
The Prayer of Agony 
Matthew 26:30-46 

 

 

This is week two in our series “24 Hours that Changed the World”.  Last week our 6-week journey started 

with Scene 1 in the upper room, limiting our focus the Last Supper (John 13-16 provides more detail about the 

conversations and I would encourage you to read that).  We learned about Passover and how Jesus changed 

what had been a way of teaching about God’s great deliverance of His people from slavery in Egypt into a 

worship experience by which His followers would remember how Jesus delivered us from slavery to sin and 

brought us into a new covenant with God. 

 

Today’s message focuses at the next scene of Jesus’ last 24 hours: The Garden of Gethsemane.  The title of my 

message is The Prayer of Agony. 

 

Here’s the scene: Imagine yourself facing north and you are in the bottom of a ravine that runs north and south.  

To your left is the ancient eastern-most wall of the City of Jerusalem.  You can see the Dome of the Rock.  

You can see a city gate that has been closed and filled with stone.  It is the Gate Beautiful - the gate that Jesus 

will enter the city of Jerusalem by when He returns.  On your right is the Mount of Olives.  From where you 

stand, you can see a hill covered with above-ground tombs (150,000!).  This is the place to be buried in 

Jerusalem because it is believed by Orthodox Jews that when Messiah returns He will redeem the dead and lead 

them into Jerusalem by Eastern Gate. 

 

This hillside was likely a large olive tree grove, much like we see apple tree groves over hillsides near Gay’s 

Mills.  But even still today there are many olive trees around what was probably the Garden of Gethsemane 

where Jesus prayed His prayer of agony.   

 

That night when the disciples left the upper room, they left the city and traversed the ravine you are imagining 

yourself standing in.  It’s called the Kidron Valley. 

 

Scripture Readings:  

 

Prediction –  

Matthew 26:30-35; Luke 22:31-34 

 

To the Garden 

Luke 22:39-48, Matt 26:36-46, Matt 26:56 

 

Once again, let me remind you that the object of each week as we lead up to Easter Sunday is to help us to join 

Jesus and the disciples for those last 24 hours.  I want us all to see more clearly Our Lord, our enemy, and 

ourselves in the divine drama that unfolded in those hours leading up to the crucifixion. 

 

In the passages we just listened to there is temptation, sin, fear, pride, grace, pain, etc.  It is incredible, and not 

by accident, that you and I have been given this record of the garden scene.  God wants us to see and feel the 

agony our Lord was in that night.  God wants us to see and feel the pain of Judas’ betrayal, of the disciples 

fleeing; the apathy of their prayerlessness.   

 

He also wants us to see Jesus’ patience, His disappointment, and His gracious ability to love them in spite of 

their failure. 

 

Make no mistake about it, this was not the disciples’ finest hour.  It’s not very flattering, yet they made sure the 

story was told.  Because while they may have been at their worst, it shows Jesus at His best. 

 



The quote in Matthew about the shepherd being struck and the sheep scattering makes us see the scene as a 

shepherd battling for his sheep, warring against one poised to attack, and putting himself on the line. 

 

The disciples are bums in this story, and Jesus is the hero.  It helps to see our weakness and Jesus’ strength. 

 

Anyway, I want to pose the question: “What made this prayer the prayer of agony?”  I want us to see just what 

contributed to Jesus’ state of mind, heart and emotions.  By noticing the content and context of His prayer we 

find many clues. 

 

Clue #1: Jesus’ Awareness that the Disciples would All Desert Him. 

 

We’ve already read Matthew’s and Luke’s prediction, but take a look at the wording in John 16:32. 

 

John 16:32 "Behold, an hour is coming, and has already come, for you to be scattered, each to his own home, 

and to leave Me alone; and yet I am not alone, because the Father is with Me.  

 

Jesus knew in advance that the men Jesus had come to lean on and love the most, His closest friends and 

followers, were going to abandon Him.  He knew in advance that Judas would betray Him and that Peter would 

deny ever knowing Him.  Let that sink in for a moment.   

 

It kind of makes you wonder about all the ways we’ve failed Him, succumb to temptation and how He knew it 

would happen.  Right now Jesus is loving you, caring about you, and hearing your prayers; and at the same time 

can see our future betrayals, denials and desertions on the horizon. 

 

When the time comes for a follower to stand and be counted, we very often falter.  We remain quiet and keep 

our strong association with Jesus a private affair.  You’ve done it; and I’ve done it. 

 

For the disciples, after the betrayal their association with Jesus was terribly dangerous.  And it was not to their 

advantage to be known as a disciple of an arrested man. 

 

Sometimes we may think it’s not in our best interest to be known as a Christian.  In certain circles it can cause 

us to lose face, influence, opportunity, and popularity to take a stand with Jesus Christ. 

 

The knowledge of these men’s soon-coming failure was on His mind as He made His way to the Garden of 

Agony.  And soon-coming failures may well be on His mind now.  And yet His love for us is unchanged. 

 

This knowledge and His unconditional love show the divinity of Jesus, and therefore the agony of God.  But our 

next clue shows the humanity of Jesus. 

 

Clue #2: Jesus’ Dread Of The Suffering That Lay Ahead 

 

In Matthew, Mark, and Luke the content of the prayer reveals a very human aversion to suffering.  “Let this cup 

pass from me” tells us that He did not want to go through what was about to happen.  He was willing, but there 

was certainly a dread of what was coming.   

 

There seems to be temptation in the air that makes it seem like Jesus realized that the crucifixion was needed 

and so much rode on Him surrendering to it.   

 

The struggle of wanting to do what God was calling Him to do, as well as not wanting to, seems to be at the 

heart of His agony.  He agonized over this.  Luke’s phrase that His sweat was like drops of blood sheds light on 

the struggle our Lord was having in the garden that night.   

 



Many conjecture about what “this cup” means.  Is He talking about the crucifixion?  Is He talking about the 

wrath of God which He must absorb in His own fleshly body?  Is He dreading the sin of the world being placed 

upon Him as it talks about in 2 Corinthians 5: He who knew no sin became sin on our behalf that we might 

become the righteousness of God in Him. 

 

I don’t think there is much point in trying to identify the answer to those questions.  All of those things by 

themselves are sufficient to produce the agony we see Him in.  But all these things together, with the knowledge 

of His best friends about to run for cover, all are part of “the cup.” 

 

I don’t think any of us could imagine, but I think we need to try…. 

 

Can you identify with Jesus’ struggle of surrendering your will to God?  I can.  How many times have we stood 

at the crossroads of knowing what the right thing to do is but wanting something different from what we know 

God wants?  Wanting something different than what we know the Bible teaches?  Wanting to take the easier 

route?  Wanting to control rather than to trust?  Wanting to gratify the flesh rather than deny it?  Wanting to 

have and keep rather than release and give? 

 

This evening of Jesus’ self-denial and the disciples self-preservation is a stunning contrast.  And we can see 

ourselves if we look closely, doing both, can’t we? 

 

There are times we have fled, gratified, ignored the bible and God’s Spirit; and there are times we have obeyed, 

trusted, followed, surrendered and denied self.   

 

All of those disciples were given another chance.  All of them, once receiving the Holy Spirit, had better days 

coming.  So do you.  So do I.   

 

This scene teaches us to never think of a particular sin or failure as something that is beyond you.  But also 

never think of a particular sin or failure as an act of total disqualification.  Peter said “I will never deny you.”  

And he meant it.  He really did.  He could not imagine a scenario or circumstances where he would do such a 

thing.  But he did before that very night was over.  But Jesus told him in advance that He still had plans for him 

after his fall. 

 

Never underestimate the persuasiveness of sin, nor the weakness of your flesh.  Jesus told them to pray, not 

sleep.   

 

And when a brother in Christ, or a sister in Christ, does something terribly wrong and fails to surrender to what 

they know God would want, what does the garden scene teach us?   

 

Look at these two verses:   

 

Luke 22:32 “but I have prayed for you, that your faith may not fail; and you, when once you have turned again, 

strengthen your brothers.” 

 

Matthew 26:32 “But after I have been raised I will go ahead of you to Galilee” 

 

Because Jesus overcame His dread of suffering for the sins and failures of His followers, He went through with 

the crucifixion.  On the third day He rose again and appeared to them.  He was there to pick them up.  And He 

will be there to pick us up when we go our own way and fail to follow God’s will.  Whether it’s you who needs 

to hear this or a friend, the message that is needed is about grace and repentance and forgiveness. 

 

  



Jesus didn’t suffer through what He suffered through so He could point His finger at His disciples and say I’ll 

never take you back again.  He suffered for them and us because He knew they had fallen, and they will fall.  

And Jesus knows you have fallen and will fall.  He suffered through Good Friday and rose again to pick us up 

and bring us into our victory over sin and death. 

 

One more thing I think may have contributed to His agony is found in the prayer in John 17. 

 

Clue #3: His Concern of Leaving His Disciples Behind. 

 

In John’s version of the Prayer of Agony, we hear Jesus above all else praying for His disciples in the 

knowledge of His departure. 

John 17:11-19  

11 
I am no longer in the world; and yet they themselves are in the world, and I come to You. Holy Father, keep them in 

Your name, the name which You have given Me, that they may be one even as We are. 
12 

While I was with them, I was 

keeping them in Your name which You have given Me; and I guarded them and not one of them perished but the 
[a]

son of 

perdition, so that the Scripture would be fulfilled. 

13 
But now I come to You; and these things I speak in the world so that they may have My joy made full in themselves. 

14 
I 

have given them Your word; and the world has hated them, because they are not of the world, even as I am not of the 

world. 
15 

I do not ask You to take them out of the world, but to keep them 
[b]

from 
[c]

the evil one. 
16 

They are not of the 

world, even as I am not of the world. 
17 

Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth. 
18 

As You sent Me into the world, I 

also have sent them into the world. 
19 

For their sakes I sanctify Myself, that they themselves also may be sanctified in 

truth. 

 

Again we see just this incredible love for these men.  He’s looking way beyond the events of the night and the 

cross.  Way beyond their next failures to their life of service and leadership of His kingdom.  But also to a life 

of struggle against the evil one.   

 

This part of the prayer has to be after praying “not my will; by Thy will.”  He is looking beyond the cross at this 

point.  He’s looking forward to reunifying with the Father in heaven.  But His love for the men God had given 

Him has Him filled with concern for them.   

 

For those of you who are parents of children who have not yet come into their own and gotten on their feet as 

adults, imagine leaving this world and the ability to be with and help those children when they need you.  While 

Christ is going to be resurrected and alive and sending His Spirit, none of that changes how He felt about the 

physical separation. 

 

Just as we know that God can be with our children in ways we never could, it would still be an agonizing 

struggle to know you’re leaving them. 

 

Conclusion: All these things, and maybe more, contributed to the agony of Jesus at Gethsemane the night 

before Jesus’ crucifixion. 

 

We can identify with so much that went on that night.  But we should wrap up with one last thought.  And that 

thought is this. 

 

That night Jesus’ prayer of agony included all of us.  We were there with Jesus.  How? 

 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+17%3A11-19&version=NASB#fen-NASB-26772a
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+17%3A11-19&version=NASB#fen-NASB-26775b
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+17%3A11-19&version=NASB#fen-NASB-26775c


John 17:20-21 I do not ask on behalf of these alone, but for those also who believe in Me through their word. 

That they may all be one; even as You, father, are in Me and I in You, that they also may be in us, so that the 

world may believe that You sent Me.” 

 

Last summer one of the highlights of the trip to Israel was that after walking through the Garden of Gethsemane 

we went into the church that was built there in the 1920’s.  It’s been called “the Church of All Nations” and 

“the Church of Agony”.  The focal point in the sanctuary is a place where there is natural rock protruding 

through the floor at the alter.  There is a kneeling wall around it where visitors can pray and imagine Jesus 

draped across the stone praying to the Father, battling temptation, and sweating drops of blood.   

 

As I prayed there, it was John 17:20 that came to my mind.  I knew Jesus had prayed for me in that vicinity that 

night.  For you too. 

 

I want you all to know that Jesus loved you on the last day of His life.  He rose again, and His intercession for 

us continues.  He knows we fail and falter.  His love never changes.   

 

He is God.  He is Savior.  He is King.  He’s alive.  He’s coming again.  Some of you right now are agonizing 

through the decision to surrender your will to God’s.  Surrender your life to God.  You’re faced with the 

decision to live for yourself, or for Him.  To put your faith in you, or in Him. 

 

Some of us may be struggling with some issue of obedience or sin.  He is praying for you.  He is urging you to 

pray, lest you succumb to temptation.  Join Him in your own prayer of agony, and join Him in surrendering to 

God’s will, not yours. 

 

Let’s pray.   


