
Matthew 26:39 - “The Cross in the Cup” 
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The early Christian church often taught the truths of God’s Word using 
pictures. Many of those pictures or symbols are still in use today, such as the 
dove symbolizing the Holy Spirit, or the triangle symbolizing the Trinity. 

One, perhaps, not so familiar symbol is our symbol for this evening, 
The Cross in the Cup. The Cross in the Cup is a symbol which is meant to 
remind us of Jesus’ words in the Garden of Gethsemane, just before His 
arrest on Good Friday. “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from 
me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will” (Matthew 26:39). 

What cup was Jesus’ referring to? His cup of suffering and death on the 
cross. We may use the word “cup” in a similar way today when we refer to 
something that we don’t like. We may say “That’s not my ‘cup of tea.’” 

Suffering and death on a cross was not Jesus’ cup of tea, which should 
not surprise us. Who loves suffering and death? Certainly not God the 
Father or His Son. And the cross was used to inflict severe suffering before 
death on someone because of a repulsive crime in the sight of others and 
God. As St. Paul wrote in our Epistle reading, “Cursed is everyone who is 
hanged on a tree” (Galatians 3:13). 

What was Jesus’ repulsive crime? My sins and yours, which we may 
not think are that repulsive. 

What is it that makes even the “smallest” of sins, like eating the 
forbidden fruit, so repulsive in God’s sight? They turn us to ourselves for 
salvation and away from God, who loves us and who alone can save us. No 
wonder our sins were not Jesus’ cup of tea. Yet, as our banner emphasizes, 
He who was born into our flesh has borne the cross to save us from our sins, 
suffering and death—from being separated forever from God and His love. 

What are some of the ways Jesus’ death on a cross for our sins not only 
pays for our sins but also turns and keeps on turning us away from our sins 
and back to God our Savior? I would like to mention three ways for us to 
meditate on this evening as we consider the Cross in the Cup. 

First, whenever we are tempted to think that a sin is no big thing, Jesus’ 
prayer that evening in the Garden of Gethsemane, and His Father’s 
response, reminds us that each and every sin is a very big thing. In fact, each 
and every sin is so big that only the Son of God in the flesh can save us from 
our sins through His death and resurrection. 

That’s what the ashes on our forehead in the shape of a cross are meant 
to remind us of, not only of the death we deserve because of our sins, but 
that only Jesus’ death on a cross can save us. 
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That’s also why St. Paul, in our Epistle reading, said that “all who rely 

on the works of the law are under a curse” (Galatians 3:10). Those who try to 
save themselves through their good works, while it makes sense to our 
natural reason, it rejects what God’s word says: “The wages of sin is death” 
(Romans 6:23). To believe otherwise not only downplays the serious nature of 
our sins, but also rejects God’s work of salvation through Jesus Christ. 

Second, the Cross in the Cup reminds us of our Savior’s great love for 
us sinners. While God is faithful to His Word and will ultimately give us the 
separation from God that we want if we prefer to live in unrepented sins, His 
love for us remains. This is obvious in that, “while we were still sinners, 
Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). 

Just as important, however, is Jesus’ resurrection from the dead. For it’s 
through His resurrection that Jesus shows us that He is not just a man who 
can pay for our sins by His death in our place, but also God, who alone can 
overcome death. Because of Jesus’ death and resurrection, God the Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit says: “I love you!” “I forgive you!” There is no greater 
or more powerful love than the actions of Jesus’ death and resurrection. 
Together they empower us to turn and keep on turning us away from our 
sins and back to God our Savior. 

And finally, because of Jesus’ was willing to drink “The Cross in the 
Cup” in our place, and rise in victory over our sins and death, the Lord also 
helps us to pray: “Not as I will, but as You will.” 

When Jesus prayed to His heavenly Father, “If it be possible, let this 
cup pass from me,” He was not suggesting that there could be another way 
to save us. Instead, as I alluded to earlier, He was expressing a natural 
human desire to avoid suffering and death (which in itself is not sinful). But 
at the same time, His divine desire as true God was in agreement with His 
Father’s will to save us through His death and resurrection. 

Through the fact that God’s will, even when it goes against our natural 
desire (sinful or otherwise), turns out for our eternal salvation (as is obvious 
in Jesus’s death and resurrection), God enables us to pray “Not as I will, but 
as You will,” trusting that, no matter what, God’s will is always best. 

The more clearly we see what the will of God is, based on His Word, 
our thoughts of Jesus’ suffering and death, along with His victory over our 
sins and death, move us to follow God’s will no matter what it might cost us 
in this life—no matter what sacrifices He may call us to make for the 
salvation of others. 

In closing, let me again point to The Cross in the Cup. Because of 
Jesus’ obedience in drinking the cup of suffering and death in payment for 
our sins and His resurrection victory over our sins and death, He is able to 
give us a cup full of the fruits of His cross—the forgiveness, life and 
salvation that come to us through His crucified and risen body and blood in 
the Lord’s Supper, thus keeping us in repentance and faith to life everlasting. 

All glory be to God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen


