
Good Friday Sermon: Matthew 26:36-46: the Prayers of Gethsemane 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Today in our Good Friday meditation we will be considering Jesus under the shadow of the 
cross in the Garden of Gethsemane.  The name Gethsemane means ‘oil press’ and seems a 
very appropriate name for the place where Jesus would pray the hardest prayer any human 
has ever prayed.  As we proceed to the Garden to look not only into another’s grief, but the 
grief of the Holy One who is submitting Himself to His Fathers punishment for our sins, we 
must beg the aid of the Spirit, we are not only treading on mysteries but holy ground.  We 
want to do two simple things looking at Matthew 26:36-36, we want to observe the prayers 
of Christ, and the prayers of the disciples.   
 
Jesus prayers 
 
The moment when Jesus would begin to be afflicted with the punishments for our sin would 
begin with the arrest and culminate with His death on the cross.  Paradoxically the unjust 
arrest, trials, scourging, mistreatment and death would be the tool of God’s perfect justice 
to satisfy all that was needed to pay for our sins.  Gethsemane is not the beginning of the 
penal sufferings of Christ on our behalf, instead think of them as the look over the lip of hell 
into hell, and having to make the decision to jump into it.  This was the struggle of 
Gethsemane. 
 
In verse 36 we see that there is not much to indicate the great burden Christ is bearing.  He 
makes 8 of the 11 remaining disciples sit down and takes his inner circle of three, Peter, 
James and John further into the garden with Him.  And only once He was alone with the 
three, as the full weight of what was coming was upon Him did He allow them a glimpse of 
His emotional state, v37, ‘And taking with him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, he began 
to be sorrowful and troubled.’  This was no ordinary sorrow and trouble, here is the Son of 
God, and He turns to friends to aid him in prayer, verse 38, ‘Then he said to them, "My soul 
is very sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch with me."’  We see the depth of 
His sorrow.  For He the one who is able to suffer silently asks for help from the feeble 
prayers of the saints.  If Christ was confident to lean upon His disciples prayers trusting God 
would answer them, then we should think better of prayer ourselves.  And He who could 
silence storms is so overwhelmed that He seeks aid.  The signs of His distress are many.  He 
tells us that He is sorrowful, He is overwhelmed with the emotion of His sorrow; the need of 
companions; His request for prayer; His repeated prayers; the bloody sweat; the fact that 
angels had to minister to Him.  All of these help us to see that we are dealing with an 
overwhelming situation.  
 
Then we see Him praying, v39, ‘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."’  What drove Christ to such sorrow and what is being asked in this prayer?  
We see Christ is overwhelmed and does not want to drink that cup that comes from the 
Father’s hand.  But this is no ordinary cup, it is the cup of God’s wrath.  Christ must willingly 
offer Himself to be the one who will become the most hated in the sight of the One He has 
eternally loved.  He must accept the portion of being forsaken by the One He has only 



known the most intimate of fellowship with.  He must submit to becoming our sin, having 
the guilt of our sin imputed to Him, so that His own delight in holiness will be repulsed in 
Himself.  As a man would stand before God dressed in his sin on judgement and know all of 
God’s righteous indignation towards him.  This is what Jesus had to accept, but His portion 
would be worse than any other sinner on judgement day, for the holiness of His nature, and 
the intimacy of the Father’s love and the delight of His approval, something an unbeliever 
had never known would also be lost.   
 
Christ’s desire to avoid the cup was not an act of cowardice.  Church history is full of valiant 
Christians facing down death, Christians who knew they would be badly treated and tortured 
embracing the pain with gladness.  Is Jesus weaker than they are that He cannot face a 
brutal death?  Never!  His burden was greater than theirs; His was greater than any will 
bear. 
 
His unwillingness to drink the cup is not on account of any sinfulness in Him but on account 
of His holiness.  Jesus more than any other knows holiness, for He is holy.  He delights in 
holiness and seeks it in His creation.  As God He hates sin more than any other for He loves 
holiness more than any other.  God cannot look upon sin and approve of it, God cannot be 
tempted, and yet here on account of the Son becoming man the Divine Son has to choose 
to be seen as a sinner, to have the guilt of our sin imputed to Him, to have all of God’s 
perfect hatred against sin turned on Himself.  His holiness draws back in horror.  We are 
taught by this the real reaction we should have to ourselves as sinners, and a better 
understanding of what God’s reaction to us is.  A book I have read in preparation for this 
time of remembering Christ’s death and resurrection is Hugh Martin’s, The Shadow of 
Calvary, I cannot speak to highly of it.  In it he talks about how some think that Christ’s 
sorrow would not be over the fact that He would be accounted a sinner, for the imputation 
of sin is not the same as actually becoming sin.  But he raises an important point.  Although 
not righteous in ourselves but accounted righteous through the imputation of Christ’s alien 
righteousness to us, do we feel joy and security and peace from a righteousness not our 
own?  Yes!  Then consider in the same way how having our sins imputed to Him would 
inflict anguish and sorrow upon His holy soul.  He hates sin more than we love 
righteousness and so His sorrow will be greater than our joy.   
 
His unwillingness to drink is not on account of sinful weakness but creaturely weakness.  No 
human being can stand in the presence of a Holy God and choose to embrace the furnace of 
God’s wrath.  I knew a man once who committed suicide by throwing himself into a furnace, 
he wanted his suffering to end and saw it as an escape.  On Judgement day when we stand 
before a holy God, if we stand not dressed in the righteousness of Christ, and we have to 
suffer God’s righteous judgement upon our sins, our creatureliness could not bear it.  Our 
humanity cannot before the majesty of His glory, a flower cannot grow on the sun and nor 
can we stand in the day of His wrath.  Our God is a consuming fire.  There is none that can 
stand before Him.  When we have to stand before Him and feel the omniscient gaze peeling 
back our camouflage and excuses, when in the naked light of His gaze all we truly are is laid 
bare, and as we have it impressed upon our minds the reality of God as being the reality 
from which all reality flows, there is nothing more real than Him, and that He will punish, He 
who is infinitely holy and gives punishment against sin according to the measure of His 
infinite holiness.  There are no words, we cannot argue, we cannot look, we cannot hide, we 
cannot bear it.  Our humanity is not strong enough, there are not enough resources in our 
creatureliness to bear that gaze.  Yet this is the fire that Jesus must choose to embrace.  
This is the cup that He must willingly drink.  No human soul can do it, and yet He must.  
And so He is praying, striving, agonising; wrestling the squirming humanity of His nature 



into submission.  The bloody sweat, the need for the ministry of angels, the need to pray 
more than once, the cries and tears, all was a part of this process. 
 
There is another aspect which we can only guess at which Jesus may also be anticipating.  
This is the aspect of the demonic activity and attack upon Christ.  You see when God judges 
a person they are handed over to satan.  Judas is handed over and gets possessed on 
account of his sin, Jesus is sinless and we assume handed over to the devil and allowed to 
be assaulted by all the demonic horde.  Job experience a partial sifting by the devil but there 
was a hedge around him, Peter was sifted by the devil but only as far as it agreed with 
God’s purposes to make a better leader out of Peter.  But here is Christ, and if He is under 
the full judgement of God, then we must assume that as part of that judgement is the 
concerted attack of the demonic realm upon Him.  This would have been active through 
things like possessing Judas, influencing the hearts of sinful men in their cruelty, their 
willingness to believe lies, in the temptations that must have assaulted His holy soul.  This 
aspect we will only have revealed in eternity, for now we must simply realise that Christ’s 
sufferings are deeper than we can understand.      
 
His perfect humanity draws back at the sight of the punishments and the guilt of sin that will 
be laid upon Him, and yet because of His love, because of the promise of a people saved, 
He submits Himself, ‘nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.’  When we hear the words of 
Christ’s prayer we must not think that they are merely words of acquiescence or resignation.  
Jesus was not merely accepting the will of God as if it were the will of another and not His 
own.  Jesus agrees with the will of the Father, Jesus willingly lays down His life as the 
shepherd of the sheep.  Jesus is not a victim here who is having the Father’s will forced 
upon Him, no He desires to lay down His life but is needing God’s grace to help tie the 
bucking and squirming humanity of the sacrifice to the altar.  Hebrews 5:7 reflecting on the 
prayers of Gethsemane writes, ‘In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and 
supplications, with loud cries and tears, to him who was able to save him from death, and 
he was heard because of his reverence.’  In this prayer of submission we must see the 
implied request for strengthening grace.  But compare the tone of Christ’s prayer to ours.  
Here is His holy heart desiring the salvation of souls, revolted at the thought of becoming 
sin, desperate in the weakness of His humanity, all of this translates into violent and 
wholesouled praying.  We are too tame in our desires.  This is the Saviour’s way of praying 
and shows us the way we should be assailing God’s throne in prayer for our own desperate 
needs.  And we can see by the end of Christ’s praying that He is a new man, He is full of 
resolve.  We merely have to compare the actions of the 3 and the 12 to Christ’s when the 
men come to arrest Jesus.  He is full of confidence and resolve, they are full of confusion 
and cowardice.   
 
Now we must appreciate that Jesus was praying as a man, we can see by how overwhelmed 
He was that He was fully human and being fully human He was cast upon the Lord in 
prayer.  And being fully human He did not dip into the infinite resources of His divine nature 
but being a servant of God, He waited upon the Lord and needed to receive His aid like we 
do, from above by prayer.  We learn here that God grants us the grace to be obedient even 
unto death. 
 
The last thought I would like to ponder as you look at the wrestling of Gethsemane is this 
one.  By all these struggles of Christ to willingly offer Himself as our sin bearer let it proven 
that He is a loving and willing Saviour.  He is doing the undoable because of His love, 
because He has set His love upon us in eternity past with a never dying love.  It is His desire 
to save sinners that causes Him to swallow the unswallowable portion of God’s judgement 
cup.  Are you here today as someone who has not trusted in Christ?  Have you thought 



about why you should?  Let the Garden of Gethsemane prove two things to you.  Firstly, 
that you do not want to face the judgement of God for your sins.  Accept Jesus as the one 
who will stand in your place and drink that cup of judgement instead of you.  If this is how 
He struggles to drink it, consider how terrible it will be for you when you have to face God in 
judgement.  And secondly, see here His love.  He is willing to save, He is willing to face the 
worst to save you from your sins, come to Him and receive the greatest love and gift that 
any can receive.   
 
The disciple’s prayers 
 
But the prayers of Christ are not the only prayers we want to consider this morning but also 
the prayers, or rather the prayerlessness of the disciples.  Now the disciples are an obvious 
contrast with Christ.  He prays, they sleep, He is full of faith, they are full of fear, , He is 
courageous, they are cowardly, He responds to His captors with confidence and love the 
disciples with violence, subterfuge and fear.  Now there are two aspects to their praying that 
we must consider, they failed to pray to comfort Christ, and they failed to pray for their own 
sakes.   
 
We see in the first place that Jesus asks the disciples to pray with Him because He is so 
sorrowful, v38, ‘Then he said to them, "My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain 
here, and watch with me."’  Now think on this, your Lord comes to you in deep emotional 
distress and asks you to pray with Him.  He has told you that He is going to Jerusalem to 
suffer, there have been a number of conversations about how the Messiah must die to save 
His people.  These disciples had the highest incentive to pray, and yet we see that they 
slumbered. 
 
Now we know that the disciples did not immediately fall asleep, they witnessed some of 
Christ’s own praying.  They heard His cries and tears, they saw the bloody sweat, they 
beheld the angels and still they slumbered. If they had prayed they would not have prayed 
alone for they had the best example in prayer.  In the face of their Lord’s suffering they 
slept.  What an indictment.  There is a deep lesson here for us.  You and I can likewise be 
indifferent to the groans of Christ.  For some it is the indifference of unbelief, they go on 
happily in the slumber of their sin and unbelief, content to take their comfort in undisturbed 
sleep rather than behold and respond to the agonies of Christ, which are for us.  But 
believers can also be guilty of slumber while Christ intercedes.  Even now Christ is at the 
right hand of the Father having opened a way for effective prayer, He invites us to use His 
name and approach the Father in the Holy of Holies, and indifferent to Christ’s present 
intercessions we also slumber in sleeplessness.     
 
We see in Luke’s gospel that Jesus not only asked for prayer for himself but warned them 
that they ought to pray for themselves as well, Luke 22:40, ‘And when he came to the 
place, he said to them, "Pray that you may not enter into temptation."’  Let us think about 
Jesus warning.  Jesus knew what was coming, He had already warned them that they would 
all abandon Him, and Peter will have denied Him three times before the cock crowed the 
next morning.  They had been warned that this night was to be a night of special difficulty, 
that they could expect before the night was out to have been so tested that their sworn 
loyalty would fail.  Yet despite this warning in the face of danger they slept.   
 
V40, ‘And he came to the disciples and found them sleeping. And he said to Peter, "So, 
could you not watch with me one hour?’  Here is Peter the man who Jesus warned satan 
sought to sift as wheat, who had sworn allegiance when all others failed.  Here was the man 
who should have been praying all night in particular and Jesus rebukes him for not even 



praying for one hour in order to resist temptation.  Notice the mercy of Jesus in waking His 
disciples and pointing them to prayer.  Christ is merciful to us when He rouses us from 
slumber and convicts us to pray.   
 
Verse 41, ‘Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is 
willing, but the flesh is weak."’  Here are the words we most desperately need to here.  Here 
we are ordered by Christ to watch and pray as the means by which we are to fight 
temptation.  He warns us that we need this extra support as our hearts as willing as they 
are may fail us, so we must watch and pray.   
 
To watch indicates the picture of a watchman atop a city wall during a war.  The watchman 
sights the enemy and alerts the town for defence or the enemy will overrun them.  The 
sentinel sees the enemy afar off and is able to ready us to meet the enemy before it is able 
to gather its full strength against us.  Prisoners are likewise put under watch.  These are our 
sins that do not die easily and will need a double guard set.  Watchfulness is to be applied 
to every part of our lives.  We must take heed in all our dealings, in all our relationships, 
taking every part to God’s light room in prayer.  Watchfulness must be applied to our hearts, 
to the state of our faith and repentance, to our humility, our witness, and all the fruits of the 
Spirit we are nurturing in our souls.  Watchfulness must be applied to our regenerated 
hearts that they do not become dulled, or our consciences quieted. 
 
And we must pray.  We must pray with all perseverance, we must pray on all occasions, we 
must pray with all types of prayer.  We must pray before temptation and in the midst of it.  
Hebrews 2:17-18 remind us that Jesus was our fully human Highpriest who is willing and 
able to help the tempted, ‘Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so 
that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make 
propitiation for the sins of the people.  For because he himself has suffered when tempted, 
he is able to help those who are being tempted.’  Hebrews 4:15-16, ‘For we do not have a 
high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect 
has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.  Let us then with confidence draw near to the 
throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.’  He is 
able and willing to help the tempted.  We must watch in order to pray and pray in order to 
watch.  Watchfulness without prayer is insufficient, and prayer without watchfulness will be 
misdirected. 
 
There are some encouragements in these difficult rebukes.  Notice that Jesus says that the 
spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.  Luke 22:45 indicates that the disciples slept not from 
bald indifference but from sorrow.  They did care, they were moved but instead of taking 
their sorrow to God in prayer they were sunk under it.  A heart that is overly light or overly 
burdened can result in prayerlessness.  But notice that Jesus sees this smoldering wick and 
shows them how they might fan it into a flame.  They are to watch and pray and our feeble 
willingness can be strengthened.  Christ availed Himself of His own advice and was 
strengthened but the disciples were vulnerable and weak.   
 
These are the prayers of Gethsemane, we come here to look into the mysteries of our 
Saviour’s suffering to see the horror of our sins and the depths of His love, but we also 
come to see our frail natures and the means to availing ourselves of God’s grace to 
overcome them.       
 
 
  
 



    
          
  
 
 
   


