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Lenten midweek devotion 1, 2007
Text:  Luke 18:31-34
Theme:   It Is Hidden in the Savior’s Solitude.
Series theme:  Behold the Hidden Glory of the Cross!
Preached:  February 21, 2007 (Ash Wednesday) at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Think back to the time in your life that was the saddest moment you ever experienced. Try to imagine it again in your mind. What caused it? What made you so sad? Try to experience the sensation again. What was it that brought the tears to your eyes? What was it that gave you the lump in your throat? Do you have it? Are you recalling it right now? If you’ve been able to bring it back again, let me ask you this question:  Was part of your sadness due to the fact that you felt you were all alone? Did you have the thought, “No one understands,” “No one knows what I’m going through?” 

Hold that thought once, and let me tell you about someone who was even more alone—far more alone. He found Himself in a foreign country, so to speak. There was no one like Him anywhere around Him. He was made to suffer for crimes that He did not commit. Perfectly innocent, He was sentenced to the severest punishment there was. There was no one for Him to turn to—no lawyer, no family member, no friend who could give Him the least consolation. As a matter of fact those closest to Him were well meaning and tried to help, but only ended up causing Him more anguish. He was beaten, spit upon, humiliated—and perhaps worst of all—He had to keep it all inside.
Of course, I’m talking about Jesus. Tonight as we begin our annual Lenten journey with Him, we are going to consider how alone He was. We’re going to consider His solitude. During this Lenten season we are going to see how His glory as God was hidden by the cross. You couldn’t see His power and His privilege and His prestige as the Ruler of the universe because the role He had taken on Himself was so lowly. 

We start out in our consideration of His passion with a preview that He gives His disciples just days before the agony will begin for Him. Let me read His words again, and this time pay attention to the little words:  “We are going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is written by the prophets about the Son of Man will be fulfilled. He will be handed over to the Gentiles. They will mock him, insult him, spit on him, flog him and kill him. On the third day he will rise again.” Did you notice how the subject changes after the first sentence? Jesus says to the Twelve—and to us this evening—“We are going up to Jerusalem.” All thirteen of them were on their way to the holy city to celebrate the Passover. And in a way, through the inspiration of the Scriptures, Jesus is speaking to us and calling us to make this trip. Every year at this time Christians begin a forty day journey in which they—in their minds—go with Jesus once more through His suffering, death and resurrection. But Jesus only asks us to go with Him, not to go through the suffering. We are only asked to watch, at a distance. “We are going up to Jerusalem,” but “the Son of Man,” “He will be handed over to the Gentiles.” He will be mocked. He will be insulted. He will be spit on. He will be flogged. He will be killed. 
We cannot go through this with Him. Even if we wanted to, He knows that we are unable to. Even though it is our sentence, it is the punishment for our crimes, He is bound and determined that He must do it for us. He spares us the agony. He tells us that all this is for us. But we have such a hard time grasping its true meaning. Notice the response of the Twelve on that day:

“The disciples did not understand any of this. Its meaning was hidden from them, and they did not know what he was talking about.” Do you notice how Luke is repeating himself here? He’s really saying the same thing three times, in three different ways. How many more ways could he have said it? They didn’t get it. That was part of the Savior’s solitude. No one around Him grasped the magnitude of what He was about to do in Jerusalem. He had told them this before. Back in Luke 9 Jesus had told the Twelve, “The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected . . . He must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.” And a second time when they were coming down from the mount of transfiguration, He told them again. And Luke records the same response—or lack of response—at that time. “But they did not understand what this meant. It was hidden from them, so that they did not grasp it, and they were afraid to ask him about it.” They didn’t get it. Not even Peter. Not even John, the “disciple whom Jesus loved.” He could not confide in them about His foreboding. 
It’s obvious if you read the whole Gospel of Luke that Jesus was only telling them this ahead of time, so that later on after it had all happened, they would have this recollection, this foggy memory that would say, “Oh yes, He predicted the whole thing!” Then they would know, not just from the miracle of raising Himself from the dead, but from the fact that He knew all things ahead of time, that He was God Himself. He was not just a clever prophet. No prophet had ever predicted resurrection and then brought Himself back to life while being dead. Jesus knew how important that moment of awakening would be for them after He rose from the dead. He knew that it was not best for them to understand fully the extent of His suffering and the agony of His death because they might have done something to try to prevent it. No, it was best to keep it hidden from them. They couldn’t know God’s purposes the way He did. They couldn’t fathom the depth of their guilt over sin and the awful price it was going to put on His head. That was more than they could bear. So He kept it to Himself.
If you read the entire Gospel of Luke, it’s clear that this was more than just slowness of mind on the disciples’ part. God was keeping this understanding from them. The whole Gospel of Luke comes to a climax in the last chapter after Jesus’ rising from the dead in an odd little scene where two of Jesus’ followers are traveling from Jerusalem to a little village called Emmaus on the afternoon after Jesus rose. Jesus, now risen from the dead, walks up to them and begins talking to them. He travels with them, but they don’t recognize Him. Luke, our storyteller, says specifically in the account, “But they were kept from recognizing him” (Luke 24:15). It was not until after Jesus told them one more time about God’s plan of salvation, it was not until after He told them that the whole thing had been foretold by the prophets, it was not until they settled into an inn for the night and were apparently going to celebrate the Lord’s Supper once again that Luke says, “Then their eyes were opened and they recognized him” (24:31). God revealed it to them—who Jesus was, what He had accomplished. You see, this is not something that the human mind can grasp. It is something that must be revealed by the Holy Spirit. 
That is why Jesus was so alone in His suffering. Though He told His disciples about it ahead of time, it did not register. They had no inkling of what Jesus was going through. He could get no comfort from them. There was no one He could vent to, no one who could help Him bear the load. It’s striking how often Jesus prayed during His ministry on the earth. He would often go off by Himself. He would go up on a mountain to pray. And I think our first reaction when we hear that is, “Pray? Why would He have to pray? He was God.” There was no human being around Him who could identify with Him, who could understand what He was facing. I wonder what He said in the prayers. We get to listen in on a couple of them. But how much could even the Father identify with Him? How much solace could He get when He had to pray, “Father, let the cup pass from me—yet, not as I will, but as you will.” How lonely was He when on the cross He had to cry, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”
This is the solitude that was our Savior’s. Facing a task that no one else could do. An undoable task that no one could help with. Surrounded by people who had caused the problem and were almost oblivious to the fact that they had caused it. Anyone else in His shoes would have been irritated, would have had outbursts of frustration:  “Get me away from these people!” But not Jesus.

This is what your Savior has done for you! Blissfully unaware of your contribution to the mess, two thousand years before you were ever born, your problem was solved in a way that did not involve you in the process. Your Savior, your God, entered your skin and in an untrumpeted way did the kindest thing that anyone has ever done for you. Quietly and unnoticed without the slightest irritation, He bore the consequences of your sin. In the greatest feat of anger management that the human race has ever produced, He silently endured the agony of your guilt. Now again this Lenten season He calls you once again to travel with Him—travel at a distance, not bearing the suffering, just observing small glimpses of it which have been recorded in His Word. He does this not to make you squirm, not to lay a guilt trip on you, but so that you may appreciate what it is that He has done for you. May this Lenten season help you to mature, help you to see more fully what your Savior has done for you, so that you may learn to bear the cross—the much lighter cross that He lays on each of us—so that we may bear our crosses with dignity and patience. May you learn this Lent that you are never alone. You have one who understands, who has been there, who has lived that—whatever it is—who has solved that. May you find comfort in your Savior’s solitude.  Amen.
