FOURTH MIDWEEK LENT              MARK 15: 33-38 (39)         MARCH 30, 2011

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

    DURING THIS SEASON OF LENT WE ARE FOCUSING ON JESUS’ LAST WORDS FROM THE CROSS.  HIS FIRST WORD WAS, FATHER FORGIVE THEM, FOR THEY KNOW NOT WHAT THEY ARE DOING.”  HIS SECOND WORD WAS I TELL YOU THE TRUTH, TODAY YOU WILL BE WITH ME IN PARADISE.”  AND LAST WEEK HIS THIRD WORD WAS,   “WOMAN, BEHOLD, YOUR SON!" THEN HE SAID TO THE DISCIPLE, "BEHOLD, YOUR MOTHER!"” WHICH BRINGS US TONIGHT TO HIS FOURTH WORD SPOKEN FROM THE CROSS:  “MY GOD, MY GOD WHY HAVE YOUR FORSAKEN ME?”
I.  THESE WORDS OF JESUS ARE THE MOST PAINFUL TO HEAR.  MANY OTHER PEOPLE HAD BEEN CRUCIFIED.  INDEED, TWO OTHER PEOPLE, TWO THIEVES WERE CRUCIFIED WITH HIM…ONE ON HIS RIGHT AND ONE ON HIS LEFT.  THEIR PAIN WAS JUST AS GREAT AS HIS.  
    A.  BUT JESUS WAS EXPERIENCING SOMETHING THAT THEY WERE NOT EXPERIENCING.  HE WAS EXPERIENCING SOMETHING THAT NO ONE HAD EVER EXPERIENCED BEFORE AND NO ONE SINCE HAS EXPERIENCED WHAT HE EXPERIENCED….OR EVER WILL.  WHEN JESUS CRIED OUT “MY GOD, MY GOD WHY HAVE YOUR FORSAKEN ME?” THAT WAS NOT SIMPLY JESUS FEELING THAT HE WAS FORSAKEN OF GOD.  MANY PEOPLE HAVE FELT THAT.  PERHAPS YOU HAVE FELT THAT.  BUT JESUS WASN’T JUST FEELING FORSAKEN OF GOD…..HE ACTUALLY, LITERALLY WAS FORSAKEN OF GOD.  HE WAS BEING PUNISHED BY GOD FOR THE SINS OF THE WORLD.  YOUR SINS AND MINE.  JESUS WAS EXPERIENCING HELL, GOD’S WRATH AGAINST SIN.  IN THE BIBLE HELL IS SOMETIMES DESCRIBED AS FIRE AND DARKNESS.  BUT THOSE ARE JUST FIGURES OF SPEECH.  HOW CAN YOU HAVE FIRE AND DARKNESS AT THE SAME TIME?  YOU CAN’T.  BUT THE REAL ESSENCE OF HELL, THE REAL MEANING OF HELL IS BEING SEPARATED FROM GOD, FORSAKEN OF GOD.  IN HELL THERE IS NO LOVE OF GOD.  NONE.  THERE IS ONLY HIS WRATH AND PUNISHMENT THAT WILL NEVER END.  HERE ARE A FEW EXAMPLES OF HELL AS SEPARATION FROM GOD:  MATTHEW 7: 23:  “AND THEN WILL I DECLARE TO THEM, 'I NEVER KNEW YOU; DEPART FROM ME, YOU WORKERS OF LAWLESSNESS.”  MATTHEW 25: 41:  "THEN HE WILL SAY TO THOSE ON HIS LEFT, 'DEPART FROM ME, YOU CURSED, INTO THE ETERNAL FIRE PREPARED FOR THE DEVIL AND HIS ANGELS”.  2 THESSALONIANS 1: 9:  “THEY WILL SUFFER THE PUNISHMENT OF ETERNAL DESTRUCTION, AWAY FROM THE PRESENCE OF THE LORD AND FROM THE GLORY OF HIS MIGHT.”  CLEARLY, HELL INVOLVES A SEPARATION FROM THE LOVING PRESENCE OF GOD THAT LEAVES ONLY HIS WRATH AND PUNISHMENT FOR SIN.  AND THAT’S EXACTLY WHAT JESUS WAS EXPERIENCING WHEN HE SAID, “MY GOD, MY GOD WHY HAVE YOUR FORSAKEN ME?”  
     B.  ISN’T THIS STRANGE  ?  GOD FORSOOK JESUS.  HE PUNISHED HIS ONLY, SINLESS SON FOR THE SIN OF OTHERS.  WHY WOULD GOD TREAT HIS OWN SON LIKE THIS?  BECAUSE OF LOVE.  LOVE?  YES, LOVE.  LOVE FOR YOU AND ME.  BUT, WHAT ABOUT JESUS?  DIDN’T THE FATHER LOVE HIS SON, JESUS?  OF COURSE.  YOU REMEMBER WHAT THE FATHER SAID OF HIS SON AT HIS BAPTISM AND ON THE MOUNT OF TRANSFIGURATION: "THIS IS MY BELOVED SON, WITH WHOM I AM WELL PLEASED" (MATT. 3: 17; 17: 5, ESV).   YOU SEE?  THE FATHER LOVES HIS SON.  AND JESUS LOVES HIS FATHER.  SO WHEN JESUS DIED ON THE CROSS, WHEN JESUS WAS FORSAKEN OF THE FATHER.  JESUS AGREED TO THIS.  IT WAS NOT DONE AGAINST HIS WILL.  SO JESUS SAYS IN JOHN’S GOSPEL:  “FOR THIS REASON THE FATHER LOVES ME, BECAUSE I LAY DOWN MY LIFE THAT I MAY TAKE IT UP AGAIN.  NO ONE TAKES IT FROM ME, BUT I LAY IT DOWN OF MY OWN ACCORD” (10: 17, 18, ESV).  DID YOU HEAR WHAT JESUS SAID?   NO ONE TOOK JESUS’ LIFE FROM HIM.  HE GAVE HIS LIFE.  HE GAVE HIS LIFE FOR YOU, FOR ME, FOR ALL MANKIND.  HE WAS OUR SUBSTITUTE.  HE DIED FOR OUR SINS.  WHEN HE WAS PUNISHED.  WE WERE PUNISHED.  WHEN HE DIED OUR DEBT OF SIN TO GOD WAS CANCELED IN FULL.  IN OTHER WORDS, JESUS WAS FORSAKEN OF GOD…..SO THAT WE MIGHT NOT BE FORSAKEN OF GOD, IN THIS LIFE OR THE NEXT.  
II.  AND NOW…AND NOW…OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD HAS BEEN RESTORED.  WE ARE AT PEACE WITH GOD.  THE FATHER OF JESUS CHRIST IS NOW OUR FATHER.
     A.  WE WERE NOT BORN INTO THE WORLD AS THE CHILDREN OF GOD.  MANY PEOPLE BELIEVE THAT…BUT THEY ARE WRONG.  WE BECOME CHILDREN OF GOD ONLY IN GOD’S OWN SON, JESUS CHRIST.  BECAUSE OF OUR SIN WE WERE SEPARATED FROM GOD AS ISAIAH SAYS:  “BUT YOUR INIQUITIES HAVE SEPARATED YOU FROM YOUR GOD” (59: 2, NIV).   BEFORE THE BERLIN WALL WAS TORN DOWN IT SEPARATED EAST GERMANY FROM WEST GERMANY.  THAT’S WHAT OUR SIN DID WITH GOD.  AND WE BUILT IT BRICK BY BRICK. BUT WHEN THE BERLIN WALL WAS TORN DOWN THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE EAST AND WEST GERMANS WAS RESTORED.  AND THAT’S WHAT JESUS HAS DONE FOR US.  BY BREAKING DOWN THE WALL OF SIN HE HAS RESTORED OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD.  OUR DEBT TO GOD HAS BEEN CANCELED AND NOW WE HAVE PEACE WITH GOD AS PAUL SAYS IN ROMANS:   “THEREFORE, SINCE WE HAVE BEEN JUSTIFIED THROUGH FAITH, WE HAVE PEACE WITH GOD THROUGH OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST” (5:1, ESV).   WHAT GREATER LOVE COULD GOD SHOW YOU THAN TO FORSAKE HIS OWN SON FOR YOU AS PAUL SAYS IN ROMANS:  “…BUT GOD SHOWS HIS LOVE FOR US IN THAT WHILE WE WERE STILL SINNERS, CHRIST DIED FOR US” (5: 8, ESV).   
     B.  AND JUST AS THE DARKNESS SYMBOLIZED GOD’S JUDGMENT ON HIS OWN SON….THERE WAS ANOTHER SYMBOLIC ACT THAT SHOWS THAT YOU NOW HAVE ACCESS TO GOD THROUGH THE FORGIVENESS OF YOUR SINS.:  THE CURTAIN IN THE TEMPLE WAS SPLIT RIGHT DOWN THE MIDDLE FROM TOP TO BOTTOM.  THERE WERE TWO MAIN ROOMS IN THE TEMPLE.  THE LARGER ROOM WAS CALLED “THE HOLY PLACE”.  THE SMALLER ROOM WAS CALLED “THE MOST HOLY PLACE.”  AND AS YOU CAN TELL BY THE TITLE THE SMALLER ROOM WAS MORE HOLY THAN THE LARGER ROOM BECAUSE GOD HIMSELF DWELT IN THAT ROOM.  HE DWELT AS A VISIBLE CLOUD OVER THE ARK OF THE COVENANT RIGHT ABOVE THE MERCY SEAT.  THIS ROOM WAS SO HOLY THAT ONLY THE HIGH PRIEST COULD ENTER ONCE A YEAR TO MAKE ATONEMENT FOR THE PEOPLE,  AND  HE COULD THAT ONLY AFTER HE HAD GIVEN A SACRIFICE FOR HIMSELF AND CLEANSED HIMSELF WITH A CEREMONIAL WASHING.  THE CURTAIN THAT SEPARATED THESE TWO ROOMS WAS ABOUT 60 FEET IN HEIGHT, 30 FEET IN WIDTH AND FOUR INCHES THICK.  AND IT WAS SPLIT RIGHT DOWN THE MIDDLE FROM TOP TO BOTTOM, SOMETHING THAT ONLY GOD COULD HAVE DONE.  THIS SHOWS THAT WE NOW HAVE ACCESS TO GOD THROUGH JESUS CHRIST AS PAUL SAYS IN EPHESIANS:    “FOR THROUGH HIM WE BOTH HAVE OUR ACCESS IN ONE SPIRIT TO THE FATHER” (2: 18, NASB).    JESUS CHRIST GIVES US ACCESS TO GOD WHICH THE AUTHOR OF HEBREWS EXPLAINS IN THIS WAY:  “LET US THEN APPROACH GOD’S THRONE OF GRACE WITH CONFIDENCE, SO THAT WE MAY RECEIVE MERCY AND FIND GRACE TO HELP US IN OUR TIME OF NEED” (4: 16, NIV).
CONCLUSION:  “MY GOD, MY GOD WHY HAVE YOUR FORSAKEN ME?”  THESE ARE SUCH SAD WORDS.  WHAT COULD MAKE THE SINLESS SON OF GOD CRY OUT IN SUCH ANGUISH?  ONLY THE WRATH OF GOD AGAINST THE SINS OF THE WHOLE WORLD.  HAVE YOU EVER WONDERED HOW MANY SINS JESUS WAS PUNISHED FOR? IF THE AVERAGE PERSON  SINNED JUST THREE TIMES A DAY FOR SIXTY YEARS THAT WOULD 657,000 SINS.  JESUS WOULD HAVE BEEN PUNISHED FOR ALL THOSE SINS.  THAT’S ONE PERSON.  TODAY THERE ARE SIX BILLION PEOPLE IN THE WORLD.  AND ONLY GOD KNOWS HOW MANY PEOPLE HAVE LIVED IN THE PAST.  BUT I COULDN’T GET 657,000 TIMES SIX BILLION TO COMPUTE…..BUT JESUS WAS PUNISHED FOR THOSE MANY SINS… AND MORE.  IT MUST HAVE BEEN HORRIBLE.  AND NOW…. WE ARE FREE.    WE HAVE ACCESS TO GOD WHO IS NOW OUR FATHER.  MAY WE NEVER FORGET THE PRICE FOR OUR FREEDOM.  “MY GOD, MY GOD WHY HAVE YOUR FORSAKEN ME?”  
