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"Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?" ― which means, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?"
Yes… why? We can all understand getting angry because of disobedience and hard-headedness. Shoot, when our kids were young we got angry plenty of times, didn’t we? And, rightly so! (Hopefully) But forsaking? Turning your back on and rejecting? Handing over to brutal treatment and death? We would never do this!
God did. He forsook His Son… turned from Him His face of love and turned toward Him with anger and punishment. Far more than just physical anguish, on the cross Jesus endured mental anguish… emotional anguish… spiritual anguish. It was the anguish of having God – the all-knowing, from whom no sin, even only of thought, can be hidden; the all-powerful, from whom there is no help or protection; the ever-present, from whom there is no escape – as His enemy. Above all, it was the anguish of losing the love He had received and shared with the Father and the Holy Spirit from eternity.
· More than the anguish of grief – a hole in your heart – because of the death of a loved one, it was the anguish of divorce, the end of love.
Jesus lost God’s love! Now He felt God’s hatred. Now He experienced hell, not heaven.
Why? It was not because God was unfair or wrong. How would you feel about a person who attacked your spouse or your children? How would you respond to him? Because you love them intensely you would respond intensely… even with violence, if that would protect and rescue them. To not do so would not be right.
God is utter goodness and utter love. He will not allow what is wrong to be ignored. He will not turn off the spigot of His righteous anger and leave undisturbed and unpunished those who by their sin threaten His children; indeed, His whole creation.
Jesus had become a threat, and so He was punished; and so intensely that He cried out, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" Jesus… a threat? Yes; and God tells us clearly why:
He was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed. All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—every one—to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all. (Is. 53:5-6)

It is you… it is me… it is all of us sinful human beings who threaten God’s children and His creation. But “the Lord laid on him the iniquity of us all.” Jesus did not suffer for sinful thoughts and desires that He had or sinful things He had done. He suffered for what we have done. We caused Jesus’ suffering, for He bore the threat of our sins... sins which God could not ignore.
The cross makes clear the reality and the result of sins: they lead to punishment and death. They must. The cross also makes clear the truth that we cannot make up for them, or avoid them by a change of heart. If we could do so, the Son of God would not have had to come down from heaven, become man, and give His life for us. Jesus’ death on the cross forces us to face this reality of our sin and guilt: we can’t handle it, and yet we can’t ignore it, either. We must repent. We must confess our sinfulness and unworthiness and cry out to God for mercy.
And we must see that mercy in His Son. “Upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed.” This was God’s doing, God’s choice. God forsook Jesus on the cross to heal you. He forsook His beloved Son to accept you. The cross is the sign of God’s eternal love for you.
A little over a month ago, early in the season of Lent, we heard this proclaimed very clearly by the apostle Paul. In his letter to the Romans (5:7-11) he wrote:

One will scarcely die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die—but God shows His love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Since, therefore, we have now been justified by His blood, [we] shall be saved by Him from the wrath of God… through [Him] we have now received reconciliation.

Why did God forsake His Son? Out of love for you… to justify (forgive) you… to reconcile you and make you His friend. More than anything else, this is what you are to see as you look at the cross. It is what God wants you to see, for He gave His Son into the pain and punishment of the cross to save you. It is what Jesus wants you to see, for He accepted His Father’s will and without protest gave Himself into this horrible death for you.

“With His wounds we are healed.” See this! See Jesus on the cross as Matthias Grünewald saw Him and so painted Him: gruesome, horribly disfigured by the sickness that is your sin… and yet, your healing. My God, my God, you have accepted me… You have forgiven me… You healed my wounds and set me free! Amen.
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Matthias Grünewald, “The Crucifixion”
Painted in 1512-1516, this is part of the Isenheim Altarpiece. It was commissioned by the Antonites, a hospital order of monks that mainly treated patients who were afflicted with a terrible skin disease called “St. Anthony’s fire.” It caused serious convulsive symptoms including painful seizures and spasms, as well as painful pustules and open wounds. Grünewald shows Christ splayed on the cross, his hands writhing in agony, his body marked with livid spots of pox. Mary, dressed in a nurse’s garb, swoons into the arms of the apostle John. Mary Magdalene is kneeling in front. John the Baptist gestures towards Christ and holds a scroll which reads “He must increase, but I must decrease.” A Lamb is at John’s feet, its side pierced and its blood pouring into a chalice. Grünewald’s 8.9’ x 9’ painting portrays a visceral and emotional intensity. As the patients entered the Antonites hospital in Isenheim, they saw that Christ was not only taking their sins upon them, but also their painful and deadly disease, as well.
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