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Grace Amidst the Chaos 
 

 The story we are about to reenact is the most dramatic story ever told.  It isn’t that 
nothing like this ever happens.  The kind of cruelty, lying and wickedness we will hear is 
rampant throughout the world and throughout human history.  The cowardice, treachery and 
violence are not at all unusual.  But this story is different because of the one to whom it 
happened.  This story happened to Jesus, the Son of God.  This story happened to the 
author of life, the Creator of the world, the one whose love is perfect and everlasting.  This 
story happened to the only person who ever lived, who never sinned.  The Passion of our 
Lord Jesus Christ is a story that we try to wrap our minds around.  It has been retold by four 
different writers, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  Each has a different emphasis.  All 
together, their accounts give us a multifaceted picture of what happened to Jesus that 
Thursday night and Friday morning.  And yet, even with all that perspective, we try and try to 
wrap our minds around it and only scratch the surface of its meaning.   Today, we will read 
the version by Matthew.  This version inspired one of the most powerful and moving pieces of 
music ever written, St. Matthew’s Passion, by Johan Sebastian Bach.  And yet, it, too, tries in 
vain to reach the depths of meaning in this story. 
 
 And so, I will not try to preach to you after we read the Passion Gospel today.  Instead, 
I am going to say a few words about Matthew’s Passion Narrative before we read it, in hopes 
of guiding you as you listen.  
  
 The first thing I would ask you to pay attention to is all the human frailty. 
   

• The disciples:  Jesus took them out to the garden of Gethsemane with Him in His hour 
of profound anxiety.  He had told them what He was going to have to go through.  He 
went off by himself to pray in agony.  And yet, three times, He came back and found 
that they had fallen asleep.  “Could you not stay awake with me one hour?” Jesus 
asked. 
 

• Judas, of course, was the most perplexing of all.  He was a trusted disciple who 
shared the Master’s love day in and day out.  And yet he betrayed Jesus for thirty 
pieces of silver.  He repented after it was too late, and in deep remorse, he hanged 
himself. 
 

• After Judas and the guards arrived to take Jesus away, note Matthew’s chilling words, 
“All the disciples deserted [Jesus] and fled.” 
 

• Notice, as we have many times before, the most trusted disciple, Peter.  It was he to 
whom Jesus entrusted the leadership of the Church.  It was he to whom Jesus gave 
the keys to the Kingdom.  He denied Jesus three times.  Just as the disciples had 
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fallen asleep three times, Peter denied three times that he even knew Jesus.  Matthew 
is telling us neither of these was just a moment of weakness.  The disciples did them 
repeatedly, stretched out over enough time to reconsider and adjust their behavior. 
 

We will be hearing a judicial proceeding in which Jesus is on trial. 
 

• Notice that all the testimony was offered by false witnesses who perjured themselves. 

• Notice a couple of things about Pontius Pilate.  He was the man who ultimately held 
Jesus’ fate in his hands.  He knew Jesus was innocent.  And yet he refused to take 
responsibility for condemning Jesus to death.  His pitiful act of washing his hands of 
the entire incident stands as one of the most cowardly and hypocritical acts of all time. 
 

• And notice the crowd.  Many in this crowd were the same people who celebrated 
Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem by waving palm branches and throwing down their 
garments so His holy feet wouldn’t need to touch the dust on the street.  And now 
listen to them as they shout out “Crucify Him!”  In fact, as we reenact this story, you 
will be asked to play the part of the crowd.  We do this every year, because it is our 
moment to acknowledge that it is our sin and our human frailty that caused the Son of 
God to give His life on the cross.  You won’t want to shout out those ignominious 
words—“Crucify Him.”  Pilate will invite us to let Jesus go free.  “Which do you want 
me to release to you,” Pilate will say: “Jesus or Barabbas?”  You won’t want to shout 
“Barabbas.”  But I urge you to say it.  For it is our sins for which Jesus died.  And it is 
our sins from which He came to set us free. 
 

The shameful behavior of the players in this story is relentless.   

• The scribes and the elders in the High Priest’s court didn’t just falsely accuse Jesus.  
They spat upon Him and struck Him after rendering their verdict. 
 

• The soldiers of the palace guard ridiculed and mocked and abused Jesus out of sheer 
viciousness. 
 

• Even the bandits on the cross—they hung next to Jesus, condemned for their own 
crimes.  And yet, as their life ebbed away, they had energy enough and spite enough 
to ridicule this gentle man dying at their side.  The one ray of relief is in Luke’s Gospel, 
where he tells that one of the bandits repented and asked for Jesus’ mercy, which 
Jesus freely granted. 
 

It was a scene of incredible depravity and human frailty.  And in its midst was Jesus, God’s 
truth and God’s love incarnate in the flesh.  Yes, He, too was human. He, too was subject to 
frailty. 
 

• You will hear how sorrowful He was when He went to the garden to pray. 
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• You will hear Him ask His Father three times if there is any way He can be spared of 
this horror. 
 

• You will hear His agony of abandonment on the cross, “My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?” 
 

• And you will hear Jesus cry out at the last as He gave up to death.   

 Jesus was a real man with real pain and real human limitation.  And yet, in the midst of 
all the cruelty and chaos and depravity and horror—and despite His human frailty—he was 
true and steadfast to the end. 
 

• Each time He asked the Father if there was a way to avoid this ordeal, He said, “[But] 
it is not what I want, but what you want, Father.” 
 

• He forgave the men who came after Him in the garden, and restored the ear that one 
of the disciples had cut off. 
 

• As He pointed out, He could have called down a multitude of angels to rescue Him.  
But He stood in there, obedient to the Father.  He stood before His accusers, speaking 
nothing more than the truth which He had been saying on the Father’s behalf from the 
very beginning of His ministry. 
 

 Like many other stories in human history, the Passion of Christ takes us to a scene of 
horror and injustice.  It was a scene of gratuitous cruelty and bloodlust.  It was a scene of 
chaos.  We know chaos; we have seen in recent times in Syria and Ukraine and the Central 
African Republic.  We have seen it in a school with a boy running down the halls swinging 
knives and wounding his classmates.  We have seen it in a crazed soldier at Fort Hood killing 
his comrades at arms who had survived enemy fire, only to come home to death.  But in the 
midst of all the chaos on Good Friday, and in the midst of all the chaos the world deals out, 
Jesus is there, carrying out the Father’s will for you and for me and for this whole sinful world.  
He is there, suffering and dying so that whoever believes in Him and surrenders to His grace 
and his love can have eternal life and rise above the chaos and the death. 
 
   Think about all that as we read the Passion of our Lord Jesus Christ according to 
Matthew this morning.  Let its powerful meaning wash over you and heal you as you walk 
alongside Jesus in His time of trial.  
  
 Please remain seated as our Narrator unfolds the story to us, until the point where 
Jesus is led to Golgotha. 
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