
“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  

Abandoned or affirmed?  A reflection 

Mark 15 (NIVUK) 
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At noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon. 
34 

And at three in the afternoon 

Jesus cried out in a loud voice, ‘Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?’ (which means ‘My God, my God, why have 

you forsaken me?’)...  
37 

With a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last. 

This is one of the most famous – and most difficult to come to terms with – of Jesus’ seven ‘words’ from 

the Cross during the three hours of his crucifixion.  It was one of the last things he said, a gesture of 

abandonment.  He had always referred to God as his Father, but on this occasion it is “My God”, as if the 

paternal, “Abba”1 relationship was no longer there at that time.  And he felt, indeed he was, “forsaken”, 

alone, for the first time separated from his Father. 

There is deep theology here, and it is not the aim of this article to dig into to that, other than that Jesus’ 

words are a reflection of the separation that happened when he bore on his shoulders the weight of the 

sin of all humanity, so that any of us could be forgiven and make a new start, free of our past and 

protected for our future.  As if to confirm this, as he died, his final words were “It is finished” (John 19.30, 

just one word in his Aramaic: ‘finished’).  Not finished as in ‘I’m done for’, but as in ‘completed’.  ‘Job 

done’.  He had borne the weight.  The three hours “forsaken”, the abandonment, the separation had 

ended.  And it was to give us the chance of a new beginning. 

Sometimes we too can feel abandoned and ask ‘Why?’ in tragedies small and large, and especially at 

present with the Coronavirus epidemic and the suffering, isolation and bereavement it brings to people 

around the world.  If Jesus said and felt this way, then we can be assured that, whatever afflicts us, there is 

nowhere we can go where Jesus has not already been.  But there is more to it, so much more, than that.   

Yes, Jesus did experience a separation, but we need never be separated from God, no matter how distant 

he may seem and how forsaken or abandoned we may feel.  In an episode of the television series Call the 

midwife the novice Sister Frances unexpectedly has to deliver her first solo midwife birth, after which she 

prays and says “Thank you, God, for not leaving me alone when I was on my own”. 

“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” was not however just a one-off questioning remark.  

Anything but.  Jesus was in fact quoting the first line of Psalm 22, a very well-known Psalm that he would 

have said or sung many times, no doubt since childhood.  I suspect that this is why his Aramaic was quoted 

literally by Mark and Matthew and not just translated like the other words from the cross2.  It was Jesus’ 

everyday home language, his mother tongue3.  Therefore I believe that his quoting this first line would 

have called to his mind the whole Psalm and all it said, not just the words and meaning of that first line. 

By way of comparison, if I were to say “Love divine, all loves excelling”, would you simply think of 

dissecting and reflecting on the meaning of that little phrase in isolation?  Or would it make you think on to 

                                                      
1
 Aramaic for “Daddy”.  See Mark 14.26 (in Gethsemane), Romans 8.15 and Galatians 4.6 

2
 Quoting the Aramaic would also of course help clarify to readers why some bystanders mistook what Jesus said (“Eloi”, that is 

“My God”), for “Elijah” (see Mark 15.35-36). 
3
 Israel was a multilingual nation at that time, although out of expedience not choice: Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek and Latin.  If you 

would like further background information on the linguistic context of the time, I have prepared a separate note. 



“... joy of heaven to earth come down” and then to the rest of that hymn and what it means as a whole?  

Think the same for Jesus.  After all, as you see from the heading of this Psalm, it was a hymn, meant to be 

sung.  Not to Blaenwern4, but “To the tune of ‘The doe of the morning’”. 

We therefore need to see what the Psalm 22 as a whole said to Jesus in his situation, and so what it may 

say to us when we feel forsaken.  Is it all bad news or is there some good news?  Is there a wider picture?  

Any answers or ways forward?  Anything we can take comfort from, or that promises hope for the future?  

Psalm 22 

Before we start, may I suggest you read through the Psalm in your Bible, and maybe (if I may, I would 

suggest especially) listen to David Suchet reading it: 

https://www.biblegateway.com/audio/suchet/nivuk/Ps.22 .  Then please keep your Bible with you, open at 

Psalm 22, as you go through the article, so you can pick up and follow the references as we come to them. 

The Psalm contains three expressions of despair, then the tone changes, leading to a remarkable 

foreseeing of how the outcome of the crucifixion will impact not only worldwide, but into the far future.  

Many Psalms follow a broadly similar pattern, starting with describing some difficult situation, then looking 

at how God responds, and closing with promise and hope.  The difference with Psalm 22 is that, in 

addition, it connects itself uniquely, and in a way that could not be clearer, with what happened at the 

crucifixion: there are no less than five places in this Psalm where the actual events on cross are detailed 

very specifically.  So we will look at this unique set of references first, and then work our way through the 

Psalm. 

Five close connections 

The first is in verses 7 and 8: “7
All who see me mock me; they hurl insults, shaking their heads.  

8
‘He trusts 

in the Lord,’ they say, ‘let the Lord rescue him.  Let him deliver him, since he delights in him.’”  There is a 

close and unmistakeable likeness to Matthew 27.39-44. 

The second is in verse 14: “all my bones are out of joint”.  By definition this is what happened when 

someone was crucified. 

The third is in verse 15: “My mouth is dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue sticks to the roof of my 

mouth”.  All the Gospels mention that a drink was offered to Jesus, but John is more specific in recording 

that, before this drink was offered, Jesus said “I am thirsty” (John 19.28). 

The fourth is in verse 16: “they pierce my hands and my feet ”.  This is similar to the second but, even more 

specifically and literally, it is what happened when someone was crucified. 

The fifth and final connection is in verse 18: “They divide my clothes among them and cast lots for my 

garment”.  All four Gospels record this event, but note especially the graphic account in John 19.23-24, 

which quotes this verse from Psalm 24 as now being fulfilled. 

                                                      
4
 A bit of a sidestep if I may.  A friend in the Circuit sent me the other day a link to a very impressive virtual orchestra, of the kind 

that has blossomed since the Coronavirus shut-in, playing the famous Welsh tune Calon Lân, see here: 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=xMxcMEHrNcI .  I thought why not sometimes sing “Love divine” to this tune (Singing the Faith 
323, 1

st
 tune).  Maybe try it now as a singalong to the YouTube orchestra, especially if you’re still shut-in?  I’ll certainly try it 

when churches reopen and, all being well, I’m back taking services. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/audio/suchet/nivuk/Ps.22
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xMxcMEHrNcI


Now we turn to look at the different sections of the Psalm. 

Three expressions of despair: verses 1 to 21 

Each of the three expressions of despair in this Psalm has a “Yet” or “But” in it.  As I’ve mentioned before 

(OK quite often before...) these little three-letter conjunctions make an important connection between 

what has just been written about – usually a difficult issue – and what could (or even is promised to) 

replace it. 

The first expression of despair has a wide scope so is focused on in more detail here.  The other two recall 

specific issues of being set on by other people or circumstances:  this is where the five close connections 

just described all fall into place, and so would reverberate with Jesus at the time of the crucifixion and 

after. 

The first expression of despair: abandoned – verses 1 to 5 

In this first expression of despair, verses 1 and 2 expand on the “My God” exclamation of foresakenness, 

abandonment.  Whenever we have issues which make us say ‘My God’ or question ‘Why?’, then we are not 

odd, not alone in this situation, but simply in harmony with the Bible and an infinite number of other 

people over the centuries. 

The two sentences in verse 1 are two questions, the second building on the first.  There is a feeling of 

distance, either from seeing God actually doing anything about it by way of “saving” us, or even of his 

hearing or listening to our “cries of anguish”.  Verse 2 seems to underline, to emphasise this distancing.  No 

answer is perceived, no rest is found. 

We may ask today, in spite of all our praying and tears, why does God allow hard things to happen?  Why 

doesn’t God put a stop to all this suffering?  Why bereavement at the worst possible time?  Why did my 

most important relationship just break down, was it really my fault?  Where is God in all this?  And of 

course at the present time of the global Coronavirus pandemic, why does God allow people to suffer and 

die when they have done nothing to bring it on themselves?  Surely if he created the universe, why did he 

have to create bugs that kill millions of humans? 

Yet... 

We struggle to find an answer, but the Psalm provides instead, not a slick answer, but a response.  Verses 3 

to 5 provide this “Yet” response.  It looks at the big picture of the present, and the foundation of the past.  

Verse 3 gets things in perspective, for us as for Jesus, by recalling that he is “enthroned”, in charge, even 

when though we can’t see or understand why he does or permits certain things.  He is the “Holy One”, so 

he would never do anything evil or deliberately harmful to those who have faith in him. 

In verses 4 and 5, we look back and recall what he has done, as evidence that he does, after all, do things!  

We can look at our own experience and that of people around us, and also historically at what the 

Christian community has experienced in the past when hard times have struck.  People trusted, he 

delivered; called out, and were saved; trusted again, and were not put to shame.  QED.  It worked. 

But often we don’t realise what God is going to do or has done until it’s all over and we can look back.  So 

this little “Yet” paragraph reminds us that, even if we can’t see it at present, we can have a firm basis on 

which to trust him, based on knowing that, when all is said and done, he is in charge, and recalling that he 

does sort things out and has done so many times. 



The second expression of despair: despised – verses 6 to 11 

This is for when we are feeling worthless, nothings.  Do you remember the worm song ‘Nobody loves me, 

everybody hates me, I think I’ll go and eat worms...’?  I sometimes sang that in family services or holiday 

clubs as a starter, and followed it with songs about God’s love for us.  In verses 6 to 8, feeling like “I am a 

worm and not a man” is often a symptom of stress, anxiety, depression, lack of self-esteem.  Very modern, 

well done psalmist, you hit it on the head. 

Yet... 

Verses 9 to 11 tell us that we simply have to look back at God’s esteem for us, at his loving care over us 

since the moment of our conception, before we were even born.  A lifetime of care, even when we have 

not cared about him. He knows where we are, where we have been, where we are going.  Maybe when 

you have a moment, read through Psalm 139, which expresses a similar feeling of security in God’s lifelong 

loving care for me, however ordinary, and indeed “despised” I am.  So when we ask him “do not be far from 

me”, we know from our experience, since as long ago as we can remember and beyond, that he has never 

been far off, he is closer than the beat of our heart. 

The third expression of despair: attacked – verses 12 to 21 

Verses 12 to 18 describe being under attack in all kinds of ways.  On first reading it may seem that it rather 

goes on, and on...  But of course not without good cause, especially in relation to Jesus at his crucifixion.  

The second expression of despair was about what people think of us or say about us – or what we believe 

they do; or, sometimes more often, how we feel about ourselves.  This third and final expression is about 

what gets done to us, how anyone can encounter opposition, verbal or literal attacks, discrimination in 

action.  Christians around the world can be at the receiving end, because we do not fall in with the values 

and norms of contemporary society where they are in conflict with God’s standards.  It puts us in the 

corner, there to be thrown things at.  And it hurts. 

But... 

The response is a very simple prayer yet one in which we can be confident.  God is not far from us.   He is 

our strength.  He will come to help us.  He can deliver and rescue us.  Notice that I just then said ‘can’.  

Sometimes God does not, or does not seem to solve the particular issue that we have with something that 

is thrown at us.  It can still be there, hurting.  God always answers, but not necessarily in the way we ask.  A 

difficult issue and one that is worth digging into more, but here is not the place to do that.  Especially 

because here is where the Psalm moves forward in a quite new way. 

The tone changes – verses 22 to 24 

Suddenly, the tone changes from expressions of despair to declare, praise, honour, reverence.  We are 

praising God in advance for what he will do by way of his ‘yet’ and ‘but’ assurances, and that’s one of the 

best ways of praying. 

In verses 22 and 23, we have five quite simple exclamations.  Two are in verse 22: what I will do by way of 

declaring God and his name, who he is and what he does, to everyone I can, by what I do and what I say; 

and what I will do by way of praising him alongside others in the Christian community, our churches.  The 

other three are in verse 23, encouraging each other by way of three exclamations - !!! – to praise, honour, 

revere. 



Verse 24 is a beautifully expressed assurance that whatever we suffer is more than just noticed.  Our cry 

for help is listened to.  And it has an outcome. 

The outcome goes worldwide and into the future – verses 25 to 31 

How encouraging this closing passage must have been to Jesus, not only on the Cross during those final 

minutes and moments of suffering, but also after his resurrection.  Acts 1.3 tells us “He appeared to them 

over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God”.  For those of his followers who were 

present at the crucifixion, the “why have you forsaken me?” would have burned into their minds, and I can 

imagine Jesus explaining to them during these forty days what was behind this cry, and the outcome that 

Psalm 22 promised it would lead to.  He went on to say “you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes 

on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the 

earth” (Acts 1.8).  How directly this links with the whole closing passage of Psalm 22, especially verse 27. 

This closing passage of Psalm 22 is all about moving from one extreme to the other: from being forsaken, 

to the good news of the cross and resurrection spreading into the world and into the future, on and on.  

Verses 25 and 26 are relatively local.  Verses 27 to 29 speak of this good news spreading through the whole 

world.  Verses 30 and 31 looks to it spreading not just geographically, but to and through the future.  We 

today have the privilege of being a part of that. 

And what an ending to bring it to a close: “He has done it!” 

 

 

Aaron’s blessing 

The Lord bless you 

    and keep you; 

the Lord make his face shine on you 

    and be gracious to you; 

the Lord turn his face towards you 

    and give you peace. 

(Numbers 6.24-26) 
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