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36 Then Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane, and he said to his disciples, "Sit here, while I go 
over there and pray."  37 And taking with him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, he began to be sorrowful and 
troubled.  38 Then he said to them, "My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch with me." 
39 And going a little farther he fell on his face and prayed, saying, "My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass 
from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will."40 And he came to the disciples and found them sleeping. 
And he said to Peter, "So, could you not watch with me one hour?  41 Watch and pray that you may not enter 
into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak."42 Again, for the second time, he went away 
and prayed, "My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done."  43 And again he came and 
found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. 44 So, leaving them again, he went away and prayed for the 
third time, saying the same words again.  45 Then he came to the disciples and said to them, "Sleep and take 
your rest later on. See, the hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners.  46 Rise, 
let us be going; see, my betrayer is at hand." 
 

Introduction 
 This morning, our topic, based on Matthew 26.36-46, is “The Prayers of Jesus in 
Gethsemane.” To grab hold of this text, we have to view it in a very personal and prayerful way. 
We need to say, “This account is here for me. That is, what happened and what the Holy Spirit 
recorded in Scripture about it is for me, for us, for the church you came, O Lord, to save.”  
 From the heights of the upper room, the narrative descends to the depths of Gethsemane. 
The drop is sudden, almost shocking. The tone and tenor of things shifts downward: there is 
singing with the disciples, then there is disagreement with them, and now there is distance from 
them. The Lord Jesus displayed strength in His words and actions from the Triumphal Entry all 
the way to this moment when He entered into a new experience, for suddenly, having entered the 
garden, He began to be sorrowful and troubled. Then Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane, 
and he said to his disciples, "Sit here, while I go over there and pray."  37 And taking with him Peter and the two sons of 
Zebedee, he began to be sorrowful and troubled (26.36-37).  
 Dropping abruptly into an abyss of sorrow, Jesus speaks to His three companions: Then he 
said to them, "My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch with me." (26.38).With these 
words, Jesus requests that His disciples stay with Him and watch with Him. He took them with 
Him for companionship. He wants them close to Him. They will witness His deep sorrow and 
anxiety. He shares it with them; He makes them witnesses of His suffering for their work in the 
future, and for us in the testimony they give to His person and work.  
 We cannot measure the profound depth of sorrow and trouble that swept over the Lord 
Jesus. We can only lightly touch the hem of the garment of His suffering here ahead of the arrest, 
trials, and crucifixion. In a word, this is the beginning of His passion.  
 In all the fullness of His true humanity, He became afraid. Fear, dread, and trouble of 
soul suddenly gripped Him there in the garden with His disciples. He was afraid of what the near 
future holds for Him. There in the garden, He begins to experience the frightful suffering of the 
cross in advance by anticipation. He knows that He must suffer more deeply than any other 
human being. His unity with the Father, His fellowship with the Spirit, and even His own 
essential deity could not prevent Him from His human experience of aversion to suffering.  
 Consequently, He prays. His new experience drove Him to prayer three times. Therefore, 
we can outline the narrative in three steps (in each: the prayer and His return from prayer). 
 
1A. The first prayer of our Lord and His return from prayer  
 1B. We begin with the elements of His first prayer 
 1) He humbly addresses the Father 
 …going a little farther he fell on his face and prayed, saying, "My Father (26.39).  In His great sorrow, He 
seeks the refuge of prayer. He moves away from the disciples, a sufficient distance to enter into 
undisturbed prayer without going too far so as to lose touch with them. 
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 He then “fell on His face to the ground” (he fell on his face). The posture of His praying 
expresses His humble self-abasement. There on the ground Jesus calls out to His Father, saying, 
My Father. No matter how troubling the circumstances of the present may be, Jesus does not move 
to the left or to the right from His awareness that His relationship to God is unique. He is the 
Son. God is His Father.  
 2) He petitions the removal of the cup 
 He expresses His desire directly, but conditionally: if it be possible…. let this cup pass from me 
(26.39). This is a most deeply felt desire born of fear. The cup is something from which a person 
drinks when thirsty. It brings the pleasure of sustenance along with its necessity. What is in this 
cup? It is “this” cup. It is a particular cup from which Jesus must drink. The cup contains the 
boiling and burning wrath of God.  
 In the cup is the wrath of God that must fall on sinners. It is the ransom payment for the 
Father’s elect people. Jesus does not desire suffering. He does not want to experience the 
punishing wrath of God that will pour forth from this cup. This is the recoil He expresses in 
John’s Gethsemane when He says, “Father, save me from this hour” (Jn. 12.27). 
 “Let this cup pass from me” means that Jesus wants to avoid the suffering that is just 
around the corner. He states His desire, deep and gripping as it is, in the most compromising 
way: if it be possible. In other words, if there is some other possible way to fulfill my role as 
suffering servant and obedient son, I desire that you grant me that way. I want to avoid this 
suffering, but not at all costs. I want to avoid it only if it is possible in keeping with the task of 
doing the work you have for me to do.  
 If possible-but is it? Does He not know that there is no other way? In the fullness and 
weakness of His human nature, He desires to avoid the suffering. Under the grip of that desire 
and the fear that drives it through His heart like a hot knife; He states His desire that the Father 
review all the possibilities to see if there is another way. He states that if there is another way 
anywhere to be found in heaven and earth, then He wants to take that pathway instead of the one 
He now travels. This is the expression of His true humanity and desire for self-preservation. As a 
human being with feelings of body and soul, He cannot desire to suffer in any small way for the 
suffering in itself. That would be unnatural and inhuman. Moreover, this cup of suffering is such 
that He can do nothing less than cry out against it. His impulse reveals the frightful reality of the 
suffering that presents itself at His doorstep in the garden with His enemies breathing down the 
back of His neck.  
 He wrestles with the plan of God and, as a true human being, He desires another way. He 
recoils from the pain and agony that He knows that He is about to experience in the hands of 
sinners. He shudders at the thought of the cup that is put before Him to drink.  
 3) He submits to the Father’s will 
 He does not revolt against God’s covenant of redemption: nevertheless, not as I will, but as you 
will (26.39). This is a marvelous “nevertheless.” These are most precious words in this special 
account.  
 Your will be done. Here, Jesus states the unbreakable bottom line; even what is possible 
is subject to your will. Father, though I desire to avoid this cup, I submit to your will to drink it; 
it is your will that must govern my actions and not my desires no matter how deeply my desires 
may grip my soul, no matter how uncomfortable, painful, unpleasant, and horrifying your will 
for me may be.  
 The suffering of Gethsemane is part of what God required of our Lord. He faces the 
coming baptism of fire with full awareness of what lies ahead, and He faces it with resolve 
because the covenant of redemption makes it necessary. He must face weakness, loneliness, and 
suffering to fulfill His mission on earth.   
 He proves His obedience as He learns obedience through suffering (Heb. 5.8). He takes 
the path of obedience and love. He is the Son who obeys and loves the Father no matter how 
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difficult the path in front of Him must be. The key is that if it is the Father’s will then that is 
what He must submit Himself to, no matter what it may cost.  
 He consents fully and voluntarily to drink the bitter dregs of the cup of God’s wrath.  
 In John’s language, Jesus says, “Father, bring on this hour of deepest humiliation for the 
glory of your name in the saving of your elect people.”  
 If my deep desires and your will conflict, then I submit to your will for that is my food 
and drink, doing your will is my life and every breath. Doing your will is the air that I breathe at 
every moment in the fulfillment of my mission as your obedient Son.  
 2B. His return from the first prayer 
 1) What a contrast 
 Jesus lifts Himself from the ground and from the anguishing prayer of submission to find 
His companions asleep (26.40a, And he came to the disciples and found them sleeping).  
 With all their declarations of loyalty to Christ come what may, they are unable to fight 
off sleep for the Lord’s sake and per His earnest request. They could not even “stay with Him” 
for one hour: And he said to Peter, "So, could you not watch with me one hour?”  (26.40b). 
 The disciples did not understand the plan of redemption and what it meant for their friend 
and teacher. They were there with Him in one sense; they were close at hand, but they were far 
away in thought and understanding. Therefore, they were there but they were not really there 
with Him. They had already left Him alone to do battle with cruel hatred, biting betrayal, painful 
crucifixion, and humiliating burial. The desertion has already begun! 
 2) What a teacher 
 Stricken and afflicted, He still teaches His frail and insensitive learners for they are the 
Father’s elect that the Father gave to Him as His brothers. He comes back to them for fellowship 
that He knows is slipping away. Therefore, He comes back from prayer to love His dear, weak, 
frail, clueless, and sleeping saints. He returns to give them a word for the record about prayer and 
temptation (26.41, Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh 
is weak).  
 Temptation can be translated testing. Jesus speaks here of a tension within Himself as a 
human being. The reference to flesh is not a reference to fallen sinful human nature. He speaks 
of the inner man of the spirit and the outer man of the body. What applies to Jesus also applies to 
the disciples. Thus, we have the a fortiori (the much more argument): if “the spirit is willing but 
the flesh is weak” applies to Jesus, how much more must it apply to His disciples (to them and 
us). It takes self-discipline to stay awake even when we set out to pray in earnest. Therefore, we 
must maintain a state of readiness, alertness, and preparedness. That is the way to avoid falling 
headlong into temptation and sin. Part of the way that Jesus handles His sorrow and fear is by 
prayer and by doing His work, by serving His brothers. In the midst of His groaning, He prays, 
He submits to the will of God in prayer, and He returns to serve His frail companions who give 
Him no support.  
 One thing that this reveals is that Jesus, in His true and full humanity, and needs as a 
human being, could find no comfort in even His closest friends. He had to face His battle alone. 
God was His only refuge and strength, even though it is the Lord of hosts that will rouse the 
sleeping sword and command that it smite the shepherd (Mat. 26.31 and Zech. 13.6-7). 
 
2A. The second prayer of our Lord and His return from the second prayer 
 1B. The distinctiveness of the second prayer 
 The Lord introduces a negative into the condition: “if it is possible” becomes “if it is not 
possible.” What does this add to the first petition? Clearly, there is progression in our Lord’s 
posture of submission. Adding the negative to the positive completes the picture; it covers all the 
bases. Thus, our Lord says, “if it is possible that I avoid drinking this cup of your wrath, then so 
be it, and I accept it as your will, and if it is not possible that I avoid drinking this cup of your 
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wrath, then so be it; I accept it as your will. Therefore, we can detect growth in our Lord’s 
commitment and determination to do the will of His Father in heaven. This must accord with 
what the writer of Hebrews tells us when he says, “He learned obedience through suffering” 
(Heb. 5.8, he learned obedience through what he suffered). 
 Thus, the whole idea of progression in the commitment of Christ to suffer relates to the 
new experience of sorrow that flooded and agitated His soul. His sorrow was unto death, that is, 
it was the deepest sorrow He could experience this side of death. It penetrated to the depths of 
His being in all that constituted His human nature.  
 2B. His return from the second prayer 
 Now does He find the support He desires from the inner circle of the disciples? On the 
contrary, again, He finds them sleeping: And again he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were 
heavy (26.43). The contrast is amazing, startling, and almost comical. Jesus suffers in anticipation 
of what is about to happen, He confides in the disciples reaching out to them for the embrace of 
their love and support. For their part, the disciples are oblivious to what is going on and they 
show no sympathy, no interest, no love, and no return of affection. It is as if their eyelashes 
became lead that held their eyelids closed with a weight they could not lift.  
 This time, Jesus gives no rebuke. He observes how distant they are from Him and He 
goes back to pray a third time.  
 
3A. The Third Prayer of our Lord and His Return from the third Prayer 
 This time we have no record of what Jesus said; we simply have the stated fact that He 
prayed the same prayer as before (26.44, So, leaving them again, he went away and prayed for the third time, 
saying the same words again). Surely, we can take this to mean that He said, “If it is possible that I 
avoid this cup, your will be done Father, not my will; if it is not possible for me to avoid the cup, 
your will be done Father, not my will.”   
 Returning the third time, He finds the disciples still sleeping. Now, His words reveal the 
benefit of His times of prayer. There is a progression from great sorrow, fear, and unrest with 
submission to even firmer submission and then to calm leadership and clear commitment to the 
will of God. Rousing the disciples, He makes it clear that the time for sleeping is now over 
because another time has come; the very betrayal into the hands of sinners is now moments 
away. "Sleep and take your rest later on. See, the hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of 
sinners.  46 Rise, let us be going; see, my betrayer is at hand" (26.45-46).  
 He expresses His victory over the struggle with fear by placing the betrayal in the context 
of His work as Son of Man (26.45). He affirms again that the one who receives a kingdom and 
glory from the Ancient of days will first suffer mistreatment in the hands of wicked people.  
 Now He is ready to meet His betrayer and His enemies. He rises from the prayer of 
submission with deepened resolve to face to what lies ahead. Thus, He says, “Rise, let us go!  
Here comes my betrayer!” While He was still speaking, Judas emerged from the darkness.  
 
Some questions leading to application 
 1) What can we learn from the fear of our Lord, from His fear? 
 Is this a weakness? Perhaps, we may call it human weakness and frailty. However, it 
might be better to call it human completeness and fullness (that has weakness and frailty). We 
witness His firm recoiling from the bitter cup of divine displeasure. 
 This should cause us to properly estimate the guilt of our sins: “You who think of sin but 
lightly, nor suppose the evil great, here may view its nature rightly, here its guilt may estimate. 
Mark the sacrifice appointed, see who bears the awful load; tis’ the word, the Lord’s anointed, 
Son of man and Son of God.” 
 We should see clearly what your sins and my sins merit before the holy standard of God’s 
perfect justice. We should recoil with our Lord from what must come upon sinners as the just 
punishment of their sins. We should see clearly what our sins merit and therefore what the Lord 
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Jesus bore in His own body in our place. This is astounding commitment to God’s will and love 
for us.  
 2) How did Jesus handle the sorrow of Gethsemane? 
 He handled sorrow in a process. It should be of interest to us to note that the Lord Jesus 
became overwhelmed with sorrow suddenly as He entered the garden. What does He do?  
 He takes the disciples with Him into the garden and separates three of them to go with 
Him into the darkness. It is as if He feels the bonds with His closest friends slipping away, so, it 
must be in stages. First, He separates from most taking Peter, James, and John with Him. Then, 
keeping them within reach, He steps away by Himself to find His solace in the presence of the 
Father. He prays and returns from prayer three times. The disciples are there because He needs 
their companionship, though from a distance, and though it is fading away into desertion this 
very night. As a man among men, He needs the friendship, companionship, fellowship, and 
communion with others in the human family. As the man of sorrows among men, He must 
forego His need and find the strength necessary to overcome His fear, brace Himself, and step 
forward alone to meet the final fleeting moments of His work on earth.  
 3) What do we learn from His example? 
  We learn how He handled extreme sorrow and fear by returning to prayer three times. 
He fully, deeply, and passionately recoils from the cup of suffering that looms before Him. It is 
also true that He commits Himself, in this passionate recoiling, to do the will of God above all 
His wants and desires. Therefore, leaving prayer and returning to it again, through this means, 
He commits Himself in stronger and stronger terms to do the Father’s will. Finally, when He 
returns from prayer the third time, all the emotional distress and the fog of sorrow dissipates as 
He rouses the disciples and goes forth with a calm readiness to meet His betrayer.  
 By this, we learn how we can make our way through extreme sorrow and fear. We must 
retreat often to the presence of God in prayer. There we must consciously and voluntarily submit 
our desires, wants, and needs into His hands saying, “not what I want Lord, but your will be 
done.” This is what our Lord taught us to pray in the third petition of the Lord’s Prayer in the 
Sermon on the Mount (Mat. 6.10). Notably, Jesus not only teaches us by His counsel and 
instruction, He also teaches us by His example. Marvelously, as He prepares Himself to suffer 
the punishment of your sins and mine, He also gives us a supreme example to follow.  
 4) What can we say to these things? We must fall down before Him in worship, 
thanksgiving, and praise. We must also commit ourselves with determined resolve to the will of 
God in our lives. On top of this, we must get down to the doing of it in the practical day to day 
manner of our living.  
 

May the reality of eternal punishment and the determination of the Lord Jesus to endure it in our 
place deepen our love for Him. To Him be all glory and praise both now and forevermore, amen. 


