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SI:  It’s just four weeks until Easter.  So we’re going to spend these Sundays 
   preparing for our celebration of Christ’s resurrection by meditating on his passion.  
For us the word passion means a strongly felt emotion. 
   But the word used to mean suffering or affliction.   
And that’s why the church has historically used the phrase “the passion of Christ.” 
   It’s a way of referring to everything he suffered on the night he was betrayed— 
   his agony in the garden of Gethsemane, his arrest, trial, flogging, crown of thorns, 
   crucifixion and death. 

Over the years I’ve preached on Christ’s passion in Matthew, Mark, and Luke. 
But I’ve never preached on his passion in the Gospel of John, so this is a first for  
   me and I’m excited about it.  We’re going to take it in four big chunks. 

Before I read the first passage, let me read two verses from 2 Samuel 15 that we 
   read last week about King David.    
The king also crossed the Kidron Valley, and all the people moved on toward the wilderness . . .  

Now John 18:1 
When he had finished praying, Jesus left with his disciples and crossed the Kidron Valley.   
   On the other side there was a garden, and he and his disciples went into it . . . 



INTRO:  My mother has always processed life through stories. 
She’s a story-teller.  My children will sit for hours and listen to their Memaw  
   tell stories of her life and the lives of the people she knows.   
And of course, many of the same stories are told over and over again,  
   but it’s not because she’s forgetful.   
She uses them to make a larger point or illustrate some matter of wisdom  
   that applies to a current situation at hand. 
Sometimes she doesn’t even tell the story, she will just refers to it in shorthand. 

She’ll say:   
   Remember Aunt Stella and the teapot. 
   Remember Mama Fay and the train whistle 
   Remember Uncle John and the shotgun 
   Remember the crayons in the dryer 
   Remember Holly’s wedding reception 
   Remember the tar on the bathing suit 
   Remember Curly 
   Remember Clifford Delony’s warning 
I can tell you every one of those stories and the life lessons from each. 
   Remember a baseball and an orange 
   Remember Spain 
   Remember the pound cake 

As my mother has gotten older, she sees deeper meaning in some of her stories.   
For example, there may be a person in a story and for decades she’s attributed a  
    particular motive to that person’s actions— 
   but now she sees that there were probably some other motives at work. 
Or she has told the story implying that one particular response was right, 
   but now with the perspective of years, she sees another possible response. 

What does that have to do with this passage.   
   Almost all scholars agree that of the four Gospels, John was written last. 
When John wrote his Gospel, he was an elderly man, possibly in his 90s 
   and he’s spent his life reflecting deeply on the stories of Jesus’ life. 
John had the advantage of time and years to see deeper biblical and theological 
   connections in the events of Christ’s life. 
Connections that Matthew, Mark, and Luke didn’t make. 
   John also mentions some particular and significant details that he remembered as  
   an eyewitness, details that aren’t mentioned in the other three Gospels. 
For example, in this passage, the other Gospels say Jesus went to a place called  



   Gethsemane on the Mount of Olives.   
   But John is the only one who calls it a garden.  Why? 
Well, it was a garden of sorts.  It was a grove of olive trees. 
   It was a beautiful and peaceful place.  That’s why Jesus often went there to pray. 
  
But the deeper reason John calls it a garden is that he made a biblical connection  
   with the Garden of Eden.  The Garden of Eden and the Garden of Gethsemane. 
In the first Garden the first Adam failed the human race. 
   In the second Garden the second Adam saved the human race. 

So as we study John’s passion we’re going to pay special attention 
   to the places where he is different from Matthew, Mark, and Luke. 
We’re going to notice places where John tells the story with a different emphasis.  
   We’ll start with the passage before us, the story of Jesus’ arrest. 

John wants to show us three things: 

Who Jesus is 
Who we are 
How he saves us 



MP#1  The arrest of Jesus shows us who he is 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke all tell that when Jesus got to the Garden of Gethsemane 
   he began to pray and was overwhelmed at the thought of what was coming. 
The mental and emotional strain was so great he almost collapsed.  He felt like he  
   was dying.  He said:  My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. 
Luke tells us his sweat was like drops of blood. 
   Matthew, Mark, Luke emphasize his humanity in the garden. 

John doesn’t mention his mental and emotional agony at all. 
He skips ahead to the point at which Judas comes into the garden, leading a  
   detachment of soldiers and Jewish officials. 
Then he includes some dialogue none of the other writers mention. 
   Jesus, knowing all that was going to happen to him, went out and asked them,  
   “Who is it you want?”  “Jesus of Nazareth,” they replied.  Jesus replied, “I am he.” 

In English, to make this more intelligible, the translators add the pronoun “he.” 
   Who is it you want?  Jesus of Nazareth.  I am he. 
But literally, the word “he” is not there.  What Jesus actually said as he stepped 
   forward out of the darkness and into the light of the torches and lanterns was: 
   “I am.” 

In Exodus 3, when God appears to Moses in the burning bush and says to go and  
   bring his people out of slavery in Egypt and Moses says: If they ask me your 
   name, what should I tell them:  God says:  Tell them “I am” has sent you. 
Early in the Gospel of John, in chapter 8, there’s a time when Jesus’ opponents  
   were talking about Abraham and Jesus looked them straight in the eye and said: 
   Before Abraham was, I am.  Jesus claims the divine name for himself.   

What does this mean?  I am.  We never speak that way.  
   We always say:  I am this, I am that, or I am because. 
But God just says:  I am.  No beginning, no end, no because. 
   He is the infinite, eternal, unchangeable, self-existent person. 
   When you try to comprehend these characteristics of God, it leaves you in awe. 
I can somewhat imagine God being eternal into the future, but I can’t comprehend  
   how he could be eternal in the past with no beginning.   
When I try to ponder God being infinite and omniscient, I think of that famous  
   Hubble Telescope photograph of deep space that is filled with glowing objects 
   of different colors and shapes, but they aren’t stars—they’re galaxies! 

The physical universe itself boggles the mind, but the infinite, omniscient God 



   created it and knows every part of it. 
But it really blows your mind that a 33-year-old Jewish man about to be arrested  
   claims to be the I AM.   
   That’s astonishing.  
None of the founders of the great religions of the world ever made that claim. 
   They all claimed to be prophets or sages, and what they said was: 
   I have the truth.  Or I know the way you are to live to get to god. 
   But Jesus had the audacity to say:  I am the way, the truth, and the life. 
Every other religion says:  This is the way you find God. 
   Jesus said:  I am God come in the flesh to find you.  

I’m sure you know that Bono, of U2 fame, is a professing Christian. 
   His political views irritate me and I was very disappointed a few years ago when  
   he came out in support of pro-abortion legislation in Ireland, but never the less,  
   I want to read you something he said in an interview some time ago. 
This secular interviewer was trying to grapple with Bono’s faith and he asked: 
   Christ has his rank among the world’s great thinkers.  But Son of God, isn’t that farfetched? 
Bono replied:   
   No, it’s not farfetched to me.  Look, the secular response to the Christ story always goes like 
this: he was a great prophet, obviously a very interesting guy, had a lot to say along the lines of 
other great prophets, be they Elijah, Muhammad, Buddha, or Confucius.  But actually Christ 
doesn’t allow you that.  He doesn’t let you off that hook.  Christ says: No. I’m not saying I’m a 
teacher, don’t call me teacher.  I’m not saying I’m a prophet.  I’m saying: “I’m the Messiah.” 
I’m saying: “I am God incarnate.” . . . So what you’re left with is: either Christ was who He 
said He was . . . or [he was] a complete nutcase.  I mean, we’re talking nutcase on the level of 
Charles Manson . . .[But] The idea that the entire course of civilization for over half of the globe 
could have its fate changed and turned upside-down by a nutcase, for me, that’s farfetched. 

Maybe you recognize that.  He’s using C.S. Lewis’s famous argument that 
   if you take the claims of Jesus seriously, you can’t call him a great teacher. 
   He was either a liar, a lunatic, or he is the Lord of all creation as he claimed.   
And if his is Lord, then the only proper response is to believe in him and bow 
   before him and say:  Command me, Lord Jesus.   
I give my life to you in obedience.   

So why doesn’t everyone do that?   
Well, John uses this story to explain, let’s see next . . .  



MP#2  How Jesus’ arrest shows who we are 
This crowd Judas was leading to Jesus so they could arrest him was made up of 
Jewish officials, priests and Pharisees—so officials from two different parties  
   within Judaism—we could say both liberals and conservatives.   
There was also a detachment of Roman soldiers—Gentiles, pagans. 
What happened when Jesus identified himself?   
   When Jesus said, “I am,” they drew back and fell to the ground. 
Why?   

Some commentaries suggest it was something quite ordinary. 
   They expected to find a frightened man, trying to run away. 
But when Jesus unexpectedly advanced towards them, the soldiers in the front  
   stumbled backwards and bumped into the men behind them, causing them to fall. 
   Kind of like the Three Stooges. 
But it’s clear John does not expect us to think of this as an accidental trip. 
   For one thing, this was a large group.  A detachment of soldiers was around 200. 
   Plus all the Jewish officials who were with them. 
This was a supernatural encounter.  

When God pulls back the curtain between the physical and spiritual realm and  
   shows just a bit of himself to human beings, it knocks them off their feet.   
   If he shows more than a bit, it kills them. 
Moses on Mt. Sinai, God told him, I’m going to let you see my back, no one 
   can see my face and live. 
Isaiah saw God’s glory in a vision in the temple and he cried out, Woe is me. 
   Ezekiel got a glimpse of God and he fell down on his face and couldn’t stand. 

When I was a boy I once asked my father about this.   
   Why does the Bible say no one can see God and live?  What kills you? 
He said:  I want you to imagine something.   
   You’re at school, everyone has gone to the playground, but you sneak back inside.   
   And you open the top drawer of your teacher’s desk. 
   You start digging around, looking at things, taking things. 
And then something makes you look up, and there in the doorway is your teacher. 
   She’s been watching you the whole time.   
That jolt you feel of fear and guilt and being caught—imagine that jolt being 
   multiplied millions of times by God’s holiness.  That’s what would kill you. 
The infinite, awesome holiness of God. 
   It’s a little glimpse of judgment day.  
When the Son of God was born on Christmas day, he hid his divinity under his 



   humanity.  There’s a Christmas carol that says:   
   Veiled in flesh the Godhead see/Hail the incarnate deity. 
When Jesus performed miracles, he was revealing a little bit of his deity. 
After the miracle of the great catch of fish, Peter fell down and said: 
   Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man. 
   Peter saw a glimpse of God’s holiness in Jesus and it shook him. 

So what happened in the garden in this moment when Jesus said:  I am? 
He flexed a little bit more than usual.  Just for a moment he flexed his deity. 
   And it knocked them all off their feet. 
   Sinful people cannot stand before the majestic holiness of God. 
But that’s not our worst problem as human beings. 

What happened next.  Jesus asked them again:  Who is it you want? 
   Again they replied:  Jesus of Nazareth.  And he said:  I told you, I am he. 
   What was Jesus doing?  He was giving them a second chance. 
How did they respond to this second chance?   
   Lord Jesus, forgive us.  We believe in you.  You are the Son of God. 
No, they got up, brushed themselves off, and hauled him away to be executed.   
   Why didn’t they believe and repent?   
   Why didn’t everyone who encountered Jesus and saw his miracles believe? 
   When people today hear about Jesus, why don’t they believe? 

This is the great problem of the human race.   
Sin at the most basic, fundamental level is hostility toward God.   
   All people by nature hate God. 
Paul says in Romans 8:6  The sinful mind is hostile to God. 
Jesus says in John 7:7  The world hates me because I testify its works are evil. 
Just as God made us to love other people and sin makes us selfish and lovers of  
   ourselves.  In the same way we’ve been made to love God with all our hearts 
   but sin has made us haters of God. 

It can be disguised as indifference to God.  It can be disguised as patronizing  
   skepticism towards Christianity or sneering scorn of Christian beliefs. 
   It can even take the form of zealous devotion to false religions. 
Hatred of God can be religious in form or atheistic,  
   it can be expressed in strict morality or in open immorality.   
But underneath it all is a hostility to God’s rule and God’s holiness.  



That’s our problem.  That’s the problem of every person.   
Because of sin we can’t stand before a holy God and we hate him for that. 
   Maybe we should just stop here at point two.  Go home early! 
No, let’s go on to point three and see the solution. 
MP#3  Let’s see how Jesus’ arrest shows his salvation 

Again he asked them, “Who is it you want?”  “Jesus of Nazareth,” they said. 
Jesus answered, “I told you that I am he.  If you are looking for me, then let these men go.” 
This happened so that the words he had spoken would be fulfilled: “I have not lost one of those 
you gave me.” 

When the soldiers arrived, the disciples were in mortal danger. 
They came armed and prepared to fight if his follower resisted.   
   They greatly outnumbered the twelve disciples.   
And if you were going to arrest a dangerous insurrectionist, then you would also  
   arrest his followers, haul them away, and nobody ever hears from them again. 
But Jesus says:  It’s me you want.  Let these men go.   
   And he says it with which they could have Maye we should I told you, I am he.  If 
you are looking for me, let these men go. 

And coincidentally, but probably not, the verb let them go also means forgive them. 
   Forgive them and take me.  Me for them. 
   Substitution.  Here it is.  The great beating heart of Jesus Christ and the Gospel. 
Let them go and take me.  Take me. 

If you ever saw the movie The Last of the Mohicans, the movie, not the book— 
   then you’ll never forget those words:  Take me. 
There are three main characters, Cora Munro, she’s the daughter of a British officer  
   who has been fighting the French Indian war, and two men, Duncan, a young 
   British officer, and Hawkeye, the scout. 
Both men love Cora, but Cora loves Hawkeye and has rejected Duncan. 

So at the end they are all captured and brought before the Huron chief— 
   they are facing judgment. 
The Huron chief is speaking French, which Duncan understands but Hawkeye  
   doesn’t.  So Duncan is translating for Hawkeye. 
The chief says:  Cora must die.  She must burn in the fire for the sins of her father. 
   Then he says to Duncan and Hawkeye, you may go free. 
   And the Hurons grab Cora and start to drag her to her death. 
Hawkeye realizes what his happening and he says:  Take me.  Take me instead. 



   But he can’t speak French, so the Huron chief doesn’t understand.  
So Hawkeye turns to Duncan and say:  Tell him.  Take me.  Me for her. 
   Duncan turns to the chief and he says in French: 
   I’m a British officer.  My death will satisfy your justice.  Take me instead of her.   
And Hawkeye doesn’t know what’s been said and he asks again:  Did you tell him?   

The Huron chief nods.  And the warriors give Cora to Hawkeye, grab Duncan 
   and throw him into the fire.  What Duncan has done is out of love for someone 
   who didn’t love him, he said let her go and take me. 
He makes a substitutionary atonement.  And if you remember, as he’s hoisted 
   over the fire to burn to death, his arms are outstretched.  
That’s what Jesus did. 

He didn’t just save his disciples from arrest in the garden, 
   but in the very last words he spoke is the bigger picture. 
   “Shall I not drink the cup the Father has given me?” 
What cup?  All through the OT the cup is what God will make the tyrants drink 
   on judgment day.  It’s suffering for all the enemies and haters of God. 
Jesus was saying: I’m about to go to the cross for you.   
   I’m about to go into the fire so that those of you who did not love God, 
   can be saved from your sins and know his love. 
I’ll take God’s judgment in your place, so you don’t have to. 

Do you believe this?  Imagine believing to bottom of your heart. 
If you believe Jesus is your substitute and he has taken God’s judgment you  
   deserve on himself, so on judgment day you can stand and not be knocked 
   off your feet and destroyed by God’s holiness and your guilt. 
If that’s true and you believe it, then it means nothing really has the power 
   to knock you off your feet now. 

If people criticize you.  So what?  That doesn’t have to knock you down. 
   Jesus is your substitute.  He took judgment for you.  Verdict is in. 
When you’re wronged.  I have to get back.  Hard, angry, cynical. 
   But on judgment day you will stand. 
You loose things.  You face uncertainty.  Think of the uncertainty of these times. 
   Health, sickness, economic and political repercussions—enough to knock lots 
   of people off their feet.  But not if Jesus has taken judgment for you. 

You may say: I’m trying.  I believe the Gospel up here, but in here, when I face 
   the criticisms and wrongs and guilt and fears—I fall to pieces. 



   Will Jesus still love me. 
Look at Peter.  For three years Jesus had been telling them.   
This is my mission.  This is why I’m here.  This is why I’ve come. 
   I did not come to rule, I came to die.   
   I’m going to Jerusalem to die for redemption and forgiveness. 

And here at this critical moment, Peter still doesn’t get the Gospel. 
He thinks Jesus is here to start a political movement.  
   So he gets out his sword and attacks. 
Glad Jesus doesn’t say to the soldiers:   
   I’ve changed my mind about this knucklehead. 
I’m supposed to die for him:  No, let’s go over the Gospel one more time. 

The cup, the Father, drink. 
This is unyielding love.   
No amount of stupidity on our part will keep him from loving us. 
No amount of failing to hold on to the gospel will keep him from loving us. 

That will help you keep your footing no matter what.


