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And he said, “Abba, Father, all things are possible unto thee; take away this cup from 
me; nevertheless not what I will, but what thou wilt.” Mark 14:36 
 
Though he was himself an atheist, British poet Philip Larkin once described the 
church as “a serious house on a serious earth.” In church today, we turn to a 
serious biblical scene and to one of the most serious and puzzling topics in all of 
Christian theology. The scene is the Garden of Gethsemane, the night Jesus is 
to be betrayed and turned over to the authorities to be prosecuted. It would be 
hard to find a more somber occasion. The topic is one that arises in the midst of 
the prayer Jesus prays in the Garden, his soul heavy with sorrow, “exceedingly 
sorrowful unto death” is the way Mark describes Jesus’ affect that night.  
 
Have you ever been that sad? You, I am wondering, “exceedingly sorrowful unto 
death”? So sad, you felt as if you were dead - numb, powerless, paralyzed by 
despair. You don't have to die to know this kind of sadness, which in some ways 
is worse than death. Every second seems like an hour. There is nowhere to run, 
nowhere to hide. Your heart beats fast as if you were running a race, and yet you 
remain motionless.  
 
Do you see Jesus in the Garden as he was about to be betrayed? As he lay on 
his face, he asked perhaps the most daunting of all human questions: What 
about the will of God? From the way Jesus asked God to remove the cup of 
suffering from him, it is clear that he believed that God had the power to do so. 
With God, whom he calls by that tender term Abba, which would be translated 
into common parlance as “Daddy,” he believed that all things were possible. God 
had the power to stop the betrayal of Judas. God had the power to suspend the 
trial, first before the high priest and then before Pilate. God had the power to stop 
the hammer in mid-air as the nails were about to be driven in. Like Superman, 
God could stand before a train barreling down the tracks, hold up a hand, and 
bring the train to a screeching halt. God can do anything; all things are possible 
with God. God can stop the earth from turning on its axis, can turn darkness into 
light. Jesus does not doubt his Father's capacity to do what ever God sees fit, 
and so he asks for what he desperately wants: that, if it is possible, the hour 
might pass from him, the cup of suffering be taken away from him.  
 
Prayer was Jesus’ usual source of solace. His prayer life had sustained him and 
guided him all along the way. But now, prayer becomes an anguished petition, 
followed by no audible answer.  
 



 2

Earlier on his journey to Jerusalem, we saw a confident Messiah, striding along 
the road, surrounded by admiring crowds. Now, in the Garden, outside the Holy 
City, among the olive trees we encounter a grieving, frightened man, one who fits 
perfectly the profile of the suffering servant described by the prophet Isaiah. “He 
was despised and rejected by others, a man of sorrows and acquainted with 
grief.” (Isaiah 53:3) In great detail Mark portrays this man of sorrows, 
emphasizing the loneliness of his predicament by showing his three most 
beloved, most trusted disciples with their eyes closed, their heads bobbing on 
their chests in sleep. He shows him in a posture of extreme prayer, splayed out 
on the ground. He allows us to hear only two sounds, the sounds of the snores of 
the sleepy ones, and the words of Jesus, who asked the disciples to wait and to 
pray, and they do not, who asked God to release him from the suffering and 
death that are immediately before him, and God does not.  
 
On the day of Jesus’ baptism by the water and by the Holy Spirit, a voice from on 
high was heard saying, “You are my Son, the Beloved. With you I am so well 
pleased.” But in the Garden - silence.  
 
Jesus responds to the silence by saying, “Nevertheless, not what I will, but what 
thou wilt.” He gets to his feet. He instructs his disciples, “Rise up, let us go, for lo, 
he that betrayeth me is at hand.”  
 
Did Jesus believe that his impending death sentence was the will of God? 
There's a question for you. Let’s try to answer it by starting with what we hear in 
Jesus’ prayer. Clearly, Jesus, as we already mentioned, believed that God had 
the power to do whatever God wanted. But does it follow, then, that God wanted 
Jesus to suffer and to die?  

I recently dug up an old copy of Leslie Weatherhead’s book, The Will of God. It 
was first published 65 years ago and is still as helpful as any book ever written 
on the subject. Dr. Weatherhead sets out three distinctive ways to understand 
God's will. He calls them these: the intentional will of God, the circumstantial will 
of God, and the ultimate will of God. Within this intellectual framework, then, the 
first consideration is the intentional will of God - what is it and how can we know 
it? We can know it by reading the Scriptures and we can see what it is - this 
intentional will of God - by turning every page of the of the Old and the New 
Testament. God intends, from the beginning, for human beings to be the 
stewards of the earth that God has created. God intends for people to live 
together in harmony with one another. (I checked Genesis yesterday, by the way, 
to make sure that God no longer intends to send a flood to destroy the Earth.) 
When God’s only begotten son was born of Mary, did God have it all planned out 
- the hammer, the nails, the crown of thorns? Along with Dr. Weatherhead, I do 
not believe it. I do not believe that from the beginning, Jesus was doomed to the 
cross. I believe that he came with the intention that people should follow him, not 
kill him. (1) But here is where the circumstantial will of God comes into play. 
When circumstances wrought by evil thoughts and evil deeds of those who were 
against him changed, the adoring crowds disappeared. The authorities were 



 3

threatened. Jesus had two choices; he could either run or he could die. Given 
those two choices, crucifixion rather than flight was the will of God. (2) The 
overarching plan of God to bring new life to a broken world would not have been 
served if Jesus had made the unworthy choice of slipping off into the desert and 
living in disguise as the driver of a camel train, for example. He could've gone to 
Peter, James, and John and asked them to find a back way out of the Garden. 
He could have chosen that. But he chose to do what the Father willed. In that 
particular instance, he chose obedience, and amazingly, through his obedience, 
God’s ultimate will was both revealed and allowed to prevail, because, through 
Christ's death and resurrection, the world has been re-ordered. Death no longer 
has the last word. We war-mongering human beings now can claim the 
reconciliation that Christ came into the world to bring to us. How does Paul put it 
- for our sake God made him to be sin, who knew no sin, so that through him we 
might become the righteousness of God. (II Cor. 5:21) There is nothing now, in 
Heaven or on Earth, that can ultimately defeat the will of God.  
 
I do not doubt that what I've just said has left a few of you puzzled. I’m the one 
who said it, and I'm a little puzzled myself. Perhaps, perhaps an illustration will 
help a bit. The great preacher and radical William Sloane Coffin, after his son 
Alex was killed in an automobile accident, stood in his pulpit at Riverside Church 
in New York City and said, “The night after Alex died I was sitting in the living 
room of my sister’s house, when the front door opened and in came a nice-
looking, middle-aged woman carrying quiches. When she saw me, she shook her 
head and said, ‘I just don't understand the will of God.’  
 
“I instantly followed her and said, ‘I'll say you don't, lady! You think it was the will 
of God that Alex never fixed that lousy windshield wiper of his, that he was 
probably driving too fast for a storm, that he’d probably had a couple of frosties? 
Do you think it's God's will that there aren't streetlights on that stretch of road, 
and no guard rail separating the road and Boston Harbor?’”  
 
“God's will is life. God is dead set against all unnatural deaths. Christ spent an 
inordinate amount of time delivering people from paralysis, insanity, which is not 
to say there are not untimely, slow, and painful deaths. It is not to say there are 
no unanswerable questions. But deaths like Alex’s death is easy to understand. 
As Alex’s brother said at the foot of the casket, ‘You blew it, Buddy; you blew it.’ 
When the waves closed over the sinking car, God’s heart was the first of all our 
hearts to break.” 
 
The day Jesus died on the cross, surely God’s heart was the first of all hearts to 
break. God is on the side of life, and God will sink to any depth, even death, to 
make sure that life has the last word. “I have come,” Jesus said, “that you might 
have life and have it abundantly.”  
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God gave freedom to the creatures who inhabit the earth. God gives freedom to 
the universe itself, and so random things happen. Terrible things happen, but that 
does not mean that God is pulling the strings of everything terrible.  
 
Few have captured the seeming arbitrariness of existence better than Archibald 
MacLeish in his play J.B. based on the biblical book of Job. “If God is God, he is 
not good. If God is good, he is not God. Take the even; take the odd. I would not 
stay here if I could, except for the little green leaves in the wood and the wind on 
the water.”  
 
I myself love God, not because I understand God's will. I cannot understand it 
completely, but I saw it in Christ, and I trust God to stand on the other side of 
every tragedy with outstretched arms. I believe that there is no valley of death or 
fear from which God is absent. No, God didn't speak in the Garden, but that 
doesn't mean God was absent from the Garden. 
 
You, if you are a parent, is there one of you who would not gladly step up and 
take the bullet, take the hit, for your kid? Can you imagine God loving any less 
than you love? 
 
How can we know the will of God? Through the Bible, through prayer. I think of 
that old story about the pastor who had been called to a financially more 
successful church than the one he served. One day a friend of the family stopped 
the little boy of the family and asked him whether his father had decided to take 
the new call or not. “What is your daddy going to do?” the kid was asked.  
 
The kid responded, “Daddy’s praying, and Mother is packing.”(3) 
 
Pray. Study. Use your brain. Don't be foolish. Paul writes to the Ephesians, “Try 
to understand what the will of the Lord is.” Don't rely only on your feelings. Listen 
to music. Sing music. I love the passage that Kevin read – Sing hymns! Literally, 
sing hymns, spiritual psalms if you are trying to discern the will of God. Spiritual 
Psalms. 
 
The late novelist Kurt Vonnegut once said, “When I die, let this be my epitaph: 
‘The only evidence he ever needed for proof of the existence of God was music.’” 
In the space that music creates, the Holy Spirit does the work that only the Holy 
Spirit can do in revealing the next step we are supposed to take. The book of 
Proverbs says, “We make our own plans, but God decides where we will go.” 
 
Dante said it as eloquently as anyone ever has. “In God's will is our peace.”  
 
You remember perhaps the poem entitled “The Winds of Fate”, written by Ella 
Wilcox while she was traveling on a steamer between New York City and New 
Haven. Her husband commented that one sailing ship sailed east and one sailed 
west, but they were sailing in the same wind.  



 5

 

One ship drives East, 
and another drives West, 
With the self-same winds that blow; 
’Tis the set of the sails, and not the gales, 
Which tells us the way to go. 

Like the winds of the sea are the ways of fate, 
As we voyage along through life; 
’Tis the set of the soul that decides its goal, 
And not the calm or the strife. 

 
In the spirit of calm, after the strife of his prayer, Jesus rose to his feet, his sails 
set, to catch the will of God, for the last leg of his journey through life. “Let us go,” 
he said. And on they went into the stormy city of Jerusalem. For our sake, he 
went, as clear as he could be, about the way he was to go: My father, who art in 
heaven, thy will be done. Amen. 
 
(1) Leslie D. Weatherhead, The Will of God, Abingdon Press, 1944. 
 
(2) Ibid. 
 
(3) Ibid.  




