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“My God, My God” — Apr. 14, 2017
Matt 27:46–49
46 About three o’clock Jesus cried with a loud voice, ‘Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?’ that is, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ 47When some of the bystanders heard it, they said, ‘This man is calling for Elijah.’ 48At once one of them ran and got a sponge, filled it with sour wine, put it on a stick, and gave it to him to drink. 49But the others said, ‘Wait, let us see whether Elijah will come to save him.’

Matthew shows the crowd misunderstanding Jesus’ words, thinking that he is calling for Elijah. Actually, Jesus is reciting the beginning of the 22nd Psalm. The Psalms express intense emotions, and are the place to go, for a person who is feeling anguish, and yet who loves God and really knows the Scriptures. This part of the Gospel story reveals the human qualities of Jesus: his pain, his sorrow for others, his affection for the Scriptures, his love for God. 

The first half of Psalm 22 corresponded to what he was experiencing. The psalmist speaks of being mocked by enemies about whether the Lord will deliver him (vv. 7–8)—just the kind of taunts made by onlookers at the crucifixion. Surrounded by hostile soldiers, temple guards, Pharisees, and Sadducees, Jesus must have felt like the psalmist did: “Many bulls encircle me. . . they open wide their mouths at me, like a roaring lion. . . . For dogs are all around me; a company of evildoers encircles me” (vv. 12–13, 16). The fools who stood taunting and reviling Jesus were like a pack of wild dogs, focusing their violence upon a defenseless victim.

But this psalm is also full of ethical and spiritual meaning, of triumph at the end, and I think this could have been in Jesus’ mind, as well. It affirms God’s watchcare. The psalmist says God “did not despise or abhor the affliction of the afflicted; he did not hide his face from me, but heard when I cried to him. . . . Praise him. . . . All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the Lord; and all the families of the nations shall worship before him” (vv. 23–24, 27). The psalm affirms the triumph of God and the inclusion of the Gentiles, just as Jesus did. In Mark 11, after his final entry to Jerusalem, he disrupted the sacrificial sales, and loudly proclaimed that the temple was to be a house of prayer for all peoples (Mark 11:17; Isa 56:7). Jesus was receptive to Gentiles. In Matthew and Luke he said about a Roman that he had not seen such faith in all of Israel (Matt 8:10; Luke 7:9). 

So when Jesus quotes Psalm 22 he has not suddenly lost his faith, or changed his teaching, or become separated from God. Rather, he is reciting a psalm that expresses sorrow over people who have become like wild animals, and yet goes on to express faith that all nations shall worship God.

The people who got Jesus framed, had departed from their own teachings, turning away from what the Bible said about God being the God of Jews and Gentiles. Choosing violence over peace, they had no clue about what “the family of nations” might mean. They dropped their shallow piety and displayed the chaotic fear that was in their hearts. They told themselves they were helping the nation by treating him as a scapegoat.

They were acting like the scoundrels in the Wisdom of Solomon chapter two: “Let us lay in wait for the righteous man, because he is inconvenient to us. . . he accuses us of sins against our training. . . . He calls himself a child of the Lord. He became to us a reproof of our thoughts” (2:12–14). 

The Gospel exposes human cruelty and religious hypocrisy, and yet, lies and hypocrisy continue in our world. There is no hope, no escape from fear, apart from the humanity, the divinity, the character, and the poured-out Spirit of Jesus, the Son of God. Stay connected to him. “The Spirit of Truth. . . abides with you, and in you,” Jesus said (John 14:17). With his Spirit, we can even be freed from the “fear of death” (Heb 2:15). 

Amen.

