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The Necessity of Gethsemane

Introduction:

Open your Bibles with me to Luke 22:39-46.  As we have noted for some time in our journey together through Luke’s gospel, Jesus has been on a determined journey from Galilee to Jerusalem and to the cross (beginning with Luke 9:51).  Along this way he teaches his disciples and preaches to the crowds, which includes his critics and enemies.  In chapters 19-21, Luke describes Jesus’ triumphal arrival in Jerusalem and his subsequent teaching in the temple.  Chapter 22 introduces the passion narrative of Luke, who describes for us these final days before the cross.  

As we consider our text for today we note that Jesus has just shared with his disciples the Last Supper, and predicts Peter’s denial (Luke 22:7-38).  Now we come to one of the truly sacred places of Scripture which makes us sense that we are on holy ground.  Our text for today concerns Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane.  This was a garden Jesus frequented, and was owned perhaps by a wealthy friend, who gave Jesus access to the garden for his times of prayer.  Gethsemane is Hebrew/Aramaic for “oil press,” and this garden, a grove of olive trees, is on the eastside of Jerusalem, across the Brook Kidron.  When Jesus and his disciples crossed over, the brook may well have been red from the blood of the Passover sacrifices being made in the Temple.  The surrounding olive trees may have been a stark message to Jesus that soon he would be crushed in the Father’s olive press to give forth the oil of our salvation.

Now, just after midnight, Jesus, the Lamb of God, prepares his soul for the hour of his supreme sacrifice for us.  As many have noted, the salvation of the world hung in the balance when Jesus agonized with this prayer in Gethsemane.  Had Jesus not prayed this prayer there would be no gospel.  

Follow as I read Luke 22:39-46.

Old Testament prophecy anticipated that Messiah would enter The Holy City, Jerusalem, through the eastern gate, visible from Gethsemane (Ezekiel 43:1-4; Zechariah 14:4).  Indeed Gethsemane was the pathway, the necessary gateway for the Lord Jesus in his fulfilling his mission of the cross, which was God’s plan “from the creation of the world” (Revelation 13:8).  Jesus’ prayer at Gethsemane was the necessary preparation for the cross, which was the “turning point in redemptive history” (Joel B Green, Page 266, Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels). I believe that without this crucial prayer in Gethsemane, Jesus would not have been prepared to face the ensuing arrest, trial and crucifixion.

Luke says that Jesus brought with him into the garden all of his disciples (Verse 39).  But Matthew and Mark confine the experience of joining Jesus in prayer to the inner ring of Peter, James and John, who would be taught by word and example the necessity of watchfulness and prayer in preparing for life’s greatest trials (See Matthew 26:37: Mark 14:33).  Jesus had just warned Simon Peter about his coming crisis of being “sifted” by Satan and of denying the Lord.  He  was now about to show Peter and the others from his own agonizing experience that prayerful watchfulness is the only way to prepare for life’s crises (Luke 22:31-34).  

Some of you perhaps have already endured your supreme crisis, and have experienced your “Gethsemane” of prayer.  Most of us, however, probably still face our greatest “evil day,” as Paul described it in Ephesians 6:13.  Sometime, sooner or later, you and I will stand facing a huge crisis, a major crossroads, a life-changing decision or a nearly overwhelming temptation.  It may not appear much to the world on the outside of your experience, but to you it is a cosmic battle.  The way you deal with that experience will perhaps shape the direction of your life on earth, and could well shape your eternal destiny.  How you come out of this battle will certainly affect your kingdom usefulness, present joy and everlasting degree of glory. 

There is no other passage in the four gospels that better shows us the humanity of Jesus than this experience of his in Gethsemane (See Joel Green, above citation).  And as our faithful High Priest, Jesus perfectly sympathizes with us and stands ready to help us with his mercy and grace (Hebrews 4:15f).  

Let’s note from our text that the experience of Gethsemane is a necessary gateway through which we must pass to prepare for the critical experiences of our lives.  First of all, our…

· Gethsemane involves the experience of confrontation with God.
There is no risk at all of exaggerating the agony of Jesus’ experience in the garden.  It was a confrontation of wills in a cosmic battle.  After instructing the other disciples to remain behind, Jesus took Peter, James and John with him, “and he began to be deeply distressed and troubled.”  The New English Bible translates Mark 14:33 best, saying, “Horror and dismay came over him.”  Martin Luther said that no one ever feared death as much as did Jesus.  He knew that the approaching cross was more than physical torture and mortal death.  Jesus knew that he would bear the punishment of holy God for the sins of the world.  He knew that he would become sin for us, and therefore experience the hell deserved by all who would ever live (2 Corinthians 5:21).  Sorrow was literally about to kill him.  In fact Luke, the physician evangelist, seems to imply that had not an angel ministered to him Jesus would in fact have died in the garden (Luke 22:43-44 (See DA Carson, volume 8, Expositor’s Bible Commentary). Abandoning the usual Jewish standing posture for prayer, Jesus threw himself to the ground.  Note that…
· This confrontation is, first of all a crisis.

The dictionary (Webster’s Seventh New Collegiate) defines a crisis as 1. “a turning point for better or worse…” 2. “a decisive moment….”   

Life is a series of crises, and how we deal with them determines the direction and outcome of our lives.  We cannot avoid them.  Decisions about your job, marriage, and children all are crises that shape your life.  Negative crises cannot be avoided either, such as illness, aging, and the eventuality of death.  And, there are crises that are endemic to the Christian life and are part of our pilgrimage of faith.  We are also susceptible to outrageous misfortune and our share of life’s tragedies and heartbreak.

Jesus faced the cross as his supreme crisis, which would affect not just him, but the entire human race.  He both longed for the fulfillment of his mission (Luke 12:50), yet also dreaded the experience of being the sin-bearer (John 12:27).  Gethsemane was his time of crisis in preparing for the cross.

Crises are bound to come frequently in our lives, both good and bad ones, and times of testing, temptation, and opportunity.  As children of God, we live in a fallen world and are called to follow Jesus.  That means we must share in the kinds of suffering which he endured, even taking up our cross of obedience and resisting the attacks of the Enemy who seeks to defeat us morally and spiritually.

James doesn’t say, “If trials come,” but rather “Whenever trials come” (James 1:2).  Jesus warned Peter, James and John to watch and pray against temptation (Mark 14:38).  For Jesus, the approaching crisis was the cross.  For us, it may be a severe testing of faith through a personal tragedy or a severe temptation to disobey the will of God or to disregard the word of God.  

The Bible is filled with examples of those who faced crises.  Abraham, the hero of faith, was tested by crises, and the most severe test was God’s requiring his sacrifice of his long-awaited son, Isaac (Genesis 22).  Jacob was crisis prone because of his deceitful actions, and in times of crises he learned to seek the Lord (Genesis 32:22ff).  Joseph’s faith perspective allowed him to see the hand of God at work through his life crises (Genesis 45:8).  After Job’s tragic losses and a period of questioning God’s ways, he heard a word from God and came to know God in a more personal way (Job 42:5).  The Prophet Jonah failed his test of obedience but God gave him the crisis of being in the belly of a giant fish where he was confronted with another opportunity to obey (Jonah 2:2-9).
You may be in the midst of a crisis, or yet to face your greatest one.  It may not be of your making.  You didn’t ask your government or business to move you across the ocean or overland to Brussels!  And even the choices facing you are staggering, such as marriage.  Or monumental, overwhelming experiences like the birth of your first child are also life-changing crises.  Maybe there is a great loss, like the health of aging parents, or the imminence of death.  Maybe your own health seems to be at stake.  Your crisis may be the result of some poor choices you have made.  The good news is that even in those crises God can bring about good in your life.  

· The confrontation of Gethsemane was one of crisis and conflict.
The confrontation of Jesus in the Garden was a crisis, but also it was for him a monumental conflict.  Jesus fell to the ground and for hours poured out his soul in prayer to the Father.  Luke adds that Jesus’ agony was so great that “an angel from heaven appeared to him and strengthened him.  And being in anguish, he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground” (Luke 22:43-44).  Imagine, Jesus’ sweat like drops of blood falling to the ground on a night when it was so cold his enemies built a fire to warm themselves (Alfred Plummer, Commentary on Luke).  Some commentators (Alfred Plummer, Warren Wiersbe, and Et. al.) allow that “Dr. Luke” may have well described the phenomenon of hematidrosis: 
“Hematidrosis (also called hematohidrosis) He-ma-ti-drosis is a very rare condition in which a human being sweats blood. It may occur when a person is suffering extreme levels of stress, for example, facing his or her own death.[1] Several historical references have been described; notably by Leonardo da Vinci: describing a soldier who sweated blood before battle, as well as descriptions in the Bible, that Jesus experienced hematidrosis when he was praying in the garden of Gethsemane” (From Wikipedia).
Obviously, because he was no masochist, Jesus dreaded the physical torment of the cross, which was a horrible form of execution.  But, as DA Carson says, if Jesus’ dread was only of the physical torture, he was less courageous than say, the Maccabean martyrs, or Jesus’ own disciples, some of whom were martyred, and even crucified upside down (See above citation).  Even notorious and nefarious criminals often are very stoical about facing a death sentence.

Jesus, the sinless Son of God, knew that on the cross he would be the sin-bearer.  In the words of the Apostle Paul, he who knew no sin would become sin for us (2 Corinthians 5:21).  In his humanity, Jesus dreaded this horrible suffering and separation from the Father, who would place the curse of our sin on him.  This substitutionary suffering, said CH Spurgeon, is impossible to exaggerate (See CHS, Pages 301-313, Volume 1866, The Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit).

Jesus in his humanity dreaded the cross.  Yet, in his deity as the eternal Son of God, he knew the cross was in the heart of God from before the very creation of the world (Revelation 13:8).  Jesus knew that his primary work on earth was to drink the cup of the Father’s wrath (John 12:27-28).  Only after his hours of darkness and eternal dereliction could Jesus cry in triumph, “It is finished!”(John 19:30).  But in his humanity, he prayed if there was any other way the Father could redeem his Bride, the church, and the cross could be averted, then please let the cup pass.  As a result of his agonizing conflict of wills, Jesus prayed, “Yet not what I will, but what you will.”

Your crisis may lead you into a conflict with the will of God.  The will of God may be very plain to you, but it also represents a great cost to you.  Maybe that job/career decision being offered you is clearly outside of what you know to be the will of God.  Yet that job could mean so much to you!  

Usually we think of God’s call as a call to a different place, a new venture.  But sometimes his call is that we follow him right where we are.  And sometimes that’s the last thing we want to do and to hear.  It would be so much more comfortable, exciting and self-aggrandizing to go to a new job, in a different city, away from the difficult relationships and day-in-day-out tasks and problems.

Perhaps you are beginning to see that God’s will involves something you don’t like, perhaps even the sickness of a parent or child.  The answer of God’s grace being enough isn’t enough for you!  You don’t like what you’re beginning to hear from God.  It isn’t what you planned or had in mind.  Think how Abraham must have felt when God told him to sacrifice Isaac (Genesis 22:1-19).  Not only was it the supreme sacrifice for him, it didn’t even make sense to him.  And that’s the way the will of God comes to us at times—something unwelcome and illogical.  

· But only after conflict with God’s will can we come to a peace with God, a resolution that leads to conformity with God’s will.
As a result of this great conflict of wills, Jesus was brought into perfect conformity with the will of the Father.  This is what prayer is all about.  Prayer is, as AW Tozer says, not an assault on the reluctance of God, or some attempt to find a formula to reverse the will of God (See AW Tozer, Pages 50ff, The Price of Neglect).  Prayer is the process, however long and painful, by which we adjust our desires to the will of God.  It is really the activity of God to change us to be willing to do the will of God.  This is what John means in his promise of God’s answering prayer according to his will (1 John 5:14-15).   This is what Jesus means, I believe, when he says he will give what we ask for in his name (John 14:13).  We are then asking what Jesus himself would ask, with his permission and authority.

I believe this is the meaning of wrestling with God in prayer.  We learn to conform our wills to his will.  As FW Robertson, a great 19th Century English preacher said, prayer is not about getting what we want, else Jesus failed in prayer (Robertson’s Sermons, pages 644ff and 426ff).  In the garden, Jesus died to what he as a human wanted in order to conform to what God the Father wanted.  Prayer is more than the time we spend in our devotional and corporate worship time.  It’s the spirit and attitude of surrender to God.

How well I remember a season of praying to God to give me a certain ministry opportunity.  I “claimed” the promise of Psalm 37:4, “Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart.”  I set myself to delight in the Lord, and I just knew that he would call me to this particular place of ministry if I went after it hard enough.  I prayed like never before.  When things began to look unpromising, I prayed even harder, and I cried before the Lord, thinking surely I couldn’t delight myself any more, and the answer seemed so right for me, the ministry so suited to me.  

What I finally discovered was, only as I learned to delight in the Lord did I know what my heart’s desires were!  As a friend told me one day over breakfast, God “played a trick” on me.  He changed my heart’s desire, so that particular ministry no longer was the desire of my heart.  God became the desire of my heart.  He won’t deny us that desire.

· Gethsemane brings us also to an affirmation about God.
Jesus’ hours of agony in prayer resulted in a quiet resignation to the will of the Father for the cross.  He could finally affirm, “Your will be done” (Matthew 26:42), “yet not my will, but yours be done” (Luke 22:42).  In his mysterious self-emptying he came to a firm conclusion that his heavenly Father’s will for the cross was that good and perfect will, pleasing to him (Romans 12:2; Isaiah 53:10).  Notice, Jesus was at peace after Gethsemane as he went to the cross, his ineffable suffering and horrendous, substitutionary death.  The truth is, life’s storms do not stop after our Gethsemane struggles.  Our “Gethsemanes” simply prepare us for the storms to follow.  We are now better prepared to take the way of our own cross.  And, as Jesus was at peace because he knew that the cross was God’s good, perfect and pleasing will.  Isaiah said hundreds of years before the cross that “it was the Lord’s will to crush him and cause him to suffer” (Isaiah 53:10).  And so we must trust that when our lives are surrendered to God in taking the way of the cross, even suffering is his will, and the Lord will be glorified thereby.  

In his book, Trusting God, Even when Life Hurts, Jerry Bridges says we learn to trust God fully when we can affirm that he is perfect in his wisdom, love and power.  By faith in God’s word, even when the outward evidence seems to the contrary, we must, like the heroes of faith in Hebrews 11, affirm God knows everything.  He is wise.  Nothing takes him by surprise, such as a disease lurking in your body that is yet to be medically diagnosed.  He is perfectly able.  He is sovereign over your circumstances, including your employer and your retirement plans.  He is also perfectly loving.  Whatever happens to you or whatever he calls you to do is within his loving plan, and is always for your eternal good and his glory (Romans 8:28).  Writing in the midst of national ruin and disaster, we hear the word of God from the prophet Jeremiah: “’I have loved you with an everlasting love; I have drawn you with loving-kindness.  I will build you up again…’” (31:3-4). 

And so, as we note in Mark’s account (14:36) Jesus used the address of a child to his loving “Abba,” (The Message says “Papa”), his Father of perfect love, wisdom and power.

Gethsemane brings us to an affirmation…

·  That God is sovereign

Jesus acknowledged to the Father, “everything is possible for you” (Mark 14:36).  The Son, the Co-creator, acknowledged that the Father had all power to create and to redeem.  If there were another way to save lost humanity, Jesus knew the Father could do so.  

What an important message this was which Mark was sharing in his gospel account (14:32-42) with the church in Rome, a people facing persecution at the hands of Nero and “the mighty Roman Empire,” as it was called.  Apart from faith, how vulnerable this little group would feel.  Yet, Mark is reminding them that Jesus, who appeared so weak and helpless before the armies of Rome, and the religious authorities that sought his crucifixion, is in the hands of the Almighty.  

In the face of incurable sickness, you need to be reminded that everything is possible with God.  Like the father of the demon-possessed, epileptic boy was reminded by Jesus, you need to be reminded of God’s power.  With him you need to pray, “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief” (Mark 9:24).  God Almighty is in charge of your employer and of anyone and anything that touches your life and loved ones.  

It’s great to have a Christian surgeon, and in my home country it is not unusual to find a doctor who is a professing follower of Christ.  I appreciate physicians who are serving the Lord through their practice, and who pray with and for their patients.  How encouraging that is!  In this country, however, you are not as likely to find a Christian doctor/surgeon.   But I remind you who face surgery, that whatever that surgeon may believe personally, when he works on you, because you are God’s child, he becomes God’s surgeon, and servant in the hands of the Great Physician, whatever the doctor himself may believe.  

Just like Daniel and the other three Hebrews in a pagan, hostile land, we need also to trust God is able to deliver us from the fire and “lions,” whatever form they may take (Daniel 3:17; 6:21-22).

I love the testimony of Joseph, as he willingly forgives his brothers, who are terrified he will exact vengeance against them.  He says that even though their intentions were to harm him when they sold him into slavery, “God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives” (Genesis 50:20).

How inadequate is the theory of Rabbi Kushner, who wrote in When Bad Things Happen to Good People that God cares but can’t do anything about our suffering.  That concept isn’t just in Reformed Judaism.  Even so-called evangelicals like Clark Pinnock and John Sanders, “open theism” proponents, are saying the same thing about God (See Bruce A. Ware, God’s Lesser Glory, for a good expose’ and critique of this doctrine).

In his prayer at Gethsemane, Jesus shows that God is in control, even of the most unjust crime against humanity, and the most tortuous, heinous act ever committed, the crucifixion of Christ.  How we should follow this supreme example and affirm the sovereignty of God over our lives, even over the bad and tragic things that happen to us!

The prayer of Jesus in Gethsemane was also an affirmation…

· That God is love

How crucial was this prayer of Jesus to prepare him for those hours of dereliction when he would suffer the wrath of God on the sins of the world!  It was critically important for the Son to know the cross was because of the Father’s love for the world.  It was important for Jesus to know that even though in his substitutionary death he would be separated from the Father, he remained in the God of love.

Though the wrath of God would cause him to turn away from the Son, the love of God would prevail in Jesus’ being vindicated by his resurrection.  

Jesus knew the Father’s love for him, which he affirmed in his High Priestly Prayer in John 17.  Mark (14:36) has Jesus calling on God as his “Abba,” an Aramaic word of intimacy and familiarity, much like the English “daddy” (See above note on The Message: “Papa”).  To prepare for the separation that he would experience on the cross for the first time in all eternity, Jesus needed to be assured of the Father’s love.  As someone said, through Gethsemane and even on the cross Jesus never lost sight of his sonship.  

Are you able to affirm the Father’s love?  If not, then you need to watch and pray until you do.  In your hour of Gethsemane, how crucial that you can affirm the Father’s love for you!  In the face of a suffering child, or the death of a loved one, or a difficult decision you must make or circumstances you must endure, how crucial that you affirm the sovereignty and also the love of God.  He wants the best for you.  Sometimes his best is that we suffer, for our good and his glory.  His purpose is to prepare us for heaven.  He is more concerned about our eternal holiness and blessedness in heaven than our immediate comfort and happiness.  

Scripture tells us that Jesus was able to go to the cross because of his faith and confidence in the Father, who would fulfill his promise by raising him from the dead and by vindicating Jesus’ suffering:  

“Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the throne of God” (Hebrews 12:2).

Can you affirm that God supremely loves you and wants his best for you?  Can you say with Job, who spoke out of the midst of his suffering and bewilderment, “Though he slay me, yet will I trust in him” (Job 13:15)?

Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane also led him to a new affirmation…

· That God is faithful

Luke tells us that “An angel from heaven appeared to him and strengthened him.  And being in anguish, he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground” (22:43-44).  Even in the horrible agony of Gethsemane, God was faithful to minister to his Son in this time of intense loneliness and forsakenness.  George Morrison said that “Every life has its Gethsemane and every Gethsemane has its angel” (quoted by Warren Wiesrbe, Be Courageous: Luke 14-24, page 120)

Luke seems to be more generous with the disciples, noting that their sleepiness resulted from their exhaustion, caused by sorrow (Verse 45).  But in Matthew and Mark’s accounts, Jesus expressed dismay and disappointment toward Peter, James, and John, who could not watch with him to encourage and minister to him for just one hour (Matthew 26:40; Mark 14:37).  

How crucial it is that you know the Lord will minister to you and be faithful to you, even when others let you down and even your closest friends forsake you.  

The Apostle Paul was often forsaken, even by his closest colleagues, yet the Lord was always faithful to sustain him with a promise of his presence and that his grace was sufficient for Paul (2 Corinthians 12:9).  At crucial and strategic times in his ministry, Paul would receive a special visit and promise from the Lord (e.g., Acts 27:23).

God desires for you to learn to trust him to be with you.  And, because he is with you his grace is sufficient and he can and will meet every need of yours. The amazing truth is, as Paul writes to Timothy, that God remains faithful to us even when we are unfaithful to him (2 Timothy 2:13).  Even the inner core of the disciples, Peter, James, and John, did not remain faithful to Jesus in his hour of agony in Gethsemane.  Yet, Jesus loved them and went onward to his cross for them and for us.

Whatever crisis you may be experiencing or soon facing, you and I can prepare by confrontation and affirmation.  We cannot avoid that crisis; we must confront it with all its pain and all the cost it demands from us.  We must take the way of the cross, the way of surrender and obedience.  But our Gethsemane involves also, along with confrontation, the wonderful affirmation we can make of God’s sovereignty, love and faithfulness.

When Jerry Bridges was writing the last chapter of Trusting God, Even when Life Hurts, his wife was diagnosed with incurable cancer.  He said then that theoretical, theological knowledge had to be translated into personal faith and practice in his life.

Are you willing to go to your Gethsemane to prepare for the real testing of your faith in the God of perfect power, wisdom, and love?

Conclusion:

After his Gethsemane, Jesus was able to go with perfect peace and assurance to the cross.  Notice, that when the soldiers and officials came to arrest him, they fell back in awe of his holiness (John 18:6).  And, notice how Jesus is the sovereign one who submits himself to the cross.  Jesus tells Pilate that he could escape the trial and cross, and that no human being or army had any control over his destiny (John 18:36; 19:11).  There is no panic, no second thoughts in Jesus, as he goes to his horrible suffering on the cross.

Notice that the confrontation and the affirmation of Gethsemane resulted in the preparation of Jesus for the cross.

Confrontation plus affirmation equals preparation.

Jesus brought with him to Gethsemane Peter, James and John, and he charged them to watch and to pray.  Jesus had told them “The spirit is willing, but the body is weak” (Matthew 26:41; Mark 14:38).  Of ourselves we cannot be prepared to face life’s crises.  Peter was not prepared.  He missed his opportunity to be strengthened in the face of his upcoming pressure to deny Jesus.  Jesus had warned him about this denial, and gave him this opportunity to prepare (Mark 14: 27-31; 38; Luke 22:31-34).

In Mark’s account, when Jesus returned to find the three disciples sleeping, he addressed Peter as Simon, reverting to his old name, instead of the new name Jesus had given him (Mark 14:37).  In this as in his later denial of the Lord, Simon was not acting like Peter, Petros, the Rock.

Like Jerry Bridges, we don’t know what crisis looms before us.  We don’t yet know about the transfer notice, the pink slip from work, the diagnosis from the doctor.  The 112th Psalm describes the man who fears the Lord, and says “Surely he will never be shaken…He will have no fear of bad news” (verses 6-7).  When you walk with God and learn to trust him, there is rest and peace that prepares you to face life trials.  Our text does not call us to a one-time prayer but rather it is a call to turn our life into an ongoing Gethsemane prayer.
On April 10th, 1912, the great steamship, The Titanic, set sail on its maiden voyage from Southampton, England to New York City (as reported by Jerry Bridges in The Discipline of Grace).  The largest passenger ship in the world at that time, it was also hoped to be the fastest.  The captain, in an effort to break the transatlantic crossing record, had the engines at full speed.  Two days out of New York City and well on its way to breaking the record, however, the Titanic collided with an iceberg and quickly became the world’s greatest maritime disaster.

“Although the collision was due to a combination of errors, the overall cause of the disaster could be summed up in a single phrase: lack of watchfulness.  Despite the fact that the captain knew they were sailing directly into an area of dangerous ice pacts, no special precautions were taken.  Radio messages from other ships warning of ice were either taken lightly or ignored altogether.  One critical message was not even copied by the wireless operator because he was too busy sending personal messages from the ship’s wealthy passengers to their friends and family ashore.

“The lookout in the crow’s nest did not bother to report that the binoculars that might have enabled him to see the iceberg earlier were missing. 

“Intent on breaking the speed record, the captain did not slow the ship to a more prudent speed.  In short, no precautions to avoid icebergs were taken.  In hindsight, such an indifferent attitude toward the single most dangerous hazard to North Atlantic shipping seems to us today to be the height of folly and irresponsibility.  Yet this is the same attitude with which many believers approach the Christian life,” says Jerry Bridges.

“Every day,” continues Bridges, “we sail through a sea infested with icebergs of temptation…. Despite the dangers, however, there seems to be a casual attitude toward temptation.  We are either not too concerned, or else we have an ‘it couldn’t happen to me’ attitude toward sin.  We virtually ignore,” says Bridges,” Jesus’ warning to ‘watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation’ (Mark 14:38).”

Only after Gethsemane’s praying was Jesus ready to do his greatest work, and to fulfill the Father’s mission for him.  Are you willing to seek the Lord, and affirm his perfect will, as you prepare to do your greatest living and working for him?

Perhaps God’s blessings in your life are awaiting your going to your Gethsemane.  Jesus is calling you to go with him into the garden, and to the place in your life where you meet God’s will head-on.  And next you submit to his will, as you affirm his perfect sovereignty, love and faithfulness.

Some here today have never surrendered to his lordship over your life.  Are you willing to follow him as Lord of your life?  Only then will he be your Savior and give you the gift of eternal life.

Others have been resisting his will.  You know it is going to cost you something.  But he commands that we, in order to follow him to heaven, take up our cross and follow him.  But you must trust his will is best, even if it means an unavoidable “iceberg.”  It’s the only way to perfect joy and peace and significance in your life.

We are really not free till Gethsemane.  Apart from the confrontation, affirmation, and preparation of your Gateway of Gethsemane, you’re not free to live and serve, knowing that God’s best is being given to you.  Apart from Gethsemane, you’re running or hiding from God.  Like Peter, James and John, you’re sleeping through life, and its best opportunities are passing you by.

About 18 months ago, Nancy and I were privileged to be the guests in the home of our newest elder and his family.  You heard some of this story when he gave his testimony prior to his recent election to the board of elders. Their younger son was diagnosed with cystic fibrosis, a normally fatal disease, and so the medical world prepared them for the inevitability of his death while still a young child.  Yet, this family sought the Lord in this matter, and the child’s mother related to me how she agonized over her child; yet her agony seemed to make no difference in her son’s prognosis.  She agonized to the point of utter exhaustion until one day she simply let go, and turned her child over to the Lord.  Basically, she said to the Lord, “Yet not what I will, but what you will” (Verse 36).  God healed her son to the amazement and utter unbelief of the medical community, which had tried in vain to aid the child.  

Gethsemane is a necessary gateway that opens us to God’s possibilities.  We don’t always like the possibilities.  Sometimes the child isn’t healed physically and God takes the child to himself in a premature death.  Sometimes the gateway leads to difficulties and sorrows.  But Gethsemane is necessary because it prepares us to see that God is being glorified and his purposes, though now not understood, will be fulfilled.  We know only after Gethsemane that God is going to work his perfect will.  

Gethsemane was Jesus’ gateway.  It’s your necessary gateway.  Confrontation plus affirmation equals preparation.

Questions for personal reflection and/or group discussion:

1. Why do you think it was necessary for Jesus to wrestle in prayer in Gethsemane?

2. Have you ever had a “Gethsemane”-type of experience?

3. What was at stake in your prayer struggle?

4. Did you arrive at a point of surrender to God’s will?

5. If so, how has he worked to answer your prayer?  What difference has your surrender made in your life?

6. Why are we sometimes afraid of praying in surrender to God’s will?

7. Why is it important that, when we pray about God’s will, that we are mindful of his sovereignty, wisdom and love?

8. Can you pray right now for God’s will to be done in your life?
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