of the whole story of Christ’s death on the cross—is that He suffered this alienation from God so that we would not have to. Paul writes in Colossians 1:21-22,

Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior. But now he has reconciled you by Christ's physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation…


Sin humiliates, sin alienates. But through Christ’s death we have been reconciled to God. The chasm between us has been bridged, and the shame has been replaced with dignity. We read in Ephesians 2:13, “But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ.”

Just like the prodigal son, we can return to the Father. Though we have sinned and brought shame upon us, He does not drive us away. He embraces us and calls us His children. He welcomes us home. 


Perhaps some hear these words today and say, “That’s true. I have committed my life to Jesus and have fellowship with God. But I am still lonely!” I’d like to close with some words from Chuck Swindoll (who put it better than I could ever hope to),

Let me assure you, you cannot have a heartache that Jesus doesn’t understand and with which He doesn’t identify. You cannot have a physical pain that somehow escapes His awareness. You cannot have a crippling disease, a disability, a grief, a heart attack…not even a debilitating fear or panic attack that He cannot understand or feel.

He’s felt it all. Therefore He’s there to walk with you through your most profound depths of pain, if you’ll only let Him.

Do you have a lingering scar on your heart that won’t heal? Look at His hands, His feet, and His side. Feeling humiliated and alone? He knows what that feels like. Are you so confused by your circum​stances that you’re tempted to bargain with God for relief? No need. Without one word from your lips, He understands. He’s touched with the feelings of our weaknesses, and therefore He identifies with them.

Perhaps you’re lonely. Your lifelong mate has gone to be with the Lord. You face an uncertain future—all alone. You may have recently been forgotten. Your parents told you to get out of their lives. Perhaps your husband or your wife just walked out for good, rejecting you for someone else. Or you may have just read a cruel letter from an adult child that included seven words you cannot bear to believe: “I never want to see you again.” Relationally, you need somebody. Internally, you’re in anguish. Physically, you’ve reached your threshold.

You may be confused, living with deep emotional scars as a result of being abused. You may suffer from such a horrible and shameful addiction that you fear rejection by anyone who might discover your secret. The pain of shame grips your soul and ambushes your thoughts. Perhaps you feel helpless, enraged, confused, disap​pointed, depressed, misunderstood, humiliated, and at the end.

Ultimately you wonder, as Jesus did, why God has forsaken you. You may feel that, but hear this: you are not alone. There is hope. There is help with the Savior by your side.


Maybe you feel that God is a million miles away. You may carry with you the shame of sin, the scars of alienation and loneliness. Don’t stay there! Because Jesus died, enduring the horror of separation, we do not have to. The Lord promises us, “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” That can be our reality if we will allow Jesus to take that alienation from us.
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