“THE CONTENTS OF THE CALVARY CUP”

(Matthew 26:39, 42, 44)


“And He went a little beyond them, and fell on His face and prayed, saying, ‘My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from Me; yet not as I will, but as Thou wilt.’”


“He went away again a second time and prayed, saying, ‘My Father, if this cannot pass away unless I drink it, Thy will be done.”


“And He left them again, and went away and prayed a third time, saying the same thing once more.”


C.S. Lewis once wrote, “There are only two kinds of people in the world—those who pray, ‘Not Thy will, but mine, be done.’  They join Satan and finally go to hell.  And then there are those who pray, ‘Not my will, but Thine be done.’  They join the Savior and go to heaven.”  These prayers are not just mild sentiments, or innocent combinations of words.  The prayer, “Not Thy will, but mine, be done,” was originally the prayer that turned Paradise into a desert, but the prayer, “Not my will, but Thine, be done,” was originally the prayer that turned the desert into Paradise, and later made Gethsemane the very gate of heaven.  Jesus prayed the second prayer and settled His own destiny, but He also prayed it so that we could hide from our own destiny as sinners and take shelter in His destiny as the Savior of sinners.  


Jesus referred to a “cup” several times in the events associated with His Death,  and He never used the word  lightly.  In John 18:11, Jesus asked, “The cup which My Father has given Me, shall I not drink it?”  At the Last Supper, the text declares, “And He took the cup and gave thanks, and gave it unto them, saying, ‘Drink from it, all of you.’”  In fact, cups adorn the Gethsemane and Calvary experiences of Jesus several times.  A cup is suggested by the words, “They gave Him wine mingled with gall; and after tasting it, He was unwilling to drink” (Matthew 27:34).  Here is the cup Jesus refused to drink.

 In our texts, two distinct wills are indicated, “Thy will…My will,” but Jesus’ will was never (ever) exercised independently of the Father’s will.    That independent exercise of will, focusing it selfishly on ourselves, is the very essence of sin.  “All have sinned (thought, planned, lived, acted, independently of God)”, the Bible says.  In this study, we want to focus full attention on the cup which Jesus struggled with in the Garden of Gethsemane.  What was that cup?  What was in that cup?  What did Jesus see there?

I. The Calvary Cup Contained the Poison of Sin

The generation in which we lived is marked by a calculated unconcern about sin.  The enormity and heinousness of sin do not weigh upon the soul of most human beings, or prick their consciences.  Men openly flout the law of God. Transgressors exhibit callousness to the fact that they are affronting and insulting an absolutely and morally uncompromising God.  God’s evaluation of sin appears dramatically and clearly in Gethsemane.  In a very real sense we might well hesitate to enter that Garden and there behold the agonies of Christ.  Our minds cannot begin to fathom the seriousness of sin or the sufferings of our Savior, but looking with Him into the Calvary cup which He accepted there will give us more than a glimpse into the horror and tragedy of sin.  

When men live in a casual law-violating, sinning  manner, they are in effect accusing God of the unparalleled folly of giving His own Son to the agonies of Death on the Cross of Calvary when that really was not at all necessary because the problem of sin is either non-existent or unimportant.  Whether it is ever recognized or confessed by sinners, the one essential for every human being is that he be redeemed from his sins and made right with God.  This was accomplished through the Death of Christ, where God confronted sin and conquered it by that Death.   The cup which caused Jesus to pray such agonized prayer must have contained something indescribably terrible.  That cup filled Him with amazement.  It caused Him to feel “sore troubled.”  It brought on His soul the most dreadful sorrow.  It squeezed drops of blood from His anguished brow.  That loathsome cup caused Jesus to cry out three times, “O my Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from Me.”  I ask again, What was in the cup? 

The first component in the Calvary cup was the poison of sin.  If that component had not been in the cup, we would not today have a full salvation.  The one final problem of all moral beings and all relationships between responsible beings is the problem of sin.  The great English preacher, Alexander Maclaren, said, “The whole weight of sin and its consequences were concentrated in that cup.”  The prophet Isaiah said it first:  “The Lord has laid (literally, ‘made to meet,’ or ‘converged’) on Him the iniquity of us all”  (Isaiah  53:6).  Peter wrote, “He bore our sins in His own body on the Tree” (I Peter 2:24).  Paul said, “God has made Him who knew no sin to become sin for us all.”  The cup which Jesus faced in Gethsemane was dark and deadly with sin and its judgment.  Isaiah earlier spoke of “the cup of God’s fury, the cup of trembling” (Isaiah 51:17, 22)—Jesus looked into that cup in the Garden of Gethsemane.  In the last book of the Bible, John wrote of “the cup of the wine of the fierceness of His wrath” (Revelation 16:19).  This is the cup Jesus drank for you and for me on the Cross at Calvary.  Was it not a poisoned, deadly cup?

When considering the death of Christ, we need to fully understand how He died, and what happened when He died.  In terms of this cup, Jesus held it as He prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane.  When He was nailed to the Cross, He drank the cup, and when He said “It is finished” from the Cross, the cup was empty.  You see, bearing the sins of the world was the most essential part of His objective (John 1:29).  He took into Himself that which was destroying the people He came to save, their sins.  Jesus was like a human sponge with a Divine nature, absorbing our sins into Himself in order to remove them and their consequences from us.  This was the primary reason of His being born of a virgin—to carry the weight of the world’s sin.  Remember that it was while holding the cup that He prayed to rid Himself of it.  Merely holding it was dreadful enough to make Him shrink from it.  But He did more than hold it; He drank its entire horrible contents on the Cross.  

While hanging on the Cross, Jesus actually was offered a liquid drink from a physical cup (Matthew 27:34).  The mixture was intended to ease the pain and possibly to prolong the horror of the Cross.   It may even have been a potion to make Him unconscious.  Whatever its purpose, He could not and would not drink it.  He tasted it, and it was the wrong cup.  Of course, the real cup from which He drank, which He “held” and carried to the Cross, was not visible to the observers.  The cup He was holding was spiritual, which means that it represented the real issues of the real world, with consequences for all eternity.  The real issues are those of sin and its consequences and salvation and its benefits, and those issues were fully resolved when Jesus drank the contents of the Calvary cup.  When He drank it, it was like a witch’s cauldron, boiling with sin.  Sin was compressed into one full and fatal dose in that cup, and death was qualitatively compressed into one Event when Jesus drank it.  How many times can one man die?  Only once.  Yet in His Death, it was as if Jesus suffered untold deaths. Hebrews 2:9 says that “He tasted death for every man.”  The full poison of deadly sin was in that cup.    

II. The Calvary Cup Contained the Pain of Suffering

The second ingredient of the Calvary cup was the pain of the incalculable suffering which Jesus endured for us.  Bible scholar A. M. Hunter has pointed out that out of twenty metaphorical uses of the word “cup” in the Old Testament, in seventeen of those occurrences it is used as a metaphor for divinely appointed suffering.  In that cup, Jesus saw all the suffering which can befall both body and soul.

He saw, first, the physical suffering which He would endure in the next few hours.  In any discussion of the physical sufferings of Jesus, it is necessary to remind ourselves at the very beginning that the humanity, the human nature, of Jesus was real and true humanity.  He had a real human body which, except for sin, did not differ from ours.  He was capable of hungering and thirsting, capable of becoming weary and tired.  And because His body was real, He was capable of the most intense kind of physical suffering.  And to add to the suffering, there was a peculiar horror in the death of the cross.  This kind of death had for men of finely strung, sensitive nature an almost unbearable agony.  The more sensitive the person, the greater is the agony of crucifixion both in fear and in fact.  The most sensitive, highly strung Person in history was Jesus Christ.  This is why the Apostle Paul had a deep note of wonder in his tone when he wrote in Philippians two, “Christ became obedient unto death,” and then added, “even unto the death of the cross.”  The scourging before the crucifixion, the driving in of the nails, the uplifting of the cross, the long, slow, fiery agony of the wounds, the horror of the thirst—all of these were intermingled in that cup of suffering which Jesus put to His lips the night before the crucifixion.

But physical affliction was only a small portion of the sufferings that confronted Jesus in Gethsemane.  We must remember that in the Garden, where Jesus looked into the cup, there was no bodily suffering, no crown of thorns, no spear, no nails, no cross. Thorns pricked His brow at Calvary, but reproach and mockery penetrated His soul in Gethsemane.  Nails pierced His hands and feet at Calvary, but desertion and treachery by friends entered into His soul in Gethsemane.  The spear entered His side at Calvary, but the venomous hatred of bitter enemies entered His heart in Gethsemane.  To appreciate the awfulness of that bitter cup we must realize that it also symbolized sufferings of soul.                             There is no doubt that Jesus had a growing consciousness and anticipation of the Cross throughout His whole ministry.  He had studied the book of Isaiah too deeply, and pondered the figure of the scapegoat and the lamb of the Old Testament much too often, to mistake the outcome of His life and the outcome of His purpose.  It had become clearer to Him every step of the way.  But now, as He stands at the foot of the Cross, and faces the actual deed, His mental awareness turns into a keen suffering of the inner man, perhaps described best in the prophetic words of Isaiah, “He has poured out His soul unto death.”  This explains also why the Apostle Peter, in describing the death of Christ for our sins, said, “He His own self bare our sins in His own body on the tree.”  Thus, we know that the sufferings of Jesus involved a great deal more than His body.  Peter distinguished between the self of Jesus and the body of Jesus, and then indicates that Jesus suffered in both His soul and His body.  We often count the wounds of His body, and forget the far more agonizing wounds, the wounds of His soul.  In Proverbs 18:14, the wise man asked this question:  “The spirit of man will sustain his infirmities, but a wounded spirit who can bear?”  But it was not just a torn, emaciated body that Jesus endured for us, it was a deeply wounded spirit.  This is the reason poetess Dora Greenwell wrote these words about the crucifixion of Christ:

“He was beaten with stripes, He was crowned with thorns, 

  

 He was pierced and nailed to a Tree,

             But the pain in His heart was the hardest to bear,

             The heart that was broken for me.”

The second ingredient of the Calvary cup was the sufferings of body and soul which He endured for us.

III. The Calvary Cup Contained the Punishment of Separation

When Jesus looked into the Calvary cup, He undoubtedly saw the punishment of separation from God due to sin.  One of the penalties of sin is separation from God.  When Jesus was paying the ultimate price for our sins, separation from His own Father because of His identification with us and our sins, He cried out pathetically, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken Me?”  Endless arguments and debates have occurred about the meaning of His cry, that is, whether God really abandoned His Son and caused Jesus to be truly derelict on the Cross, or did Jesus merely perceive an abandonment that didn’t really occur?  But if it is true that one of the penalties of sin is separation from God, and if Jesus “became sin for us” (II Corinthians 5:21), if Jesus “became a curse for us” (Galatians 3:13), surely the separation was not a mere sense or sensation, but a dread reality.  God, as it were, did not see His Son but rather saw our sin.  God always separates Himself from sin, even when it is found in the Person of His beloved Son. When sin was concentrated in Jesus, the sinner’s Substitute, the Father turned His face away from looking at that concentration of the world’s sin.  Jesus actually experienced the same qualitative separation from His Father that He would have experienced in hell itself.  He was forsaken that we might be forgiven..  No mere mortal can by his understanding plumb the depths of this experience.  An individual would have to go to hell itself to know the agony of Jesus’ separation from His Father on the Cross.

We are incapable of understanding the loneliness of Christ due to His bearing of our sins.  There are various kinds of loneliness.  There is the loneliness of solitude, in which a person is isolated geographically from his friends or fellows.  When Admiral Richard E. Byrd went to the South Pole, he spent six months absolutely alone.  Upon returning home, he wrote a vivid and poignant account of his isolated vigil at the South Pole.  He simply entitled his account Alone. 

There is also the loneliness of character, in which, because of greatness, a man is elevated above his fellows, and thus separated from them.  Abraham Lincoln is a worthy illustration of this kind of loneliness.  Again, there is the loneliness of shame, in which a man’s fellows shun him because of a shameful word, or deed, or history.  Jesus endured a loneliness which included all of these, and more.  

Among other things, Jesus suffered the loneliness of isolation from his closest earthly companions.  The loneliness of the temptation experience was only a foretaste of the increasing loneliness of His public ministry.  The very thought of the Cross brought a loneliness into Christ’s spirit.  He never made a movement toward it without finding Himself going forward alone.  At each juncture of His life as He had accepted His Cross many had gone back from Him.  Now that He stood at the very foot of the Cross, the loneliness and desolation became more acute with the passing minutes.  In the very Garden where He prayed for the removal of the cup, He came to seek one touch of human support and sympathy from the three chosen Apostles.  But instead, He found them sleeping.  And that night, He stood alone all night in the high priest’s house.  He stood alone before Caiaphas, and before Herod and at Pilate’s judgment seat.  He walked alone along the Via Dolorosa, where an unwilling stranger was compelled to carry His cross.  And finally, He was alone in all the hours of His agony while the soldiers gambled for His clothes.  The Gospel records it in stark terms when it say, “They all forsook Him and fled.”  We remember the words of the prophet:  “I have trodden the winepress alone, and of the people there was none with me.”  The loneliness of Jesus is accentuated when we compare His death with that of Stephen, the first Christian martyr.  Without a word of complaint, Stephen received the stones that were hurled at him.  By what power did he triumph?  The Scriptures plainly indicate that it was by the grace of Jesus poured into his soul.  Everything was different with Christ at Calvary.  When He faced the Cross, He faced it alone.  He had no friend to shield him, no friend to draw him and comfort him in His dying hour.  Admittedly, He was dying with two thieves, but even then, He was for them but not one with them in their misdeeds. 

Some years ago, Hollywood produced a popular Tom Hanks movie named Castaway.  I went to see it in order to be exposed to the sensation of loneliness in a man who was a castaway on a deserted island for some length of time as the sole survivor of a plane crash.  One of the glib aspects of the movie was that Tom Hanks maintained a somewhat playful relationship with a volley ball on which he painted a cartoon-like human face.  He philosophically and even playfully “discussed” his feelings with “Wilson” during his stay on the island.  How glib and unrealistic!  Struggling to maintain his own survival and sanity, his exchanges with his airy companion were a bit unreal.  I found myself wondering how the real Tom Hanks would have adjusted to a real experience of being marooned on a desolate island with no hint of companionship and without any certainty or confidence of rescue.

C.S. Lewis told of waking up in the middle of the night and being unable to go back to sleep.  As he lay there he reflected on his condition.  It was utterly dark, so there was nothing to see; it was utterly still, so there was nothing to hear; he was utterly alone, so there was no one with whom he could relate.  Lewis concluded that nothing could be more threatening to his humanness than such isolation.  Then the thought came, “What if I had to live on like this forever and ever?”  Lewis said that in his estimation such a prospect was more fearful than a thousand burning hells.  Then he added, “I realized that such an existence was the logical end of leading a totally self-centered life.”  The self-centered life is the very essence of sin, and the loneliness of such a life extended into eternity is the very essence of hell.  If you are a true human being, a social creature, the thought alone is almost unbearable, but what if it were a reality forever and ever?

You see, there is something very inward and spiritual, something unique, awful and appalling in the loneliness of Christ.  It is the desolation of His soul.  It was bad enough that Jesus should be in an alien country, deserted by His followers, betrayed by His friend, denied by one of His intimates—but to be forsaken by God!  This was an utterly new and bewildering experience, the anticipation of which produced the blood-letting agony of Gethsemane.  In the very nature of the case, because He was bearing our sins, He was deserted by God, also.  In Isaiah 59:1, the Bible says to sinful man, “The Lord’s hand is not shortened that it cannot save, neither is His ear heavy that it cannot hear, but your sins have separated between you and your God, and your iniquities have hid His face that He will not hear.”  But at the Cross, the separation of sin which belongs to us became His as He bore our sins.  In righteousness, the Father who is of purer eyes than to behold sin, and cannot tolerate sin in His presence—forsook His Beloved Son.  No one can imagine the sheer desolation which shattered the soul of Jesus as the fellowship He had always enjoyed with the Father was completely severed.  One of the physical phenomena which occurred on Calvary was the unnatural darkness which covered the earth as Christ hung on the Cross.  That darkness, though real, was only a symbol of the total eclipse of the light of God’s face which befell Jesus on Calvary.  And from that darkness, there came the most derelict, desperate, desolate, mysterious cry human ears have ever heard:  “My God, my God, why have You forsaken Me?”  

In describing the fate of a person consigned to hell, Jesus said, “Cast him into outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”  Forget for the moment all of the questions that are aroused by His words and think instead of the first words of His statement (‘cast him into outer darkness’) as a description of isolation and loneliness, and see in His final words (‘there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth’) the pain that is the real response to such a plight. Then pause to remind yourself in all sobriety that “Jesus drank damnation dry for me!” The punishment for sin, which is separation from God, was brimful in the cup which Jesus looked into in Gethsemane.   I am horrified at the terrible price He paid, but I am glad that He did! 

These are the sin-related contents of Calvary’s cup.  Although we have considered the elements one at a time, they were all united and mingled in the cup as Jesus took it and drank its contents.  All hell was distilled into that cup.  All the infernal powers of darkness were concentrated in the cup and ran it brimful to overflowing.  There is a moment of suspense.  Will He drink it?  Thank God, Yes, He will, and He did!  Now there is an option before us, an alternative that confronts each of us.  

IV. The Calvary Cup Contained a Pardon For Sinners

The cup which Jesus finally drank on Calvary contained all the suffering involved in the sinless Son of God taking upon Himself the sin of mankind, including the necessary, though temporary, separation from God.  I must say that Jesus did not quantitatively suffer all of hell on the Cross; He qualitatively suffered hell on the Cross.  That is, He suffered all of hell that six hours could hold. Furthermore, Martin Luther was reaching for a great truth when He said, “On the Cross, Jesus was judged and treated as the greatest sinner who ever lived” (see II Cor. 5:21).  So He quantitatively suffered for all sin in a qualitative six hours on the Cross.  He naturally shrank from the drinking of the Calvary cup, though He chose to willingly submit to it.  

The figure of a “cup” suggests limitations.   The contents of a cup reach only to the rim of the cup.  Remember, too, that Jesus called it “the cup My Father has given to Me.”  It is a Father, the Father, who gives the cup—a Father who knows what is fittest to be given to Him, for our sakes!  The experiences through which the Son of God would pass were indeed grievous, but they would end.  The cup would soon be drained into His Holy Person and thus empty of sin and all of its consequences that were mingled in it.  

But then…then…it is as if the cup was refilled, refilled with an altogether different content.  Into the cup of sin He poured His own blood, and in the chemistry of Calvary, salvation was born!  He drank a cup of wrath without mercy in order that we might drink a cup of mercy with wrath.  The dread cup of sin became the delightful cup of salvation!  Psalm 116:13 expresses God’s invitation to sinners in these words:  “Take the cup of salvation, and call upon the name of the Lord.” How did the cup of sin become the cup of salvation?



“Death and the curse were in the cup;

                         O Christ, it was full for Thee!

                         But Thou hast drained the last dark drop,

                         And it is empty now for me.

                         That bitter cup, love drank it up,

                          And now only blessing’s draught is left for me.”  

That is one side of the transaction that was enacted on Calvary when Jesus died.  He emptied the content of sin from the cup into His own Person; He drained the cup for sinners.  “With one tremendous draught of love, He drank damnation dry.”  But that was only the beginning.  He then refilled the cup in order to extend it to us.  He filled the cup with His Father’s mercy, and love, and grace, and forgiveness and redemption.  It was like a cup which we might hold under a waterfall, ever full but ever flowing and refilling.  Now, when we “take the cup of salvation, and call upon the name of the Lord,” we receive into our persons all the benefits of His mighty and magnificent salvation.  

The cup poisoned by sin became a cup of death to the Son of God, but the cup provided by grace is a cup of Life to us.  Because of our sins, each of us is “on death’s row” until we “take the cup of salvation and call upon the name of the Lord.”  But suppose we don’t take the cup of salvation.  Suppose we neglect it, or refuse it, or resist it….  Suppose we are like the disciples in the Garden—asleep to what Christ has done for us.  “Awake, you who sleep, and arise from the dead, and Christ will give you life.”

We would do well at the conclusion of this message to consider the eternal consequences of one’s failure to exercise the faith which receives Christ and unites the believing person with God.  You see, the root meaning of sin is pride or selfishness.  The only thing in the universe bigger than that Satanic pride is the grace of God.  But the grace of God is not in hell.  So pride and selfishness will go on unrestrained in hell.  In hell, the perpetually ongoing sin of self-centered, independent-of-God pride is met with the suitable justice and judgment, separation from God.  Because the sin continues on and on unabated (indeed, probably growing, as is the tendency of sin), the judgment will continue as well, always acting against the sin (which always acts against God).  The sinner will be left to the selfishness which he wanted and labored to protect, and his abandonment will justly last as long as the continuing, growing sin.  

Ignorant sinners claim that God is too loving (they usually say, “My God is too loving…”; sorry, wrong God!) to let a person be forever separated from Him.  But let me remind you again that He allowed His own perfect, holy Son to be separated from Him in qualitative judgment on the Cross—as an act of love for sinners!  You see, it is God’s love that provides salvation for sinners, and it is that same love that must necessarily punish the sin that leads to the continuing rejection of that salvation.  It is God’s love for His Son that will be the dominant force in separating rebellious sinners from Himself.  When unbelievers appeal to God’s love as their excuse for refusing to trust Christ, they are pronouncing eternal judgment upon the self-curl that stubbornly rejects the salvation God has provided.  God’s love for His Son is too abundant  to accept anyone who rejects Him.
Dear friend, God loves you.  God loves you because He is love.  God loves you with His own everlasting love. His great “plus sign,” the Cross of Calvary, on which His Beloved Son died to pay for your sins, proves and commends God’s love to you.  How you respond to that love is an eternally serious thing.  He holds the cup of salvation out to you today, bought at the terrible price of the Death of His own Beloved Son.  Will you receive it or reject it?  My testimony is that of a fully satisfied customer, one who drank deeply of the cup of salvation in one great moment, and has been drinking the benefits of that salvation from the same cup, draught after draught, from that day to this.  Meet me at Calvary, where He drank the cup of sin for us, and we will drink the cup of salvation together.  Tell Him today, “I am thankful that you drained sin’s cup of judgment for me; now I ‘take the cup of salvation’ as I ‘call on Your Name, O Lord.’”
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