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“7 For Life”                                         Lent 2023 
Pastor Ed Harkey                          TLC Keene, NH 

4th Sunday in Lent 

“Forsaken!” 

“So Far, and Yet So Close” 

“When Jesus [Mary] weeping, and the Jews who had come with her also weeping, he was deeply 
moved in his spirit and greatly troubled. And he said, ‘Where have you laid him?’ They said to 

him, ‘Lord, come and see.’ Jesus wept.” (John 11:33-35) 

“Now from the sixth hour there was darkness over all the land until the ninth hour. And about the 
ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice, saying, ‘Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?’ that is, ‘My 

God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’” (Matthew 27:45-46) 

“Curious, we teach our children the Twenty-third Psalm, not the Twenty-second.”            
(Willimon, 41) 

PRAYER: 

Lord, should fear and anguish roll darkly o’er my sinful soul, 
Thou, who once bereft that thine own might ne’er be left, 
Teach me by that bitter cry in the gloom to know thee nigh. (John Ellerton) 

INTRODUCTION: Skit [“The Skit Guys”] 

William Willimon notes that Jesus did some of His best work in the dark.  “He walked 
on water and stilled the raging sea …taught Nicodemus at night, celebrated his most 
famous meal on a Thursday evening, and rose from the dead ‘while it was still dark.’”   

Attending a church once, where everything was about getting “high on Jesus,” Willimon 
asked the Pastor on the way out the service: “Is there no one here today with cancer?  
No one whose marriage is failing?”  All told, we don’t do darkness well.  (39-40)  

Our Savior Jesus does!  Where in the midst of the darkness – of excruciating suffering – 
God does His best work, His most salvific work.   

Calvary’s Cross is exhibit A! 

Main Thought: Even in the midst of our own occasional walk through the 
darkness – of sin, death and hell all ‘round – let the Lenten people of God 

rejoice to be children of the light, all for the One who has broken the 
darkness now and for eternity.  Amen. 
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Though a Word of great comfort, the 4th “sermon” from the Cross is a Word shrouded 
in mystery.  “God forsaken by God!  Who can understand that?” (Luther)  

But let us not dwell on that, rather, on what God’s Word does say.   

That God sent forth His only Son “to take on every wicked deed done by every sinner who would 
ever believe” … all so that this same Savior would “forgive and treat those redeemed ones as if they 
had lived Christ’s perfect life of righteousness.” (MacArthur, The Murder of Jesus, 219) 

Isaiah puts it this way: 

 “He had done no violence, nor was any deceit in His mouth.  Yet it pleased the Lord to bruise Him; 
He has put Him to grief … [in order to] make His soul an offering for sin.” (Isaiah 53:9-10) 

Paul echoes the prophet: 

“He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God 
in Him.” (2 Corinthians 5:21) 

Yes, what can definitively be said is Jesus gets what we deserve – a sentence of death, 
and in His gracious stead, bestows upon us what we do not deserve – life forever!  Dare 
we say it in Lent: Hallelujah!  Hal-le-lu-jah! 

But as the hymn writer notes:  

“Still Your children wander homeless; Still the hungry cry for bread; Still the captives long for 
freedom; Still in grief we mourn our dead.” (LSB 848:2)   

Yes, though Jesus has worked out our salvation for now and for eternity, God’s people 
still at times descend into the darkness.  A child we love in this life makes the dreadful 
decision to take his/her own life.  A door we hoped would open to new possibilities is 
suddenly closed.  News that we most dread to receive sets us on a path of uncertainty. 

Darkness!  The space between an ending and a beginning.  Like Lazarus – now four days 
shut up in his crypt.  Behold … 

A Great Mystery1 

John 11:17 Now when Jesus came, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days. 18 Bethany was near 
Jerusalem, about two miles off, 19 and many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console them concerning 
their brother. 20 So when Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, but Mary remained seated 
in the house. 21 Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 22 But even 

now I know that whatever you ask from God, God will give you.”                                                              

 
1 Titles from Wiersbe, The Cross of Jesus, 87-96 
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23 Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 24 Martha said to him, “I know that he will rise again in the 
resurrection on the last day.” 25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, 

though he die, yet shall he live, 26 and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you believe this?” 
27 She said to him, “Yes, Lord; I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who is coming into the world.” 

Matthew 27:45 Now from the sixth hour there was darkness (nature is far from indifferent here2) over all the land 
until the ninth hour.  

 

Wherein, for all we think we know about suffering, it is still a great mystery.  Why 
some, not others?  Or why some to a lesser or greater degree?  It’s still the world’s 
problem with God – that if He is love, why suffering at all – especially for the daughters 
and sons of light? 
 

Here's what God’s Word tells us: 
 

† All suffering is a result of sin’s presence in this world (Genesis 3:14-19). 
 

“The wages of sin is death … in Adam all die.”                                                                 
(Romans 6:23; 1 Corinthians 15:22) 

 

Even creation itself is groaning under the weight of it (Romans 8:22). “It’s just the way it is.”  
Where, in a cruel of irony, creation in the form of a crown of thorns is twisted and placed upon the 
head of its Creator! (Adapted from Wiersbe, The Cross of Jesus, 89)  
 

† Yet, suffering is neither a direct result of what your parents did (John 9:1-3), nor a 
direct result of God’s singling you out according to what you’ve done … or not! 

 

“The Lord does deal with us according to our sins, nor repay us according to our iniquities.”       
(Psalm 103:10) 

† Suffering, while a mystery, is always a call to reflection and repentance (Luke 13:1-5). 
 

† Suffering meets its match at the Cross of Calvary! 
 

“Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world shall be cast out.”                   
(John 12:31) 

Yes, behold even … 
 

A Greater Mystery 

28 When she had said this, she went and called her sister Mary, saying in private, “The Teacher is here and is 
calling for you.” 29 And when she heard it, she rose quickly and went to him.                                             

 
2 Sheen, 31-32! 
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30 Now Jesus had not yet come into the village, but was still in the place where Martha had met him. 31 When the 

Jews who were with her in the house, consoling her, saw Mary rise quickly and go out, they followed her, 

supposing that she was going to the tomb to weep there. 32 Now when Mary came to where Jesus was and saw 

him, she fell at his feet, saying to him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 
33 When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come with her also weeping, he was deeply moved 
in his spirit and greatly troubled. 34 And he said, “Where have you laid him?” They said to him, 

“Lord, come and see.” 35 Jesus wept. 36 So the Jews said, “See how he loved him!” 37 But some of them 
said, “Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man also have kept this man from dying?” 

46 And about the ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice, saying, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?” that is, 
“My God, my God (not “my Father”3), why have you forsaken me?” 

Trinitarian tears!  God forsaking God!  Jesus suspended “between earth and heaven with 
no home in either.” (Bodley, 59)  A mystery of mysteries.   

But again, what does Jesus say – moments after this: 

“Indeed, the hour is coming, yes has now come, that you will be scattered, each to his own, and will 
leave Me alone.  And yet I am not alone, because the Father is with me.” (John 16:32) 

And as the Father is with Jesus, Jesus – because of His great agony and suffering for us – 
is with us.  Indeed, He is for us!  This is what we know!  This is what we believe! 

As to suffering I cannot answer why.  Perhaps it is as one preacher said: “Sinners can’t 
find God for the same reason criminal can’t find a policemen: they aren’t looking!” (Billy 

Sunday, in Wiersbe, The Cross of Jesus, 92) 

I cannot answer why. But what we can lean on and into is the grace of God that says, “I 
will never leave you nor forsake you.” (Deuteronomy 31:6, 8; Joshua 1:5; 1 Samuel 12:22; 1 

Chronicles 28:20; Psalm 27:9-10; 94:14; Isaiah 41:17; Romans 8:1, 35-39; Hebrews 13:5) 

Yes, this one thing is for sure: when our backs are squarely up against the hard wood of 
a cross, Jesus will never turn away from those who turn to Him in faith.  He will never 
forsake those whom He calls His children and friends.  Indeed, no prayer uttered in 
Christ’s name – no matter how destitute, poor or angry it may be – will fail to reach His 
ears.  Even in those deafening moments when “groanings are too deep for words,” God 
hears, and God answers. (Romans 8:26) 

It is precisely what Christ has come! 

 
3 As in the first and last words (Luke 23:34, 36) 
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The Greatest Mystery 

38 Then Jesus, deeply moved again, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone lay against it. 
39 Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, “Lord, by this time 

there will be an odor, for he has been dead four days.” 40 Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believed 

you would see the glory of God?” 41 So they took away the stone. And Jesus lifted up his eyes and said, 

“Father, I thank you that you have heard me. 42 I knew that you always hear me, but I said this on 

account of the people standing around, that they may believe that you sent me.” 43 When he had 
said these things, he cried out with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out.” 44 The man who had died 

came out, his hands and feet bound with linen strips, and his face wrapped with a cloth. Jesus said 
to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.” 

How blessed the resurrection hope!   

Just ask Tom Hank’s character in his most recent movie: A Man Called Otto, who in his 
unresolved grief and resulting anger, meets the “messiah” … borne of Marisol – “Maria 
de la Soledad” (Mary of the Solitude) – representative of “the inner strength of a human 
being when she or he has a sense of God.”  Her child sets Otto free! 

Child of God, at times we cannot see Him.  But He is there.  Present.  As He is here!  
There!  And there!  These are signs of His promise, which count for something … 
which count for everything! 

The Mystery Embraced 

† THEREFORE: Rejoice!  Whatever suffering you may be going through, Jesus 
endured it to the nth degree.  No pain, no sorrow, no suffering is so great that Jesus 
Himself did not endure it – on our behalf. 

† Believe all the more firmly the Lord’s promise to be with you in the midst of it. 

If you think you are forsaken by God, then look to Jesus – Himself forsaken in your 
stead, in whom you now have communion with God.  “Your sin is forgiven, and your 
loneliness is ended.” (Schlink, 34, 35)   

† Child of God, do not despair!  Call upon Him.  He will deliver you. 

“But you, O LORD, do not be far off! O you my help, come quickly to my aid!”                       
(Psalm 22:19) 
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Call upon his angels.  Avail yourself of the host of His resources.  Word.  Water.  
Table.  Fellowship.  True “counselors may analyze; associates may sympathize; 
experienced friends may empathize.” (Hayford, 41)  But only the gifts God freely gives 
can truly supply and send the grace and peace God has secured for us – come what may.  

All so that …  

“I will tell of your name to my brothers; in the midst of the congregation … for he has not despised or abhorred 
the affliction of the afflicted, and he has not hidden his face from him, but has heard, when he cried to him.” 

(Psalm 22:21, 24) 
 

Lean upon and into His gifts all the more! 
 

† Lean into prayer.  Wherein, this “rock-solid truth remains, the evidence of God’s 
Word provides the unchanging, timeless assurance again and again: Your cry never 
will fall on deaf ears, and there will always be an answer – in His time – and that 
answer will be in your best interests.  Always.” (Hayford, 46) 

 “It shall be told of the Lord to the coming generation; they shall come and proclaim his righteousness to a people 
yet unborn, that he has done it.” (Psalm 22:30-31) 

CONCLUSION 

It is said, that “when the short story writer O. Henry was dying, he said, ‘Turn up the 
lights.  I don’t want to go home in the dark.’  [Child of God] no one who trusts Jesus 
Christ as Savior and Lord ever goes home in the dark, for ‘the path of the just is like the 
shining sun, that shines ever brighter unto the perfect day’ (Proverbs 4:18). 

“[Jesus] cry from the darkness tells us how much Jesus had to suffer so that we might live 
forever in the light.” (Wiersbe, The Cross of Jesus, 96) 

Embrace Him who even now embraces you.  Call upon Him as He both hears and cares 
for you.  Where, in the assurance of this 4th Word the dead are raised.  They will see 
another day, all the while with this promise ringing in our ears:  

Nothing will ever separate you from His love.  Nothing!  Nothing!   

Nothing! 

Amen. 
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FRIDAY E-MAIL: 

In his book Father Care, Charles Paul Conn tells the story about his two-year-old 
daughter Vanessa who was given a helium balloon at Sunday school. It was bright blue 
and seemed almost alive as it danced and floated on the end of her string, as she ran 
through the halls of the church pulling it along behind her. But the inevitable happened. 
The balloon bumped into the sharp edge of a metal railing and with a single, loud 
“bang,” it burst and fell to her feet. She stopped and looked down and saw what had 
been her beautiful balloon, was now a forlorn wad of wet blue rubber. But it took her 
only a moment to regain her buoyant mood, however, as she picked up the remains of 
that balloon, marched cheerfully to where her father was standing and thrust it up to 
him, saying: “Here, Daddy, fix it.”   
 

Fix it. If only it was that easy. Where, how many times have we desired the same thing, 
even calling out to our heavenly Father to make something that was wrong, right again?  
It might have been the loss of something, or someone dear to us. As a Pastor, there have 
been many times when I’ve prayed this with intensity for a church member who has 
gone missing, forsaking a friendship that’s been forged with me, with the members of 
the congregation I was serving. Where, more often than we care to endure, we find 
ourselves – for whatever reason – on a trek through the “valley of dry bones,” longing 
for anyone – for God – to “fix it,” to slam adversity or misfortune into reverse. 
 

The 4th “sermon” from the pulpit of the cross, along with our Gospel reading for Sunday 
– the raising of Lazarus in John 11 – aims to do just that.  Yes, thanks be to God through 
our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ that He looked suffering, death and hell, in all of its 
fury, squarely in the face – all so that we might never have to. Where, in the midst of 
our weakness, powerlessness, and frailty, we now have a Savior whose anguish and 
being completely forsaken leads to life, and brings us through the most adverse 
situations and circumstances. Yes, we neither live, nor die without hope … all because 
we are possessed by a power that far surpasses anything this world can offer. 

 

Rejoice in this hard-fought and hard-won promise.  Where in the midst of the darkness 
– of excruciating suffering – God does His best work, His most salvific work.   

Calvary’s Cross is exhibit A! 

Where, even in the midst of our own occasional walk through the darkness – of sin, 
death and hell all ‘round – let the Lenten people of God rejoice to be children of the 
light, all for the One who has broken the darkness now and for eternity. Indeed, such a 
life has already begun and is dawning upon the children of God!  SYOS. 


