St Martin’s Good Friday 3 hour service
7 words from the Cross

Lk 23.34: Father forgive them………..

Lk 23.43: Today you will be with me……….

Jn 19.26:  Dear woman, here is your son…….

Mt.27.46: My God, my God why ………..

Jn 19.28:  I am thirsty…

Lk 23.46: Father into your hands I commit my spirit……

Begin this session with a little testimony……

56 Good Fridays ago…..English boarding school…13 years….very early Easter….

Service like this one. Told we must go for at least one of the half hour sessions.

Went with my mates to first one…….transfixed… never moved for 3 hours.  

My adolescent mind and heart were simply overwhelmed by the wonder of the Cross. And ever since I started to speak publicly it has been my greatest of all delights to preach about the cross.

I love to collect quotes about the cross. Perhaps my favourite 3 are:

The great apostle Paul – who spoke 4 languages, was a brilliant lawyer, both a Jew and a Roman citizen, and of course God’s chosen apostle -  said in his letter to the Galatians ‘May I never boast except in the Cross of Christ’

Martin Luther of Reformation fame said:’ If you want to understand the Christian faith you must begin with the wounds of Christ.’

The theologian PT Forsyth: ‘Christ is to us what his cross is. You do not understand Christ till you understand his cross’

So I’m very privileged to be here today, and I am especially excited to be talking about the 4th saying from the Cross,

Because I believe that if we can grasp why Jesus called out ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me’ then we understand the very heart of the Gospel.

We have heard about the first 3 hours on the cross: Jesus was totally taken up, not with himself, not a vestige of self-pity, but rather with concern for people around him: the Roman soldiers, the penitent robber, his mother.

And then, at the 6th hour, 12 o’clock, darkness suddenly fell over the land…..? a total eclipse of the sun…we don’t know..

Interesting to reflect that Jesus was born in the middle of the night and the glory of Lord shone round about…shepherds in the fields

Jesus died in the middle of the day…..in darkness.

So we need to ask the Q: Why, why, that 3 hours of darkness, and why, oh why, did J cry out: ‘My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?’

We note first of all that this was the only occasion when J addressed God, his Father, as ‘My God.’
All thro his ministry he had spoken of his Father and to his Father, and God of course had spoken of him as ‘my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased’….earlier on the Cross he had called out ‘Father forgive them…’ and we note that when the darkness was over and his mission was fulfilled, he reverted to ‘My father, onto your hands I commit my spirit.’

But in between, when the darkness descended, we have the cry of a desolate man, who desperately needed his father, crying out to God, but not to his father. 
Of course J was quoting the 22nd Psalm which prophecies his crucifixion, but there is a much more profound truth: J knew his Father had deserted him, had forsaken him, had turned his back on him: He knew he was facing the wrath of an infinitely just and infinitely holy God who could not bear to look upon sin. His question was rhetorical; he knew the answer only too well. In the Garden of Gethsemene he had asked he should be spared this moment.
Remember, there had never before been a moment of friction, let alone estrangement between him and his Father, and now in his moment of his greatest need, that scared bond was severed.

Yes, he was forsaken by his father; he knew he could not call out ‘my father’. Why? The scriptures make it very clear.

Because he was bearing the sins of the whole world. The dustbins of my sin and yours were emptied on to him. The Bible says: ‘He was  made sin for us.” In that 3 hours of darkness he became the sin-bearer, taking the punishment for all our sins. He was facing the righteous wrath of a just and holy God who could not sweep sin under the carpet. Atonement had to me made; the punishment had to be paid.

I love the way Isaiah puts it: ‘All we like sheep have gone astray, we have turned everyone to his own way……..that’s sin….you don’t have to be a Gaddafi or a Hitler….just doing my own thing, going my own way, ignoring a righteous God…that makes me a sinner enough.

But Isaiah goes on: ‘But God laid on him the sins of us all.’ That was what was happening in the darkness.
In those 3 hours God’s justice was met – by Jesus, for me, instead of me. In my place he tok the penalty.
That is the heart of the Gospel. In those 3 hours of agony and darkness, J substituted for me. He was punished, I go free. He was deserted by his father so that I can become a child of God.
Over many many years, I have found this couplet so helpful:
Sin is man substituting himself for God.

Salvation is God substituting himself for man.

Jesus, sinless himself, and the God-man, took God’s wrath and the punishment for all my sin.

I go free! To be forgiven, is so freeing, isn’t it?

You see why this 4th saying from the Cross is so crucial. I fear there will be many preaching in different places all round the world who emphasise primarily that Jesus died as an example – and for sure he did as we have heard already – how can we bear grudges and treasure resentments when Jesus in his agony cried out ‘Father forgive them”. Others will rightlyemphasise that Jesus died as our representative or forerunner – and rose again to new life – and we too as believers must die to self and rise again to new life – baptism represents this – and of course the Cross is a multi-faceted diamond – we shall never exhaust its meaning, but you see neither of those facets, or any other, can explain why God turned his back on Jesus. If the cross was no more than that there would have been no reason for the bond between father and son to be broken. It is only his substitution of himself to take the punishment we deserved that can explain that cry of desolation….. ‘My God, My God……’
And that is the heart of the Gospel. That is why the Cross is the symbol and crux of our faith.   That is why at the end of those 3 hours the curtain of the temple was ripped from top to bottom, and you and I, have personal access to the holy God. We can henceforth call him ‘My father.’

Let’s now move to a time of meditation and prayer. May I suggest 2 topics for our thoughts:

1. May be someone here has realised for the first time that Jesus died as his or her substitute. Why not thank him for taking the punishment for your sin. And then invite him to be your  friend and Lord, and tell him that you from today forth want to be his faithful servant. 
2. Perhaps this thought: every time we take Holy Communion is another Good Friday. Most men like people to remember their lives, Jesus asked us to remember his death. I just love the fact that everytime I take communion, it’s Good Friday again!
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