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May the God of all hope fill you with joy and peace as you trust in him so that you overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

The word of God that I am going to share with you this evening is written partly in the Gospel of Luke, chapter 23, and partly in the Gospel of Mark, chapter 15.

In Luke 23, beginning with verse 44, we read

  It was now about the sixth hour, and darkness came over the whole land until the ninth hour, for the sun stopped shining.

  
And then Mark 15:33-34 records it this way:

  At the sixth hour darkness came over the whole land until the ninth hour.

  And at the ninth hour Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani? – which means, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”

This is the Word of our Lord.

In Jesus Christ, who suffered the darkness of hell to bring to us the light of eternity, my dear friends.

Darkness! Were you ever scared of the dark when you were young?  I know I was.  I used to go to visit my great aunt and uncle’s big old spooky farmhouse out in the country, up on a hill; and, of course, being young, they’d always send me to bed upstairs in one of those big, huge bedrooms.  I’d be up there all by myself.  The only part of me you could ever see out of those thick covers was my nose and my mouth.  Everything else was covered.  You never ever saw me dangle a foot or a leg over the edge of that bed for fear that something was underneath there that was going to grab me and pull me out.  There is something about the dark that dredges up fears within us.  Fear of the unknown; fear of something bad, something evil going to happen.  

We’ve been talking about the hours of Christ’s passion during the past five weeks.  Today we are going to take a look at the hour of darkness.  The hour in which darkness descended super-naturally on our earth, the hour in which spiritual darkness descended on our Savior as he suffered the darkness of hell in our place.

We’re told that at the sixth hour (that was twelve noon), Jesus had been on the cross for three hours already, darkness came over the whole land.  It literally means the whole earth.  The whole earth was covered.  This could not be explained by some natural phenomenon, and it wasn’t an eclipse of the sun.  It wasn’t that time of the month.  No, this was a supernatural act of God that covered the whole world, plunging it into darkness.  Luke said the sun stopped shining.

Well, if you recall  back in the days when Moses was trying to convince Pharaoh to let his people go, one of the plagues that God sent to Egypt was the plague of darkness.  Darkness covered the land of Egypt, and the Israelites lived outside in the light.  If God can cause the sun to stand still in the sky for nearly twenty-four hours; if God can just speak the words “Let there be light”, God can certainly withhold that light from shining.  And God did just that on this most dramatic of days.  At twelve noon the sun stopped shining and darkness covered the world.

What was the reason for the darkness?  Well, could it have been a veil to conceal Christ’s suffering?  We know that darkness is often used as a veil to conceal men’s sin.  The Bible tells us that people who reject God choose darkness.  Why?  They love the darkness,  because their deeds were evil.  And people will use darkness as a cloak or a cover to hide their evil, to hide their sin, to conceal it from the eyes of others, not realizing that nothing can be concealed from God - that everything will be laid bare before him who judges all.  But could this have been a veil that God put over the eyes of men so they couldn’t see his Son suffering the way he was forced to suffer?  Perhaps.  

Was it a sign for the chief priests, the elders, and the scribes and the people – those people who often mockingly and jeeringly asked Jesus for a miraculous sign?  “Show us some miracle.”  And so God showed them a miracle – an unmistakable dramatic miracle that took place that day.

Or was this a sign of judgment, this darkness that descended all over the earth?  God through the prophet Amos, chapter 8, verse 9 predicted this day.  He said “In that day,” declares the Sovereign Lord, “I will make the sun go down at noon and darken the earth in broad daylight.”  God predicted this event, and he carried it out.  This was God’s judgment on sin in our world.  It should come as no surprise that this is not the first time God has judged sin, but it is his most severe judgment.  

We are told in Isaiah chapter 13 verse 9-11 “See the day of the Lord is coming – a cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger – to make the land desolate and destroy the sinners within it.  The stars of heaven and their constellations will not show their light.  The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its light.  I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins.  I will put an end to the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless.”  That was God’s judgment on the earth because of its sin.

Jesus had said that darkness is a symbol – it’s a picture of judgment.  He said those people who willfully reject God and live in unbelief will one day experience outer darkness where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth (Mt 8:12).  He was speaking of hell.  He spoke of hell as being outer darkness.  

In 2 Peter 2, Peter talks about those people who love deeds of evil, those people who take deliberate joy in hurting, taking advantage of and abusing other people.  He says that “blackest darkness is reserved for them” (v.17).  That’s what darkness is all about.  It’s about God’s judgment.  The hour of darkness is the hour of God’s judgment that God carried out on his Son.  He punished sinners in Jesus Christ.

Paul says that God made him who had no sin to be sin for us (2 Co 5:21) – that God would take the world’s sin, our sin, all of it from cradle to grave, and he would lay it all on Jesus.  He bore the sins of the people says Isaiah.  That’s when all hell broke loose, literally. That’s when Jesus was suffering the agony and the torment of hell.

In Psalm 22, which was a very clear picture of Jesus on the cross, (so many prophesies were fulfilled in that Psalm the day Jesus was on the cross), Jesus said that Many bulls surround me, strong bulls of Bashan encircle me.  Roaring lions tearing their prey open their mouths wide against me (v.11 & 12).  Now there were the chief priests and the elders and the enemies of our Lord assembled at the foot of the cross.  They were laughing at him, mocking him, making fun of him; but there were invisible enemies present that day, unseen to the human eye all around him.  Those were the demons of hell itself; because our Savior at that moment on the cross was suffering hell.  This is not to be confused with his descent into hell, which we confess in the Apostles Creed.  That would take place later after the Lord was made alive by the Spirit early Easter morning. He then descended into hell, not to suffer for sin, but to proclaim his victory over sin, over Satan and all his demon hordes, over hell, and over death and the grave. His victory was won for all.  But at this moment, Jesus was suffering hell.  The blackest darkness was reserved for him.  The blackest darkness of my sin and your evil was laid on him.  

The Bible tells us that he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities (Is. 53:5), that the Lord laid on him the iniquity of us all.  And you hear that message Sunday after Sunday, week after week of what the Lord put on him – all of our sins, our missing the mark, our failure to hit it dead on, our failure to be perfect as God commands and expects us to be.  How often do we fall short of the good that God wants us to do?  How often do we fall short of being the kind of people God calls us to be?  How often do we fall short of the good that we want to do and instead do the evil we don’t want to do. And our transgressions!  Those times when God says, “Stop and go no further”, yet we still we cross the line.  We fail to stop when God says “Stop!”  No, we willfully plunge headlong into sin, knowing very well what we are doing, and we go and we do it anyway because of the spirit of rebellion within.  Yes, he was crushed for our transgressions as well. And our iniquities, our wickedness, our unevenness, our ups and downs;  all that was laid on Christ when he was on the cross.  No wonder he was suffering so much. That’s when God made his Son to be “the atoning (the sacrifice that paid for and made us at-one with God) for our sins, and not only for ours, but also for the sins of the whole world” (1 Jn 2:2).

Did you ever look at one of those little kaleidoscopes when you were a kid or give one to your child or grandchild?  You know, those binocular or telescope like toys where you looked in that little hole and when you twisted it there was just a whole mirage of different colors and shapes that spin all around.  It’s actually quite mesmerizing and mind-boggling. It just floods your senses with colors and shapes coming at you, almost more than you can bear.  Well, when Christ was on the cross, he was experiencing a kaleidoscope of horror and terror because of sin, and the consequences of our sin laid on him.  For you see, the Bible tells us that not only was the sin and transgression and iniquity laid on him, but he carried our infirmities, our weaknesses, your personal weaknesses, the weaknesses of your flesh, your body, the weaknesses of your spirit, the weaknesses of your character he carried in his body on that cross.  It says that he bore our sorrows and carried our griefs. Anything that causes us sorrow and grief in life, the losing of a loved one, an accident that happens either to us or to someone we care about, somebody does something hurtful to us and causes us grief and sorrow - it’s all a consequence of sin.  Jesus experienced that – all your griefs and your sorrows in your life - when he was on the cross.  

Not only that, the Bible tells us that he bore our diseases when he was on the cross.  Jesus had never known what heart disease was or cancer, or diabetes, or any other human disease, because he had no sin.  But when he was on the cross and God had made him to be sin, he knew.  All the diseases you will ever experience in your body, Jesus felt and experienced when he was on the cross.  Anything that you will ever suffer in life that is a direct result or consequence of your sin or someone else’s sin, Jesus experienced and absorbed it all into his person when he bore our sins in his body on the cursed tree of the cross. That is when God made him to be a curse for us.  For it is written, Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree (Gal 3:13). Jesus bore and suffered the curse for our sins.  

So much more was taking place on that cross on that Good Friday, my friends, than we coulod ever imagine. And when Jesus says “I know my sheep” (Jn 10:14), he is saying “I personally know you.  I know what you are thinking.  I know what you are feeling.  I know your fears and your doubts and your weaknesses because I held them all when I was on the cross.”  Man, that’s why you and I can go to God’s throne of grace whenever we need to, and we will find someone there who knows us and knows what it’s like to be tempted. And we can find grace to help us in our time of need in our Savior, Jesus Christ.  Wow!  That’s what was taking place in that hour of darkness.  That’s what he was absorbing and experiencing – all the fury of hell because of our sin.  God punished the world of sinners in his Son, Jesus Christ.

It was an hour of separation for our Savior as well.  When he cried out “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” he had never known what it was like to be separated from his Father.  He had never known what it was like to have that perfect relationship broken and severed.  But when God made him to be sin for us, he had to turn his back on his own Son.  Can you imagine that!  In Isaiah, chapter 59, it tells us that “your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face from you, so that he will not hear” (v. 2).  And there is nothing you and I can do to break down that unbreakable wall of separation.  Only the cross of Jesus Christ could crush that wall down and make it possible for us to have a relationship with God.  You see, Christ was forsaken on the cross for you and me so that we would never be forsaken by God.  Isn’t that beautiful!  He went through all of that for you and me.  He suffered and endured all of that in those hours of darkness on the cross so that you and I would escape it.

You know, we truly are dearly bought at a price – a very high price – the price of Christ’s own blood, the price of Christ’s own pain, the price of Christ’s own suffering and anguish, the price of Christ’s own death on the cross.  Thank God for that hour of darkness! He endured that hour of darkness so that we could have an eternity of light in God’s presence forever.  My friends, that’s what the hour of darkness means for you and for me; and I pray that we never ever pass that cross unheeding, breathing no unrepentant vow, but that we have our eyes open to the real true cost of sin as we see our Savior suffer it in that hour of darkness.  And we have a brand new appreciation for the light that is ours because of the darkness he suffered, the forgiveness that is ours because Christ paid for it, the life that is ours because of his death.  Thank God, my friends, that our Savior absorbed the blackness of our sin and guilt so that we could have the light of salvation through faith in him.  Amen.

The peace of God which passes all understanding shall guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.  Amen.  

