“Born the Lamb of God”

Psalm 22:1-21

December 3, 2006

Rev. Curtis J. Young


(The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

Each year during Advent, I preach from the Psalms.  This year we’ll spend four weeks Psalm 22.  That is the Psalm that begins with, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  These of course are words Jesus cried out from the cross.

Psalm 22 has been called “The Psalm of the Cross” because of its vivid depiction of a public execution by crucifixion, though written at a time when crucifixion was unknown.  But then, David was a prophet as well as a king.
All four Gospel writers describe Jesus’ crucifixion in terms of it, from the piercing of His hands and feet (16), to the mocking of the crowds (“Let the Lord rescue him”, 8,Matthew 27:43), to the agony of his thirst (15, John 19: 28).  John quoted this psalm directly when Roman soldiers cast lots for his garments. (vs. 18)
What’s more, Jesus not only quoted the first verse of this Psalm, but quite probably, the final verse, when he said, “It is finished.”  
The Book of Hebrews ascribes the prophetic words of this Psalm throughout to Jesus’ voice.  Quoting from verse 22, we read of Jesus, “He is not ashamed to call them brothers, saying:  ‘I will declare your name to my brothers; in the midst of the assembly I will sing praise to you.”  (Hebrews 2:11-12)
Why would I select this text for messages during Advent, let’s read the first 21 verses and then return to that question.

READ VSS. 1-21
Three weeks ago, I was in Boston and visited an art exhibit there.  It was a display of modern pieces, and one captured my attention.  It was comprise of two photos.  One photo was of a painting of the Madonna, Mary with Jesus as an infant, and the second was of the sculpture know as the pieta, in which Mary holds the crucified body of Jesus.

Each of the photos had been divided into three or four panels.  Then progressively, from left to right, you had a panel from Jesus’ birth followed by a panel from His death, then another from his birth, then his death, and so on.

It spoke to me of the fact that Jesus’ birth cannot be understood apart from his death.  This is clear from the first announcement of Mary’s pregnancy.  Gabriel told Mary and later Joseph that the child conceived in her was by the Holy Spirit, and in the same breath explained, “You are to give him the name Jesus,” Gabriel said, “because he will save his people from their sins.” (Matthew 1:21)

We often focus on what led up to Jesus’ birth, to the incarnation, to the Word becoming flesh.
This year, let’s focus on what followed from His birth, the Cross and the atonement.  
At this time of year, we see and hear the angelic refrain everywhere in our society, “Peace on earth, and good will toward man.”  But their meaning has been largely lost as their connection to Jesus, as an historic person. 
When the angels announced, “Peace on earth”, the peace they referred to was peace between God and man, peace accomplished through the reconciliation Jesus would accomplish on the Cross.  “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them.”  

“Good will toward man” refers to God’s gracious will in Christ.  The joy of Christmas is the truth of the Cross.  

About thirty years after Jesus’ birth, he suddenly presented himself to John the Baptist.  When he did, he ignited a response of joy in John that was as strong as when Mary entered the room pregnant to visit his mother.  Then John himself was yet to be born, so he leapt in Elizabeth’s womb for joy.  Thirty years later, he articulated that joy:  

 “Behold, the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”  (John 1:29)  
The record of Jesus’ birth is full of allusions to His coming to make atonement for our sins.  
The first angelic revelation concerned John and came to his priestly father, Zechariah.  It came as he offered incense, and the prayer it symbolized, inside the temple at the time of sacrifice.  What would he have been praying for as the blood of a lamb was being shed?  Why, the redemption of Israel presumably.
We know this, that when Zechariah was given back his voice and filled with the Holy Spirit, the first words from his mouth were, “Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, because he has come and has redeemed his people.” (1:68)
And he prophesied over John, his son, “And you, my child will be called a prophet of the Most High; for your will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him, to give his people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins, because of the tender mercy of our God...”  
On the eve of Jesus’ birth, the angel’s joyful announcement came to shepherds in the hill country of Judea.  Why them?  They were the people entrusted with birthing, and raising lambs for sacrifice at the temple.  They were the ones singled out to see the Savior newly birthed, virgin born, spotless, sinless, undefiled.
Even as Old Simeon thanked God, “for my eyes have seen your salvation,” he added language typical of sacrifice, “which you have prepared in the sight of all people.”  

He then warned Mary, “This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed.  And a sword will pierce your own soul too.”  (c.f. 2:29-36)

Even before he was born, Jesus was identified with shame as Joseph sought to put Mary away because he lived, with rejection at the inn in Bethlehem.

In verses 9-10 of Psalm 22, the same breath that extolled God -- “Yet you brought me out of the womb; you made me trust in you even at my mother’s breast.  From birth I was cast upon you; from my mother’s womb you have been my God” – is the breath that in verse 1 cried, “My God, my god, why have you forsaken me?”
Forsaken is a term known by the company it keeps.  Repeatedly God has promised his people, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”  (Deut. 31:6; Josh. 1:5)  This is a covenantal formula, a promise from God to save His people, always to be with them to deliver them.
The cry of our psalm, taken up by Jesus on the cross, was, and remains, the most horrifying of possibilities.  If you asked what is the worst thing that could happen, this would be that worst thing.  It is that worst thing that Job struggled with, that worst fear that any God fearing mortal may have.
Yet even as Jesus cried it, still in doing so, He was calling out to, My God, my God.  We observe in the first 21 verses of this psalm three cycles of suffering, each more intense than the one before, yet with each, there is as well escalating confidence.

 Look with me at the Psalm.  In verses 1-2, our Lord struggles with God’s present abandonment as we have seen.  This is met I verse 3-5 with his recalling God’s past faithfulness to others and unchanging goodness.  “They cried to you and were saved; in you they trusted and were not disappointed.”
In verse 6-8, our Lord decries the scorn of others, their adding to his suffering by delighting in it.  It is at this point, in verses 9-11, he recalls God’s past faithfulness to himself.  Here he finds strength in the mercy of his birth to cry out, “Do not be far from me.
In verses 12-18, he describes the physical torment and agony of his crucifixion, but again cries in verse 19, “But you, O Lord, be not far off; O my Strength, come quickly to help me.”
This section ends with verse 21, the turning point in the Psalm.  Your NIV reads, “Rescue me from the mouth of the lions; save me from the horns of the wild oxen.”  A reading in your margin suggest another translation.  Instead of “save me from the horns of the wild oxen,” it would instead read, “Rescue me from the mouth of the lions, from the horns of the wile oxen.  You have heard me!”
Now that is quite different.  The verb your NIV translates as “save me” is literally in the Hebrew “you have heard.”  This is the right translation.
The cry of the Lamb does not end in despair or in uncertainty, but in triumph.  The rest of the psalm presupposes triumph, even as Jesus’ final cry on the cross, “It is finished.”
Let’s apply what we have heard.  Psalm 22 for several years now has been for me the most fascinating of all Psalms.  Here in Old Testament prophetic scripture, more than any place in the New Testament, I am given a vivid description of the agony of the cross and how Jesus must have prayed and persevered in the midst of it.  Here I discover that the paradox of God’s manifest presence at Jesus’ nativity and God’s forsaking him on the cross was foreseen.    
Also, I am left in wonder at the compelling testimony that Jesus was born the Lamb to suffer, the sinless son of man and Son of God.  He was born to be forsaken in God’s time and not a moment sooner, though many beginning with Herod would have destroyed him, for the purpose of atoning for sin.
I am left to fall silent before the unity and integrity of God’s witness to His son and the purpose for which he sent him, and how its various parts provide us with a single, flawless revelation.
It is fashionable to attack Scripture, to deny its truth by picking at it bit by bit.  How preposterous the virgin birth, some say!  How unscientific the resurrection, claim others!  How barbaric the atonement, charge enlightened souls!  What superstition the incarnation, ridicules the sophisticate!
Taken separately, bit by bit, I sympathize completely with how unlikely any one of these seems.  They are not of nature.  Nor is the claim ever made that they were.  
This is the truth of the matter.  There is nothing preposterous or unscientific or barbaric or superstitious about God sending His Son to save us from our sins, not when sin is our incurable ill, not when a Savior is exactly what we need, not when God’s justice must be satisfied for His mercy to be sure, not when He loves us.

Psalm 22 testifies of Jesus’ confidence, even on the cross.  I have no doubt that he embraced the confidence and hope expressed in this psalm, that it instructed him; no, more, that it reassured him as to the certainty of his triumph on the cross.
Let it serve to strengthen your confidence and your hope as well.  Let it reassure you in the midst of your own suffering and the mocking voices of unbelief and trials extended beyond anything you ever expected to know.  
This Christmas and always, the best way to celebrate the birth of the Lamb is to savor his triumph on the cross. 
Spurgeon’s commentary on this psalm observed:  There is no room for self-pity when we realize that no matter how much we suffer the consequences of our sins in this life, Christ Jesus suffered far worse for the those same sins.
· Application… Our own confidence in Christ…..The unity of the story

******************************************
@ Spurgeon, “Hell itself has for its fiercest flame the separation of the soul from god.”
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