
Easter Sermon, 12 April 2020, The Plan of God for the Cross, Matthew 26:36-46

Can you remember a time, when you didn't associate the word Jesus or Jesus Christ with a 
cross? Even before you understood the gospel, you probably knew that Jesus had something 
to do with a cross. We live in a society that has been built on the Christian worldview, and 
the largest, professed anyway, religion in New Zealand is some form of Christianity. There 
are crosses in some schools, on war memorials, on emblems and coat of arms. Perhaps you 
may have seen an image of a Jesus crucified upon it on a church window or on a necklace 
around someones neck. Although may not be the case for many young people in our rapidly 
secularizing age, I could probably confident say that most people listening to this probably 
connect the person of Jesus Christ with a cross. Now this is not the case with the 12 
disciples. A couple of weeks ago, Pastor Nick introduced us to all of the disciples, and we 
are much more knowledgeable for it. But when the 12 disciples first began to minister with 
him, they saw him do wonders and miracles, healing the sick, raise the dead, and even 
control nature itself. And from the beginning, they certainly didn't associate Jesus with a 
cross. It was probably the furthest thing from their mind. No, they were probably thinking of
a crown, not a cross. 
And that is why Jesus had to tell them. He had to let them know that the main purpose on 
earth, was to not to become an earthly king, but to die. You may be familiar with the account
in Matthew 16, where it is first revealed to Peter that Jesus is the Christ, the long awaited 
Messiah. And what does Jesus begin to do? 

From this time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer 
many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third 
day be raised.

And this prediction, this summary of his aim to his disciples, is not just an isolated incident. 
Again, in the next chapter, Jesus foretells his death and resurrection in Matthew 17:22-23. 
Then again, as they are walking to Jerusalem in Matthew 20:17, he pulls his disciples aside 
and tells them of his impending crucifixion and resurrection. And its not only Matthew who 
records this, but both Mark and Luke record Jesus' all three predictions as well. 

So with these repeat predictions of the foreshadowing of the crucifixion in mind, let us read 
the word of God together, from Matthew 26, verses 36 to 46.

“Then Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane, and he said to his disciples, “sit 
here, while I go over there and pray.” And taking with him Peter and the two sons of 
Zebedee, he began to be sorrowful and troubled. Then he said to them, “My soul is very 
sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch with me.” And going a little farther he fell 
on his face and prayed, saying, “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; 
nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.” And he came to his disciples and found them 
sleeping. And he said to Peter, “So, could you not watch with me for one hour? Watch and 
pray that you may not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is 
weak.” Again, for the second time, he went away and prayed, “My Father, if this cannot 
pass from me unless I drink it, your will be done.” And again he came and found them 
sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. So leaving them again, he went away and prayed for the
third time, saying the same words. Then he came to the disciples and said to them, “Sleep 
and take your rest later on. See, the hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the 



hands of sinners. Rise, let us be going; see, my betrayer is at hand.”

So, from that introduction, I want to get it solidified in your mind, that this death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ was planned. It was not a mistake, it was not plan B, it was not 
an unfortunate example of a Gandhi-type visionary who upset the wrong people and died a 
cruel fate. No, the death and resurrection of the sinless Son of God that you will hear about 
this morning, this was plan A, and it was founded in the very will of God.  And you hear this
so clearly in Jesus' own prayer here in verse 39, 

'My Father, let this cup pass from me, nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will', 

and again in verse 42 

“if this cup cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.” 

This idea of the 'will of God' is a bit of a shock to the modern, individualistic inward 
focused mind isn't it? In fact, there is not much room in there for God's will at all. God is 
just a being who loves you just the way you are, and is there to help you along the way to 
reach your dreams and your full potential. Sadly, there are even those who think they can 
somehow release God to act by their own declaration, its like commanding God to act 
according to what they want done. I have no doubt that many of you encountered this kind 
all over the internet during times of crisis like the one we are in now. But yet the Scriptures 
paint a different story about God's will. The Bible tell us that God has a plan, and it is 
certain to come to pass. It tells us our God is in the heavens, he does whatever He pleases. It
tells us, that in comparison to Him, Daniel Chapter 4 says that 

 all the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, and God does according to His 
will among the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of the earth; and none can stay 
his hand or say to him, “What have you done?”

So, if a lot of this is new to you, and this is the first time you heard that Jesus knew that he 
was going to be crucified, or even that this could be the will of an all-knowing, all-powerful 
God, then you maybe wondering, why? Why this way? The answer lies in the very person of
God himself.

And as John Murray writes, God doesn't spring the idea of saving mankind like some kind 
of cold machine, calculating and analyzing facts to produce a certain type of factory made-
salvation. *Adam sinned=Jesus Christ die=man gets saved.* Nor is God a blood thirsty 
tyrant who delights in making Jesus suffer. No, rather this plan, this will of God comes from
the eternal well of the love of God. Back when we-in Adam sinned, God did not have to 
promise to save a people, He has no need of us. We cant add anything to him, we cant give 
him anything that He needs, He wasn't lonely. No, God out of the overflow of his love and 
grace and mercy and kindness, desired to set forth his plan to save the worst of sinners like 
us. 
1 John 4 verse 10 says 

“In this is love, not that we have loved God but that He has loved us and sent His Son to be
the propitiation for our sins”



The two key words I want you to pull from this verse is 'love' and 'send'. And these words 
encapsulate why Jesus is here in the garden of Gethsemane. Because he has been sent to 
submit to His Father's will, why? because God has freely desired to set us love us, even us 
hopeless, guilty sinners. And this is point is important to get right as well. The crucifixion of
Jesus did not cause God to love us, No! It was because God set his love upon us that he sent 
us His son. And what kind of Easter Sunday morning would it be if I do not quote John 
3:16:

For God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son, that whoever believes in Him 
should not perish but have eternal life.

And if you are a Christian listening this morning, this truth is a powerful truth to meditate 
upon isn't it. The only reason you have been promised eternal life, the only reason your sins 
have been forgiven, – the only reason is because God first loved you, and sent his Son to 
make the way for that to happen. 

But there is another line of mistaken thinking regarding God's love that often comes up that 
we will have to deal with. And that is the notion that God's love is so overwhelming and big 
and all encompassing, that it somehow swallows up all of his other attributes. God's 
jealousy, God's righteousness, his wrath against sin and in particular His holiness is put 
aside so God can give you a great big loving hug. A very popular clip of preacher in 
America preached a sermon recently, and he repeats this phrase over and over again: “God 
broke the law for love. God broke the law for love.” And is that what you see in the cross, 
that Jesus meek and mild came to show the mean and vengeful God of the Old Testament 
what love is, and now this enormous love eats up everything else. I can assure you that this 
is not the case. Rather, the cross is the harmony of all of the divine attributes, working 
together to produce the salvation of mankind. But a holy God cannot dwell with sinners, a 
just God cannot leave the guilty unpunished, a jealous God cannot leave his name 
blasphemed, a righteous God cannot look over wrongdoing. So how exactly does God 
setting his love upon sinners, without compromising the same characteristics that make Him
God? 

This question leads on to my next point that we see from Jesus' prayer in the garden. Look 
again at verses 37 and 38 with me, and you can see Jesus began to be sorrowful and 
troubled. Its surely an echo of the prophesy of the Messiah in Isaiah 53 verse 3:

“He was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief”

You may be asking at this point, well, why is he now sorrowful? I have already showed you 
that Jesus knew he was going to die. He even he told his disciples three times he would. Is 
Jesus Christ afraid of the whips? The beatings? The mockings? The shame of being 
executed on a tree like a criminal? No. Jesus has never shown an ounce of fear of men. 
When the ship he was sleeping on was to be torn apart by the storm? Nothing. When 
tempted by the devil for 40 days in the desert. No fear. When he called some of the most 
powerful religious leaders of the day 'liars, murderers and sons of the Devil' in John chapter 
8 verse 44, he didn't even flinch. So the source of the sorrow and grief that Jesus is 
experiencing must be deeper than anything mere men can do to his body. 



To summarize these three prayers of Jesus here into one, it is though he is he prays, 'Father, 
let this cup pass from me. Nevertheless, if this is the only way, I will drink it, and your will 
be done”. The cup here is the source of Jesus' sorrow. None of the gospel writers, Matthew, 
Mark or Luke provide a description of what it symbolized. They just assumed that being 
such a common metaphor around that time that the audience knew exactly what it meant. 
And the cup in biblical imagery represents the very wrath of God, given for the wicked to 
drink as a symbol of God's judgment. Listen to Revelation 14 verse 9 and 10.

And another angel, a third, followed them, saying with a loud voice, “If anyone worships 
the beast and its image and receives a mark on his forehead or hand, he also will drink the 
wine of God's wrath, poured full strength into the cup of his anger, and he will be tormented
with fire and sulphur in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb.

I hope you can feel a bit of the gravity of this situation. Gethsemane is a glimpse of God-
man Jesus Christ in his full deity, yet in the weakness of his full humanity, suffering under 
the shadow of the impending wrath of the thrice holy God. Until this point in history, there 
has never been one moment where the Trinity, God the Father, God the Son and God the 
Spirit was not in perfect communion, and here according to the predestined plan of God, and
the willing laying down of his life by God the Son, Jesus is about to bear the full weight of 
God's wrath against our sin. Not for his, for he was perfect. But for ours.

If Jesus was thinking of the Isaiah 53 passage while we was praying in the garden it goes on,
verse 4 and 5,

Surely he has borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, 
smitten by God and afflicted. But he was pieced for our transgressions; he was crushed for 
our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds 
we are healed.

The wrath of God is what we sinners deserve. And the way that God chose to display how 
much he hates sin, is the cross. Even when God's only innocent, sinless obedient Son bore 
our sin, God crushed Him and turned his back on him. The closest thing to Hell, is not best 
pictured by the worst experience you can imagine in your mind - famine or war or plague or
poverty, and its certainly not demons with pointy sticks torturing people, no, the closest 
thing to Hell is seen in the cross.  The cross is not a picture of how much we are worth, as I 
have heard some people say. No, the cross is the a picture of what we all deserve. 

And this is how God can set his love upon us, and remain holy, just and righteous. There is a
substitution. When our sins are laid upon Christ, and punished on the cross, we now stand 
before God forgiven, and a holy God can now accept us into his presence. God can now be 
deemed just, and be able to justify guilty sinners because of what Jesus is about to 
accomplish here. 

So, now the Resurrection Sunday part of my sermon. The good news. The hope of 
Gethsemane.  Let's read verse 42 of Matthew 26 again. 

“if this cup cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done”. 



Let those last two words ring in your ears. “Your will be done”. If there is anything to take 
from what you hear from me this morning, know this, it has been done. Jesus Christ will go 
on to complete the will of God, completely, perfectly, fully. In less than 24 hours after this 
prayer in the garden, Jesus would cry out from the cross, as he breathed his last breath 
bearing the full weight of Gods wrath as he carried upon himself the sins of his people, and 
his words were: “It is finished!” The plan, born out of the gracious love between the persons
of the Trinity to save an undeserving people has been completed. Now God can forgive the 
sins of his people and remain a just and holy God. Now the offer of eternal life is offered to 
all who believes. Now God can reconcile himself to a sinful people. Now God can put on 
show to the universe the magnitude and glory of his love towards us.

Let me finish this morning with a reading from Acts chapter 2, from Peter's Pentecost 
sermon. We began today looking at the agony in the garden that Christ experienced the night
before his crucifixion. Now, we are on the other side of the his death, his resurrection, and 
his ascension into heaven, and Peter is putting all the pieces together, finally seeing the full 
plan of God in the cross.  

He says, “Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazereth, a man attested to you by God 
with mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you 
yourselves know – this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge
of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men. God raised him up, loosing 
the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be held by it. Let all the house of 
Israel therefore know for certain that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus 
whom you crucified.” Now when they heard this they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter
and the rest of the apostles, “Brothers, what can we do?”

And that is the question that I am putting to you. You heard that the cross has come from the
loving will of God to save a people, you heard that the cross is the picture of God's wrath 
against sin, and you have heard that Jesus drank that cup of God's righteous wrath, making 
full and perfect payment for the sins of his people. Even with all of the noise of the current 
situation, this event here, this predicted crucifiction and resurrection of Jesus Christ remains 
the focus of the entire history of the world, and how you understand this determines not only
the rest of your life on earth, but its ramifications are eternal. Therefore, repent, turn from 
your sins and believe this good news, and God has promised that this salvation, this 
forgiveness of sins, can be yours. The work has already been done, and it is offered freely to
all! If you neglect so great an offer, you will be spurning God's greatest demonstration of his
love, and it will be you, not Christ who will have to take the cup of God's wrath.

Let us pray.


