
A Cry of Agony
Mark 15:33-37

Three hours of darkness, from the sixth hour until the ninth 
hour.  In our system of telling time, that refers to the hours 
between noon and 3 pm, the height of the afternoon sun.  But on 
that particular day, there was darkness.

I don’t have to try to explain that away with some sort of 
rational explanation, because I know you well enough and you 
know me well enough that I can simply say this, that God can 
perform miracles whenever he wishes, however he chooses.  So I 
don’t have to try to give some sort of explanation about a naturally 
occurring eclipse of the sun or the heavy clouds of a three hour 
thunderstorm.  It wasn’t a dust storm or anything of the sort.  It 
was a supernatural act of God.  As Luke puts it,

Luke 23:4  “Now it was about the sixth hour, and there was 
darkness over all the earth until the ninth hour. 45 Then the sun 
was darkened…” 

The sun itself was eclipsed, covered over.  God did it.  The 
sun failed to shine, for three hours, precisely the time when Jesus 
hung upon the cross.  God did it.  And that is what I have chosen 
to study this evening, this day so commonly called Good Friday.  
Growing up in an Episcopal church where the gospel was seldom, 
if ever, explained clearly, I always wondered what was so good 
about this day.  What could possibly be good about Jesus being 
put to death by hanging on a Roman cross?  What could possibly 
be good about this sign of darkness?  And what could possibly be 
good about Jesus’ cry of agony, “My God, My God, why have your 
forsaken me?” 

I will answer that question this evening.  But first, let’s look 
more closely at this darkness,

I. THE CURSE OF DARKNESS.
Let me begin my explanation of this in the broadest possible 

way, by noting God’s own work of creation, proclaimed by the 
words we find in,

Gen. 1:1  “In the beginning God created the heavens and the 
earth. 2 The earth was without form, and void; and darkness was 
on the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over 
the face of the waters.  3 Then God said, “Let there be light”; and 
there was light. 4 And God saw the light, that it was good; and 
God divided the light from the darkness. 5 God called the light 
Day, and the darkness He called Night. So the evening and the 
morning were the first day.”

So darkness was all that there was before creation.  Before 
the creation of the world, “the earth was without form, and void; 
and darkness was on the face of the deep.”  That’s not too hard to 
understand.  And the first thing God created was light.

Light would continue to be expressed in Scripture as the 
symbol of life itself, and that image of light as life takes center 
stage with the incarnation, when Jesus entered this world in the 
flesh of a man.

John 1:1  “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 
with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with 
God. 3 All things were made through Him, and without Him 
nothing was made that was made. 4 In Him was life, and the life 
was the light of men. 5 And the light shines in the darkness, and 
the darkness did not comprehend it.” 

Even more clearly,
John 8:12  “Then Jesus spoke to them again, saying, “I am the 

light of the world. He who follows Me shall not walk in darkness, 
but have the light of life.” 
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The Apostle Paul would teach us this,
2 Cor. 4:6  “For it is the God who commanded light to shine 

out of darkness, who has shone in our hearts to give the light of 
the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” 

Isaiah himself prophesied this very light,
Is. 9:2  “The people who walked in darkness Have seen a 

great light; Those who dwelt in the land of the shadow of death, 
Upon them a light has shined.”

Yet here, on that day we know call Good Friday, there was 
darkness.  The very denial of light, the absence of light.  And to 
put that most broadly,

A. Darkness is the reversal of creation.
God made the world when he declared, “Let there be light.”  

And now, he removes that light.  He reverses that creative work.  
With specific purpose and meaning, namely that,

B. Darkness is the manifestation of God’s judgment.
So this was an act of judgment, these three hours of darkness.  

God’s judgment.  The curse of the judgment of darkness.  That is 
a frequent biblical image.

Zeph. 1:14  “The great day of the LORD is near; It is near and 
hastens quickly.  The noise of the day of the LORD is bitter; There 
the mighty men shall cry out.  15 That day is a day of wrath, A day 
of trouble and distress, A day of devastation and desolation, A day 
of darkness and gloominess, A day of clouds and thick darkness, 
16 A day of trumpet and alarm Against the fortified cities And 
against the high towers.  17 “I will bring distress upon men, And 
they shall walk like blind men, Because they have sinned against 
the LORD; Their blood shall be poured out like dust, And their 
flesh like refuse.”  

Never is that judgment more plainly spoken than in the 
prophecy of Amos, in the context of the Old Covenant declaration 
of God’s judgment upon the rebellious northern kingdom of Israel.

Amos 8:9 “And it shall come to pass in that day,” says the Lord 
GOD, “That I will make the sun go down at noon, And I will darken 
the earth in broad daylight; 10 I will turn your feasts into 
mourning, And all your songs into lamentation; I will bring 
sackcloth on every waist, And baldness on every head; I will 
make it like mourning for an only son, And its end like a bitter day. 
11 “Behold, the days are coming,” says the Lord GOD, “That I will 
send a famine on the land, Not a famine of bread, Nor a thirst for 
water, But of hearing the words of the LORD.  12 They shall 
wander from sea to sea, And from north to east; They shall run to 
and fro, seeking the word of the LORD, But shall not find it.  13 “In 
that day the fair virgins And strong young men Shall faint from 
thirst.  14 Those who swear by the sin of Samaria, Who say, ‘As 
your god lives, O Dan!’ And, ‘As the way of Beersheba lives!’ They 
shall fall and never rise again.”

Darkness is the manifestation of God’s judgment.  And that is 
what Jesus experienced.  Now, let me tie something together that 
is often a question raised with reference to the words of the 
Apostles’ Creed.  We read in that creed not only that Jesus “was 
crucified, died, and was buried,” but also that “he descended into 
hell.”  

There is a danger of misunderstanding those words to mean 
that somehow Jesus entered hell subsequent to the crucifixion, 
that he actually remained there until the resurrection on the third 
day.  But that contradicts Jesus’ own words as he died, saying to 
his father,

Luke 23:46  “Father, into Your hands I commit My spirit.’ ” 
Having said this, He breathed His last.”
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So Jesus’ soul didn’t go to hell while his body was buried in 
the ground.  He went to the hands of his father.  So the question 
then becomes, what does that phrase in the Apostles’ Creed 
mean, “He descended into hell?”  And I would say this as plainly 
and clearly as I can.  It refers to these three hours upon the cross 
when the sun was darkened.  Hell came to earth, as it were.  The 
earth experienced the curse of darkness, the curse of God’s 
judgment, and that is hell in the fullest sense of what it means.  
So when Jesus endured the pains of hell, he was hanging upon 
the cross in darkness.  

And that darkness was nothing less than,

II THE CURSE OF CONDEMNATION.
And Jesus’ experience during those three hours 

demonstrated,

A. The agony of God’s curse.
These are words of agony!
v.34  “And at the ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice, 

saying, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?” which is translated, “My 
God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?”

Surely, no greater agony has ever been expressed by any 
human being.  “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?”

Jesus is quoting here Psalm 22, and it is entirely possible that 
he would have quoted the whole Psalm.  I read those words 
earlier in the service, and let me repeat just a few of those verses.

Ps. 22:1  “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?  
Why are You so far from helping Me, And from the words of My 
groaning?  2 O My God, I cry in the daytime, but You do not hear; 
And in the night season, and am not silent…12 Many bulls have 
surrounded Me; Strong bulls of Bashan have encircled Me.  13 

They gape at Me with their mouths, Like a raging and roaring lion.  
14 I am poured out like water, And all My bones are out of joint; 
My heart is like wax; It has melted within Me.  15 My strength is 
dried up like a potsherd, And My tongue clings to My jaws; You 
have brought Me to the dust of death.  16 For dogs have 
surrounded Me; The congregation of the wicked has enclosed 
Me.  They pierced My hands and My feet; 17 I can count all My 
bones.  They look and stare at Me.  18 They divide My garments 
among them, And for My clothing they cast lots.”

Such was his agony, but it wasn’t merely the agony of human 
suffering, as great as that would have been.  Rather, that human 
suffering, as horrific as it was in the flesh, was but the outward 
evidence of that agony of being subject to the curse of God, the 
judgment of God.  That’s what he did—he endured the curse of 
God which we deserved.  He wasn’t simply a martyr, dying as a 
good example for his followers to imitate.  He did under the curse 
of God himself.  “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?”

Consider these words,
2 Cor. 5:21  “For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for 

us, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.”

Isaiah explains to us exactly what that means,
Is. 53:3  “He is despised and rejected by men, A Man of 

sorrows and acquainted with grief.  And we hid, as it were, our 
faces from Him;  He was despised, and we did not esteem Him.  
4 Surely He has borne our griefs And carried our sorrows; Yet we 
esteemed Him stricken, Smitten by God, and afflicted.  5 But He 
was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for our 
iniquities; The chastisement for our peace was upon Him, And by 
His stripes we are healed.  6 All we like sheep have gone astray; 
We have turned, every one, to his own way; And the LORD has 
laid on Him the iniquity of us all.”
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That’s the agony of God’s curse.  “He was wounded for our 
transgressions, He was bruised for our iniquities.”  “By His stripes 
we are healed,” referring to the stripes of a whip.  “And the LORD 
has laid on Him the iniquity of us all.”

That is the agony of God’s curse, and the Apostle Paul 
teaches us this, that…

Gal. 3:13  “Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, 
having become a curse for us (for it is written, “Cursed is 
everyone who hangs on a tree”)”

He was cursed.  He was condemned, for you and for your 
sins.  And for three hours of darkness, he suffered the pains of 
hell so that you who believe in him might be saved.  

“My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?”  Notice in 
those words,

B. The personal alienation of God’s judgment.
That was the curse, the judgment.  God’s alienation.  God 

turned his back, as it were, upon his own beloved son.  He was 
forsaken by God.  That was the curse, the sentence inflicted upon 
Adam and Eve back in the Garden of Eden, expulsion from the 
glorious fellowship of the presence of God.  Genesis 3 ends with 
these words of judgment upon Adam and Eve, 

Gen. 3:23  “…therefore the LORD God sent him out of the 
garden of Eden to till the ground from which he was taken. 24 So 
He drove out the man; and He placed cherubim at the east of the 
garden of Eden, and a flaming sword which turned every way, to 
guard the way to the tree of life.”

Jesus endured that same curse, being forsaken by his father 
for three hours of darkness and alienation, separated in his 
human flesh from light itself.  “My God, My God, why have You 

forsaken Me?”  Such was his agony, alienation from his father 
who was in heaven.

That alienation is the best description and definition we can 
have for hell.  Rather than focusing upon a place or a location, 
hell can be understand as well simply by the absence of God.

Matthew’s gospel tells us that those words were spoken at the 
ninth hour, and the end of those three hours of darkness.  And it 
was at that moment that the first experience of comfort was 
offered to Jesus with respect to his suffering.

Mat. 27:45  “Now from the sixth hour until the ninth hour there 
was darkness over all the land. 46 And about the ninth hour Jesus 
cried out with a loud voice, saying, “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?” 
that is, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?”  47 Some 
of those who stood there, when they heard that, said, “This Man 
is calling for Elijah!” 48 Immediately one of them ran and took a 
sponge, filled it with sour wine and put it on a reed, and offered it 
to Him to drink.  49 The rest said, “Let Him alone; let us see if 
Elijah will come to save Him.”  50 And Jesus cried out again with 
a loud voice, and yielded up His spirit.”

Mark gives us the same description in verses 36 and 37.
v.37  “And Jesus cried out with a loud voice, and breathed His 

last.”

The significance of that is defines,

III. THE COMPLETION OF JESUS’ EARTHLY MINISTRY.
Sharon and I bought our first home nearly 30 years ago now.  I 

often laugh at myself by commenting that I have never finished 
the improvements I began then.  Each house, four of them how, 
was in a constant state of repair and improvement.  Sometimes I 
finished projects only because we were moving and had to sell.  
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And you who know me know how much I enjoy that work.  It is 
anything but a burden, rather quite a delight.  But I still am left 
always with a sense of unfinished business.  I might finish one 
project or another, but several more are always waiting for me.

That can also describe one aspect of my pastoral work and 
labors among you as well.  I finish every week, in one respect, 
finishing my preparation and notes to preach.  But the fullness of 
my labor carries over from week to week.  It is never finished.

But beloved, that is not true of Jesus.  The four gospels 
together reveal that he spoke seven times from the cross, and 
John’s gospel reveals the most triumphant of all those words.  “It 
is finished.”

John 19:28  “After this, Jesus, knowing that all things were 
now accomplished, that the Scripture might be fulfilled, said, “I 
thirst!” 29 Now a vessel full of sour wine was sitting there; and 
they filled a sponge with sour wine, put it on hyssop, and put it to 
His mouth. 30 So when Jesus had received the sour wine, He 
said, “It is finished!” And bowing His head, He gave up His spirit.”

It is finished.  The agony was finished.  The full payment of the 
curse of God’s judgment was finished.  And our text here in Mark 
15 gives that same description of,

A. The ending of his human suffering.
And though there is some mockery in the words, there still is 

an attempt to quench a bit of his thirst,
v.36

Then we read of the fullness of the ending of his human 
misery,

B. The glory of his death.

v.37

That’s why this day is so often called Good Friday.  Because it 
brought to an end the misery and the agony which Jesus suffered 
in his flesh.  That was the glory of his death. Much more 
importantly, it brought to an end the work he came to do as the 
propitiation for our sins.  He fully satisfied every demand of God’s 
justice for the sinful rebellion of the hearts and lives of his people.  
“It is finished.”  The Lord “laid on Him the iniquity of us all.”  

2 Cor. 5:21  “For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for 
us.”

And never forget the second half of that verse, the reason why 
this day of Jesus’ death is so good, 

2 Cor. 5:21b  “…that we might become the righteousness of 
God in Him.”

And so the glory was his that first Good Friday, because he 
committed his soul into the hands of his father in heaven, waiting 
for the resurrection of his body on the third day.
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