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 This morning we look at one of the most solemn texts in the life of Christ.  There exists a sharp contrast between the peacefulness of the Upper Room and the celebration that Jesus had with His disciples on that occasion and the hellish storm that breaks out in the Garden of Gethsemane.  We have mentioned on previous occasions how the disciples failed to grasp the depth of Jesus’ sayings concerning His death.  Here in the Garden we see that Jesus Himself is coming to grips with the stark reality of His death.  Derek Thomas notes, “Every fiber of His being seems to be wrestling with the unfolding providence of God, realizing now as perhaps never before in His earthly ministry and consciousness the cost of what it means to be the Servant of the Lord who takes away the sin of God’s people.  This garden is a foretaste of Calvary.”


What was it that brought such agony to our Lord?  I would suggest that it was not His impending death.  This He had been preparing for, and attempting to prepare His disciples for, all along the way.  It was the cup that caused such distress for Jesus.  Not merely the cup of death, but the contents of that cup.  This was the cup of God’s wrath, filled especially and particularly for the Son of God!  That is what caused Jesus to agonize in the Garden, and in it we see the sinfulness of sin and the triumph of grace.  In this story, we see the humanity of Christ set forth as in no other place in Scripture to this point.  That humanity would be seen in its fullness on the Cross, of which this occasion was a prominent precursor.
I.   The Place Called Gethsemane (14:32-36) 


1.  A place of prayer (v. 32)


Jesus tells the disciples, “Sit here until I have prayed.”  Prayer shows something of the character of a person.  Few things in life reveal our absolute dependence on God than prayer.  Derek Thomas suggests, “Prayer is an expression of our inability to accomplish it by ourselves.  Prayer is a confession of our weakness, our frailty, our complete dependence upon the sovereignty and provision of the Almighty God.  We’re saying that we need His assistance, we need His strengthening, we need His enabling, we need His power, we need His resources.  We cannot so much as lift a finger without the hand of God.”


Why is it that commentators often run from this truth as it concerns the humanity of Jesus Christ?  Does what Thomas says constitutes prayer not describe the position of our Lord in the Garden?  Are we to believe that Jesus’ prayer on this occasion proved something less than His complete and absolute dependence on His Father?  After all, this is the second person of the Godhead, God of very God that knelt in the Garden.  We have seen His absolute deity manifest throughout the entire gospel of Mark, demonstrated in prophesies and their fulfillment, in His claim to be the Son of God, in performing miracle after miracle to verify the truth of His Godhood.  And yet, here He comes to the Father in prayer.  


This is not the first instance we have seen Jesus in prayer.  He often went out alone early in the morning to intercede and commune with the Father.  According to Luke and John, this was His custom in the last week.  Jesus needed to pray.  Jesus needed to be strengthened.  The reality of what He faced in less than 24 hours was pressed down upon Him and the burden was excessively great.  Let’s be honest – is not Jesus here crying out to the Father, “Lord, I can’t do this anymore?  This is unbearable!”  Does He not reveal His humanity in acknowledging His will, a will that He confesses that He knows is not the will of the Father?  


Gethsemane was a place of prayer, Jesus’ place of prayer.  Jesus needed to pray because He needed the strength that only the Father could give.  Of course, if Jesus needed to pray, how much more do you and I need to pray?  We will never face the agony that Jesus faced in the Garden, but we too face our own agonies.  Which of us has not been to the place where we want to throw up our hands and say, “God, I can’t handle this today!  I know what you have called me to do and I confess that I don’t feel competent today.”  May we take courage from our Lord.  Jesus did not throw in the towel and succumb to the flesh.  He went to His knees in prayer and pleaded with His Father to strengthen Him for His ministry.  Gethsemane was a place of prayer.


2.  A place of testing (vv. 33-36a)


We can expect that our adversary will not lie still when we pray.  Our prayers invigorate the evil one.  Our prayers take us to a place that Satan detests.  It brings us into fellowship and communion with God.


Jesus faced the full fury of the evil one in the Garden.  He knew this would be the case as He takes Peter, James, and John, the triumvirate, and tells them, “My soul is deeply grieved to the point of death; remain here and keep watch.”  Not once, not twice, but three times Jesus implores them to keep watching and praying because a spiritual battle ensued.  


But this was a battle that only Jesus could face.  Notice the progression of isolation in this text.  He begins with all the disciples, then the three, and He goes a bit beyond them, alone to pray.  He alone had to be tested.  There was no other that could help Him in this battle.  He had to face it totally alone.  Derek Thomas reminds us, “And in a sense, do you see, it could only be that way.  He alone could bear the sins of men; He alone could meet that dreadful wrath.  He alone could face that unmitigated anger of God against sin.  He alone could endure the pangs of hell.  He alone can atone for guilt, because ‘there is no other good enough to pay the price of sin.’”


How did Satan tempt Jesus in the garden?  Just as he always has and does.  He attempts to cast doubt upon God’s love for Him.  Just as he did in the Garden of Eden, Satan approaches Jesus in this Garden and attempts to rob Him of the assurance of God’s love in every circumstance.  Do you see Jesus struggle?  “He began to pray that if it were possible, the hour might pass Him by.”  This is Jesus Christ, the Anointed One, the Messiah, sent to save the world from their sins.  Do you grasp what was at stake?  Our very salvation was under attack in the Garden.  Jesus pleads with the Father, “If it is possible, deliver Me from this hour!”  What was that hour?  The hour when He would accomplish atonement for the sins of the world, that dark hour at Calvary where the sins of the world were heaped down upon Him.  That hour that is both the most tragic and the most glorious in the history of the world.  Jesus continued, “Abba! Father! All things are possible for You; remove this cup from Me.”  Again we see the urgency coupled with the agony.  The cup that awaited Jesus was God’s full wrath and fury for the sins of men.  Is it too much to say that this was a cry of desperation?  “Father, I know that you can do all things.  Would you do this for Me?”


We see the ploy of Satan.  Jesus knew that all things were possible with God, all things according to His divine will.  Had the story ended there, we would be right in believing that Jesus had believed the devil’s lie and just like Eve reached out and tasted evil.  We would be right to suggest that Jesus had sinned in His request that the cup be taken from Him.  But thankfully, the story does not end there.

3.  A place of triumph (v. 36b)


“Abba! Father! All things are possible for You; remove this cup from Me; yet not what I will, but what You will.”  Jesus felt the weight of God’s wrath and asked for the cup to pass.  That was the humanity of Christ manifesting itself.  Here we see the glory of the Incarnation on display.  As God, Jesus knew what lay ahead at the Cross: horror, alienation, and the wrath that He would drink.  He knew the Father would forsake Him, leaving Him in loneliness that exceeded the loneliness of this encounter in the Garden.  “Yet not what I will, but what You will.”


Here we see the triumph of grace in the Garden.  Jesus, in all of His agony, facing the full force of God’s wrath, teetering on the edge of fleeing, bombarded by the wiles of Satan, submits to the Father.  Even though it meant alienation from the Father, a place that He had never been, Jesus seeks to accomplish the will of the Father.  He did not succumb to Satan’s lie that the Father did not love Him in subjecting Him to this.  Jesus understood that it was because the Father loved Him that He gave Him this duty.


What do we learn from this?  We learn the astonishing truth that Christ can sympathize with us in our weakness.  Yes, Christ triumph assures our salvation, assures us that we will be spared the wrath of God in Him who took it upon Himself.  Yet it means so much more.  Phil Newton elaborates, “He comes to our aid in times when we are tempted to withdraw due to the heaviness of divine providence that bears down upon our lives.  ‘Although He was a Son, He learned obedience from the things which He suffered,’ the writer of Hebrews tells us (5:8).  As One that has suffered far beyond anything we can imagine in doing the Father’s will, He draws near to us when we are tempted to withdraw or give up or despair of pressing on in faithfulness to God.  ‘For since He himself was tempted in that which He has suffered, He is able to come to the aid of those who are tempted’ (Heb. 2:18).”


Satan tried to make Jesus a victim.  But here Jesus demonstrated that He was no victim, but that He willingly gave His life in submission to the Father’s will.  In doing so, He demonstrated the love of God for not only Him, but for all those who know Him.  That is the triumph of grace.
II.  The Failure of His Disciples (14:37-42)


  The Garden was a place of testing not only for Jesus, but also for Peter, James, and John as well.  As we have seen, Jesus passed the test and overcame the wiles of the devil.  But that was not the case with the three.  We see a failure of monumental proportions on their part as they all but ignored Jesus’ pleas, three times, to watch and pray.  Each time Jesus found them “resting and sleeping.”  Geoff Thomas notes five things concerning their failures that serve as a warning to us.
  After all, these men were a lot like us.


1.  They failed despite their privileges 

These three had known Jesus better than anyone else for three years.  We have mentioned that the teachings and healings of Christ often had a dual purpose; first and foremost for those He was teaching and healing.  But a second reason was for the benefit of the disciples as He modeled compassion and firmness for faith and ministry.  It was these three that scaled the Mount of Transfiguration and there caught a glimpse of the glory of Christ.  It was with them that Jesus partook of the last Passover meal.  This very event in the Garden was primarily for Christ – but He asked them to come along.  We can safely say that there was no one in the history of man that had the privileges that these men enjoyed.  And yet Jesus found them “resting and sleeping.”
The same could be said of Israel, God’s chosen people.  As a nation, no other had the privileges of Israel.  It was them that God chose, not because He admired anything about them, but according to His good pleasure.  It was with them that God entered into covenants of promise, delivered from the bondage of Egypt, gave the Law at Sinai, and promised to provide and protect if they lived in obedience to Him.  And yet, in spite of these privileges, they failed.  God’s testimony of them, “All the day long I have stretched out My hands to a disobedient and obstinate people” (Rom. 10:21).

God’s Word is full of people who are privy to the things of God and fail.  There is no way that your privilege alone is going to keep you and strengthen you in the time of testing.  You have tremendous privileges this morning.  You might live and work or go to school in a Christian environment.  You might attend worship Sunday morning and Sunday night and Wednesday prayer meeting as well.  You might own or have access to a wonderful Christian library.  I think you would agree that though it is a stretch to call our nation a Christian nation, it is not an overstatement to say that we as Americans have tremendous freedom and privilege today to live the Christian life, at least today.  While all of these privileges are important and even necessary for a strong faith, they alone cannot keep you or sustain you.  If you are presuming upon these things, you to could be found “resting and sleeping.”

2.  They failed despite their office and position 


These men were called to be Apostles of Christ, and these three in particular had eminent positions among the Twelve.  They were the leaders.  When Jesus wanted to make sure that He was communicating, when Jesus wanted to make sure that His message was being heard, it was these three that He turned.  Jesus invested more time in leadership training with Peter, James, and John than any of the other Apostles.  With them the future of the Church was vested.  And yet, Jesus found them “resting and sleeping.”


This serves as a warning to both pastor and congregation, elder and deacon.  These three failed despite their office, despite their position.  As leaders we need to understand that the closer we walk with the Lord, the greater the opposition from the adversary.  But more than that, we must remember that we are merely men, not supermen.  We have a flesh that is vulnerable, weak, and frail.  We are prone to sin just as any other.  We must take care that we do not presume upon our position to keep us.  Our office alone cannot strengthen us.


With this the congregation should guard against unrealistic expectations concerning the men that God has called and placed over them.  As Thomas points out, the church “expects eminent perfection in holiness and what it gets are sinners just like itself, limping men, inconsistent men who sleep when they should be watching, men who let you down and are not there when you need them.  Every church must know that those who lead it are human beings, vulnerable, falling, stumbling, and sometimes overwhelmed men, disappointing men, and every leader must know the same truth about himself… The congregation must reckon with the creatureliness of its leaders, and its leaders must reckon with their own humanness.  The office alone will not keep them.”


3.  They failed despite the warnings they had


Remember last week?  Allow me to read the text again which includes the warning:

Mark 14:27-31 – 27 And Jesus said to them, “You will all fall away, because it is written, ‘I will strike down the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered.’  28 But after I have been raised, I will go ahead of you to Galilee.”  29 But Peter said to Him, “Even though all may fall away, yet I will not.”  30 And Jesus said to him, “Truly I say to you, that this very night, before a rooster crows twice, you yourself will deny Me three times.”  31 But Peter kept saying insistently, “Even if I have to die with You, I will not deny You!” And they all were saying the same thing also.

At the very least, this warning should have prompted these men to be alert.  “Remain here and keep watch” should have prompted some urgency.  Yet, Jesus found them, “resting and sleeping.”  Peter, who was willing to die with Jesus and said he would never deny Him, could not even “keep watch for one hour.”  


Jesus then further warns Peter, “Keep watching and praying that you may not come into temptation; the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.”  This is actually fascinating because here we see that Jesus agrees that Peter’s spirit was willing.  His zeal had a proper heart motive.  However, he overshot the runway because he did not understand the flesh.  Again, Jesus reminds Peter that he was setting himself up for a great fall.  While Peter’s spirit was willing, it was born out of self-confidence.  And, as we saw last week, Peter needed to be humbled.  That was the purpose of his denials.  


So they failed, despite their warnings.  They had received the greatest pastoral care available to man, and did not listen, did not obey.  Because of this, they failed.  How do respond to counseling today?  Are you allowing the Word of God to shape you and mold you, heeding its warnings, or do you look at those warnings as speaking to everyone but you?  These men failed despite the warnings.  What makes you different than them?  Are you thinking more highly of yourself than you ought?

4.  They failed when they were most needed


Jesus needed companionship in the Garden, again, a testimony of His humanity.  He knew what He faced; He knew the hour had come.  And yet, His closest friends failed Him.  Hear Geoff Thomas’ exhortation in this regard:

Christ didn’t take them into the Garden for tokenism. He didn’t cry “I thirst” on the cross simply to remind them of his humanity. He didn’t take them into the Garden simply that they would report all they heard and saw. There were several things; we have the humanness of Christ; his need for fellowship. He wanted the company of Christians on that cold and lonely night. He really wanted to glance across the Garden and see them, and hear the murmur of their familiar voices in the background. He wanted them to pray for him, one by one, as they went round in turn and interceded for him and for themselves. He needed that. Again he certainly needed them to watch out, to keep awake and stand on guard because there were armed men creeping up through the olive trees to get him, while he had an audience with God, and matters of immense eternal issue to deal with in his Father’s presence. He needed to give his whole attention to God. He didn’t want to be distracted by the sound of a broken twig, and a sound in the darkness, wondering whether they had arrived when he still had some dealings with God about the most important theme a human mind has ever had to deal with. “Come with me! Pray! Watch! Please!” he said, and they did but they went off to sleep. Maybe when the Lord needs us most, and when the church needs us most, and when the cause of Christ needs us most, maybe that will be the time we fail. We take the easy choice. We watch TV rather than go to the Prayer Meeting. 

But thankfully, the story does not end there.


5.  Though they failed, Christ took them back (vv. 41-42)


Jesus approaches the three for the third time and they are still “sleeping and resting.”  We might expect that given the approaching troops that Jesus would have left them there.  And a further consideration is that He knew that Peter was only going to deny Him outright, not once, but three times.  With all of the commotion and emotion of the moment, we might expect that Jesus would let them sleep.  But He was a gracious friend!  “Are you still sleeping and resting?  It is enough; the hour has come; behold, the Son of Man is being betrayed into the hands of sinners.  Get up, let us be going; behold, the one who betrays Me is at hand!”  Though they failed, Christ took them back!  

Conclusion


How do you respond when others fail you?  Do you take into consideration the weakness of their flesh?  I am not suggesting that we are to forgive those who have sinned against us if there is no evidence of repentance.  But are you really longsuffering with those who are not as mature in the faith?  And even those who are more mature, leaders, people in positions of authority, when they fail you, how do you respond?  May we have the heart of Christ!
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