It Must Be So

Isaiah 55:6-11, Matthew 26:47-56 February 18, 2001

“Put your sword back into its place; for all who take the sword will perish by the sword.
Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once send me more than twelve
legions of angels? But how then should the scriptures be fulfilled, that it must be so?” This is
what Jesus said to one of those who were with him, apparently one of the twelve disciples (by
then reduced to eleven), one of his closest followers: You do not need a sword to protect me; the
scriptures must be fulfilled. Then he said to the crowds—interesting that the majority is on the
wrong side here—the crowds from the chief priests and the elders of the people, his detractors
and enemies, including even his betrayer from within his inner circle, whom Jesus still called
“Friend”: “Have you come out as against a robber, with swords and clubs to capture me? Day
after day I sat in the temple teaching, and you did not seize me. But all this has taken place, that
the scriptures of the prophets might be fulfilled.” That is, he said almost the same thing to them
as he had just said to his disciples: You do not need a sword to arrest me; the scriptures must be
fulfilled. And upon hearing this for the second time all the disciples forsook him and fled. They
did not want anything more to do with the fulfillment of scripture.

And yet, we call this “gospel.” What strange good news is this, that you do not need a
sword, and that the scriptures must be fulfilled? What do those scriptures say? What will of God
do they reveal? What great plan is unfolding? Why is it frightening? And why is it comforting?

The first thing we see here, the first level of truth, the initial affirmation being made, is
that nothing which happens to Jesus Christ is outside the will of God. This is amazing. Nothing
which happens to Jesus Christ is outside the will of God. Not the betrayal, not the handing over,
not the forsaking, not the arrest, not the denial, not the false accusations, not the conviction, not
the crucifixion—nothing which happens to Jesus Christ is outside the will of God. That may
seem obvious, but I am not sure that its implications are at all obvious. Yes, Jesus is the Son of
God, but terrible things happened to Jesus. They were wrong, they were evil, they were hurtful,
and they were deadly. In fact, this whole series of events about which we are reading now and
which culminate in the crucifixion was the most evil thing humanity has ever done. In this one
act, humanity rejected and killed the Son of God, the one through whom we were made, the one
sent to be with us and for us, the one who came to save us and to make us his very own. We
killed him. It was the single most evil thing we have ever done. And yet, nothing which happens
to Jesus Christ is outside the will of God. Even the death of Jesus did not catch God off guard or
in any way thwart his plan. Quite the opposite, God was with Jesus through this, and this was in
the plan.

That this was not outside the will of God means that God did not forsake Jesus Christ,
even though all the disciples forsook him and fled. This means that God is not defeated by the
power of evil or by the misdeeds of humanity. Indeed, this means that God is able to force even
the power of evil to serve God’s good purposes. You see, since the scriptures were being
fulfilled, it meant that Jesus was not simply a victim of the evil plans of evil men. He could face
friend and foe alike and tell them both to put their swords away in the confidence that God was
working in and through him and even in and through the deeds of his enemies.
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This, of course, leads us to a second question and to a second level of truth and
affirmation. What is this great plan of God, outside of which nothing happened to Jesus? Of what
did Jesus say, “It must be so”? How is it that the Son of God came not to be served but to serve
and to give his life as a ransom for many? This seems backwards. The plan of God is for the Son
of God to live among us and to do for us that which we cannot do for ourselves. What is it that
we cannot do for ourselves? The goal and purpose of our lives is for us to glorify and enjoy God.
The reality and sorrow of our lives is that we disobey and run away from God. Having started
down that road, there is no return on our own. Having begun to disobey is a deadly and
progressive disease with cumulative effects which are humanly irreversible and ultimately
damning. These acts of disobedience may be an inevitable consequence of freedom though not a
necessary one. The point here is, our disobedience did not catch God by surprise or unprepared.
God had a plan. God had a plan all along. And the plan was to send his only Son to do for us
what we could not do for ourselves. Where we were faithless, he was faithful. Where we were
disobedient, he was obedient. While we forsook him and fled, he stood and fell on our behalf.
While we were disobedient under the best of circumstances, he was obedient under the worst of
circumstances, even unto death. Though the slightest evil turns us to respond in kind, the greatest
mass of evil pouring down upon him could not break him, could not turn him, could not pervert
him, could not make him disobey, could not make him stop believing, and could not make him
stop loving. One time in the history of the human race, one person obeyed and glorified God,
precisely when everything tried to dissuade him, and this was God’s plan, this was what God’s
prophets foretold, this was the ancient expectation, this was what the scriptures taught. It must be
s0. One time this would happen.

What has this got to do with you and me? What does the plan of God from before all
time, the scripture of ancient prophets, and the betrayal and arrest of the Christ have to do with
you and me? What has it got to do with teenage boys here today? What has it got to do with the
elderly or the infirm? What has it got to do with our radio congregation? This God, the God and
Father of Jesus Christ, this will of God, this plan of God, these scriptures of God, and this Son of
God all have everything to do with us today. Apart from this we have nothing, and we are
nothing; with this we have everything, and we are everything, even the children of God. This
plan of God is the word of God which does not return to him empty but accomplishes that which
he purposes. It does not take swords to protect Jesus Christ, because he will not be protected
from suffering evil on our account. It does not take swords to arrest Jesus Christ, because he
willingly goes to suffer on our behalf. You see, there is a wonderful exchange which occurs here.
It started long ago in the mind of God, before the creation of the world. It took shape when Jesus
became human that we might become children of God. And it continues in today’s reading where
Jesus is betrayed so that we betrayers may be set free, and where Jesus is arrested so that we
criminals may live. And it goes forward in the cross and resurrection, about which we shall hear
more in the next few weeks. There is a wonderful exchange which occurs here. Jesus takes on all
our sin that we may take on all his righteousness. Jesus takes on all our evil that we may receive
all his goodness. Jesus takes on death for our sake, and dies, that we may live eternally. Jesus
suffers our condemnation that we may be forgiven. If this is not of interest to you, then you must
not be alive! Have you ever disappointed anyone, your mother or father, your sister or brother, or
even yourself? There is nothing you can do now to undo that. Have you ever said one hurtful
word, or a thousand, words that you know you cannot call back, words that you cannot undo,
knives which, once thrown, have not missed their target? Have you failed to do the good that
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could have been done? Have you failed to live up even to your own aspirations, or, worse yet,
have you failed even to aspire to be anything better than you are? The reality of life is that we
cannot do right by each other, let along God. The reality of life is that we cannot satisfy even
ourselves, let alone God. If we are honest with ourselves, we cannot make it through the day with
a clean conscience on our own. And so, God’s plan is for us. The wonderful exchange is for us.
The will of God and the scriptures of God are for us. Jesus Christ is for us. And if he is for us,
who is against us?

It is a frightening thing to come upon the plan of God, recorded in the scriptures of God,
fulfilled in the person of the Son of God. All the disciples forsook him and fled. The plan of God
exposes us for who and what we are in all our poverty and neediness, our worthlessness and
emptiness. We would prefer for no one to see that. And yet, the plan of God is for us. It is
precisely for us. It breathes new life into us when nothing else will. Jesus bears patiently even our
forsaking him so that he may graciously regather us to himself and welcome us home as his own.
It must be so. Therefore, we need not be frightened. We can be grateful. We can be faithful. We
can be obedient. But we need not be frightened anymore. When we go forth from here to face the
world, we do not go alone. We go with the one who has faced the worse the world has to offer
and has suffered its abuse and has risen victorious. When we go forth from here to face the rest
of our lives, we do not go alone. We go with the one who has lived his life for us and died for us
so we may live both here and in the life to come. When we go forth from here with the memories
of failures past and the expectation of failures yet to come, we do not go alone. We go with the
one who has fulfilled the plan of God in scripture without failure in order to lift us up in his
perfect love and forgiveness. When we go forth from here with the hope of the centuries leading
the way, we know that the powers of sin, death, and evil have been defeated, and that though they
continue to thrash around, their doom is sure. It must be so.

To God be the glory, forever and ever! Amen.
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