Believing Is Seeing #41

“According to Plan”

John 19:16-42

Ever had something go according to plan?


Perhaps it was a party or a wedding or a vacation, and everything just seemed to fall into place just as you had intended.  The weather was perfect, the cake turned out just so… Or maybe you’re experience is more like Murphy’s Law: “If there is any chance of something going wrong, you can be sure it will.”
  

I remember when I graduated from high school, my mother planned an open house one Sunday afternoon.  We had a spacious backyard, so she figured there would be plenty of room for however many guests came.  But, of course, it rained the entire time, so all the people had to squeeze into our less than spacious house.  Funny thing was that our neighbors three houses east and a half-mile west never had a drop of rain that afternoon!


We may be able to relate more to those occasions than the ones that go according to plan. I’ve even heard one quip, “If you want to make God laugh, plan something!”


As we come to our text today in John chapter nineteen, we may think that this is a classic case of everything going wrong, although it would not be God laughing this time.  Jesus Christ—God in human form—has been betrayed, arrested, abused, condemned, and now subjected to the most painful, humiliating form of execution: crucifixion.  To the outside observer, it may appear that the wheels have come off of Jesus’ bandwagon.  “How could this possibly happen?” we might wonder.  But upon closer examination, we will discover that everything that happened surrounding the death of the Son of God was going according to plan.
The Fulfillment of Scripture


How do we know that?  By John’s repeated references to the fulfillment of Scripture.  He writes in verses 23-24,

When the soldiers crucified Jesus, they took his clothes, dividing them into four shares, one for each of them, with the undergarment remaining. This garment was seamless, woven in one piece from top to bottom. 

“Let’s not tear it,” they said to one another. “Let’s decide by lot who will get it.”

This happened that the scripture might be fulfilled which said, “They divided my garments among them and cast lots for my clothing.” So this is what the soldiers did.

The Scripture being fulfilled here is Psalm 22:18, “They divide my garments among them and cast lots for my clothing.”  Psalm 22 is one of two psalms that have a number of allusions to Christ’s suffering on the cross.  Consider these verses:

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me, so far from the words of my groaning? …But I am a worm and not a man, scorned by men and despised by the people. All who see me mock me; they hurl insults, shaking their heads: “He trusts in the Lord; let the Lord rescue him. Let him deliver him, since he delights in him.”  …Many bulls surround me; strong bulls of Bashan encircle me. Roaring lions tearing their prey open their mouths wide against me. I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint. My heart has turned to wax; it has melted away within me. My strength is dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth; you lay me in the dust of death. Dogs have surrounded me; a band of evil men has encircled me, they have pierced my hands and my feet. I can count all my bones; people stare and gloat over me. They divide my garments among them and cast lots for my clothing [Psalm 22:1, 6-8, 12-18].


Jesus Himself quoted verse one when the Father turned His back on Him (Matthew 27:46).  A few verses earlier in Matthew’s account we read,

In the same way the chief priests, the teachers of the law and the elders mocked him. “He saved others," they said, “but he can't save himself! He's the King of Israel! Let him come down now from the cross, and we will believe in him. He trusts in God. Let God rescue him now if he wants him, for he said, ‘I am the Son of God.’” In the same way the robbers who were crucified with him also heaped insults on him [Matthew 27:41-44].


The physical depictions of Psalm 22 eerily describe a victim of crucifixion—written hundreds of years before crucifixion had been invented.  “All my bones are out of joint” may refer to the consequence of the Roman soldiers dropping the cross into the posthole in the ground.
  The “heart turning to wax” may refer to the cardiac trauma of crucifixion.
  “My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth” refers to the thirst to which Christ testifies in verse 28.  “They have pierced my hands and feet” clearly predict the spikes driven through Jesus’ hands and feet.  “I can count all my bones” may even be a reference to the Roman practice of stripping naked the victim of the cross.

Another psalm connected to the death of Christ is Psalm 69.  In verse three the psalmist complains of thirst, and then states in verse 21, “They put gall in my food and gave me vinegar for my thirst.” In order to fulfill these Scriptures, Jesus said, “I thirst.” Psalm 69:4 is referred to by Jesus in John 15:25, and Psalm 69:8 should be connected with John 7:3–5. Psalm 69:9 is quoted in John 2:17, and Psalm 69:21 is referred to in John 19:28–29.

In addition, in verse 36 John equates the fact that the Romans did not break Jesus’ legs to the fulfillment of Scripture.  Although he may allude here to Psalm 34:20, he probably refers instead to the Passover lamb (Exodus 12:46; Numbers 9:12).
  Instead of breaking the legs, the Roman soldier pieced the side of Jesus, the realization of Zechariah 12:10, in which God says, “They will look on me, the one they have pierced.”
  That Jesus was crucified with two notorious thieves also fulfilled Isaiah 53:12, “He was numbered with the transgressors.” He was treated like a common criminal!

By relating all this, “John marshals these texts around this…event in order to show that the death of God’s Son was in fact the will of God the Father.”
  The fulfillment of Scripture demonstrates that the death of Jesus was according to plan.

The Futility of Satan


In reading the account of the crucifixion, it seemed as if the whole world was against Jesus. Jews and Gentiles alike were now willfully, even gleefully, participating in His murder, determined to see Him die in the most agonizing way possible.
  But, in fact, the tables would be turned.  Once again, the futility of Satan as he works against God is realized.  As Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 2:8, “None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.”  As Warren Wiersbe writes,

The satanic forces, including Satan himself, did not understand God’s great eternal plan! Satan thought that Calvary was God’s great defeat; but it turned out to be God’s greatest victory and Satan’s defeat! From the time of our Lord’s birth into this world, Satan had tried to kill Him, because Satan did not fully understand the vast results of Christ’s death and resurrection. Had the demonic rulers known, they would not have “engineered” the death of Christ. (Of course, all of this was part of God’s eternal plan. It was God who was in control, not Satan.)
 

Colossians 2:15 puts it this way, “Having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.”  Crucifixion was designed to disarm the victim and make them a public spectacle. Jesus’ crucifixion turned it all around and disarmed and humiliated those who put Him on the cross!  Whose plan prevailed? “Many are the plans in a man's heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails” [Proverbs 19:21].

We need to remember this today as well.  As Psalm 33:10-11 promises, “The Lord foils the plans of the nations; he thwarts the purposes of the peoples. But the plans of the Lord stand firm forever, the purposes of his heart through all generations” [emphasis added].  

 The Finality of Sacrifice

Verses 28-30 record, 

Later, knowing that all was now completed, and so that the Scripture would be fulfilled, Jesus said, “I am thirsty.” A jar of wine vinegar was there, so they soaked a sponge in it, put the sponge on a stalk of the hyssop plant, and lifted it to Jesus’ lips. When he had received the drink, Jesus said, “It is finished.” With that, he bowed his head and gave up his spirit. 

Notice the words “completed”, “fulfilled”, and “finished.”  These all speak of the finality of sacrifice.  Usually when a life is cut short and a person dies young, the tragedy lies in “what might have been.”  The story of such lives seem to be incomplete.  But not so with Jesus.

The phrase translated “﻿It is finished﻿” is one word in Greek—tetelestai.
  One commentator prefers “It is accomplished!” for “finished is a rather weak rendering which misses the thrust of John’s presentation.”
  Another scholar concludes,

Jesus died with the cry of the Victor on his lips. This is not the moan of the defeated, nor the sigh of patient resignation. It is the triumphant recognition that he has now fully accomplished the work that he came to do.


Despite all evidence to the contrary, the death of Jesus on the cross went according to plan—God’s plan.  Even though the forces of Satan and humanity did their worst, God brought about His best.  When it seemed that Jesus’ life would be cut short and incomplete, God accomplished His purpose.


We can gain from these truths in our own experience.  Consider the promise of Jeremiah 29:11-12, “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future” [emphasis added]. Paul writes in Ephesians 1:11-12, 

In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory [emphasis added].

Throughout his gospel, John emphasizes over and over the plan of God.  Jesus was aware of the overall purpose and even the timing of the divine agenda.  As the earthly life and ministry of Christ draws to a close, we see that not one detail is left out.  Everything Jesus came to do He accomplished!

We can be certain of this for ourselves as well.  Paul writes in Philippians 1:6, “being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” 

This past week I came across something while working on another project that fits in perfectly with this message.  (Some might call that “coincidence,” but I’ve learned that, with God, there is no such thing!)  Cyril Barber writes,

There is an attitude abroad today, particularly among evangelicals, that if we live right nothing can or will go wrong. This frame of mind is contrary to the Scriptures…. Trials and difficulties come our way even when we are in the center of God’s will. The genius of Christianity lies in the fact that God enables us to overcome these difficulties while accomplishing the work He has assigned to us.
The secret of overcoming opposition lies in our relationship with the Lord. He has the ability to help us surmount the prob​lems we face. Our emotions frequently control our outlook. Negative feelings destroy our confidence. They can be suc​cessfully counteracted only by faith. Our worrying over a situa​tion will not make it go away. Anxiety never robs tomorrow of its sorrow, it only saps today of its strength. What we need when the doors of despair appear to be closing around us is faith—faith that expresses itself in prayer. Earnest, effective prayer will restore our perspective and replace our negative emotions with positive responses. This positive outlook will in​spire hope; hope will give us renewed confidence; and the result will be an upsurge in morale.


When it seems that Murphy’s Law has taken over your life, that events are spinning out of control, and particularly when it seems that the devil and evil people are having their way, we need to remember that God is working everything according to plan!
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