
“Keep Watching and Praying” 
(Matthew 26:36-46) 

 
 
 

The last time we were in Matthew, we saw how Jesus showed His disciples 
through the celebration of the Passover meal and through the institution of the Lord’s 
Supper that He was about to be betrayed by the Jews into the hands of the Romans to be 
crucified – to be crucified, of course, that He might save His people, that He might save 
us through faith in His name.  But the most surprising thing He said was that His 
disciples were about to deny Him as well.  The Shepherd was going to be struck, as He 
said, and the sheep were going to be scattered.  Now remember, the disciples didn’t 
believe this was true.  The corruption, the sin, in their hearts wouldn’t let them see it, 
especially in the case of Peter, who boasted that even though all might fall away from 
Jesus, he never would.  But was he right?  Were the disciples right?  No.  They were all 
going to fall away that very night, just as Jesus said.  Peter was going to deny three times 
that he even knew Him before a cock crowed.   

Now if you were in their situation, if you knew you were going to be tempted that 
very night, that the enemy was going to come and try to seduce you into denying Christ, 
and that he was going to succeed, what would you do?  Would you just give up and say 
that it was hopeless – God had ordained it and nothing you could do could change it?  If 
you answered yes, you still don’t understand how God’s sovereign decree and your 
responsibility to obey Him fit together.  Jesus didn’t tell them just to sit down and wait 
for it to happen.  He led them out to the Garden of Gethsemane to watch and pray with 
Him against that temptation.   

This morning, I want us to see two things in this passage:  1) First, the disciples’ 
failure to watch and pray against their coming temptation; and 2) Christ’s success and 
faithfulness in watching and praying against it.  First, let’s consider the disciples’ failure 
to watch and pray against temptation.   

We would certainly have to agree that this night was a night in which the enemy 
of God’s kingdom, the enemy of Christ and of our souls, was working overtime.  Not 
only had he already succeeded in enlisting Judas’ help to betray Jesus to the chief priests 
and elders, but he was also preparing the Jews to come and take Jesus by force in order to 
crucify Him.  It would be in the face of this attack on the Lord of glory that the disciples 
would also be tempted by the devil to deny Jesus and to abandon Him in His hour of 
need.  Jesus, knowing that this was the case, took His disciples out to a place called 
Gethsemane.  Gethsemane was a garden at the foot of the Mount of Olives, which 
contained a small grove of olive trees.  This is probably why the garden was named 
Gethsemane, which means “oil press.”  When they arrived, Jesus told them to sit in a 
certain place, while He went a little further beyond them to pray (v. 36).  Now we would 
almost get the impression from what He said here that this was all Jesus wanted them to 
do, but that wasn’t the case.  He also wanted them to pray.  In Luke’s Gospel, we read, 
“When He arrived at the place, He said to them, ‘Pray that you may not enter into 
temptation’” (22:40).  He had already warned them that they were all going to fall away 
because of Him.  But even though this was going to happen, He still wanted them to pray 
– to pray that they would not enter into temptation.  I’m sure that Jesus wanted Peter to 
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pray as well that he wouldn’t deny Him three times.  It’s interesting that even though they 
already knew that God had decreed they would all fall away, they were still to pray that 
they might be able to resist that temptation.  Even when we know the decree of God, we 
are still to live according to His commandments.  If Adam had known ahead of time that 
he was going to fall away, it still would have been his duty to pray for the strength he 
needed to resist the tempter.  Even though we know that it’s inevitable that we will sin, 
that God has willed that we will not reach perfection in this life, we are still to strive after 
it.  We are to resist sin and pray that we might have the strength to stand against it.  This 
reminds us that we are always bound to live according to God’s revealed will and not 
according to His decretive will – which for the most part will always be a secret to us – 
even when we know what it is.  We are to pray that we might have the strength to obey.   

Now after He told the disciples to sit in that place, He then took Peter, and the two 
sons of Zebedee – James and John – with Him, the three who were closest to Him, and 
told them to keep watch with Him, while He went a little beyond them to pray.  
Undoubtedly, Jesus wanted them not only to pray with Him and for Him, but again He 
also wanted them to pray for themselves, that they would not enter into temptation.   

But now, how did they do?  Matthew tells us not very well.  Jesus came back in 
an hour and found them all asleep.  Even the three who were closest to Him could not 
watch and pray with Him for one hour, and that on the night before His crucifixion.  This 
again shows us their spiritual weakness.  And so He exhorted them, “Keep watching and 
praying, that you may not enter into temptation; the spirit is willing, but the flesh is 
weak” (v. 41).  Jesus went away a second time to pray, and then a third; and each time He 
returned, He found that they had returned to their sleep.  What was the problem?  The 
desire to do what was right was in their hearts.  The Spirit was present and working in 
them.  Jesus told them “the spirit is willing.”  But their flesh was weak, which meant 
either that the sin in their hearts was fighting against them, making them weak, or that the 
weakness of their humanity was making it difficult for them to stay awake, because they 
were tired (Cf. Ps. 78:38-39).   

Now we might easily look at this and wonder what was wrong with these men.  
After all, Jesus is about to be delivered over to death for their sakes, and yet they can’t 
seem to find the strength to pray with Him for even an hour.  But when we point the 
finger at them, we need to realize that we also condemn ourselves.  Jesus has also told us 
to watch and pray for many things – that His kingdom would grow strong in this world 
and the kingdom of the wicked one would be overthrown, that the nations would walk by 
the light of His Word, that all men everywhere would obey Him, that unrighteousness 
and injustice would be done away with; and that we, like the disciples, would be 
victorious over the temptations of the evil one.  But how often do we fail to do this?  How 
many of us here pray for these things at all?  And if we do, how many of us give more 
than just a few minutes to these burdens which are foremost on our Lord’s heart?  I 
would venture to say not many of us.  But why not?  It’s because what was true of the 
disciples is also true of us, “The spirit is willing,” because the Holy Spirit is at work in 
our hearts, “but the flesh is weak” – the weakness of our humanity and the sin in our 
hearts weigh us down and so often overcome us.  And so what should we do?  We need 
to pray and ask God for more of the gracious influences of His Spirit.  We need to read 
His Word more and be more faithful to listen to the preaching of His Word that we might 
have more of the Spirit’s help.  We need to feed upon Christ more in the Lord’s Supper 
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by faith, so that we might receive more of the Spirit’s power.  If we were more diligent in 
using these ways to strengthen our souls, we would also be more diligent in watching and 
praying for God’s kingdom and that we ourselves might not enter into temptation.   

But there’s one more thing we need, something without which all these other 
things will be useless to us.  We need the intercession of our Lord Jesus Christ.   

The disciples were not the only ones who were praying on that evening.  Jesus 
was also praying.  First, He was praying for Himself.  He said, “My soul is deeply 
grieved, to the point of death” (v. 38).  Why?  It was because of what He was about to 
face – the furnace of fire, the wrath of a holy God against sin – He was about to face hell 
itself on the cross.  Luke tells us that when Jesus prayed, His sweat became like great 
drops of blood (22:44).  The stress of looking into this furnace of God’s wrath, this 
crucible of suffering, was so great, it was already taking a terrible toll on His body.  Now 
does this mean that there wasn’t any sense in which Jesus was looking forward to the 
cross?  No.  Certainly He wasn’t looking forward to the pain.  His humanity was crying 
out to avoid this suffering if it was at all possible.  He prayed, “My Father, if it is 
possible, let this cup pass from Me” (v. 39).  Three times He prayed this (Cf. v. 42, 44), 
but each time the answer was the same.  It wasn’t possible for this cup of suffering to 
pass.  And so He resigned Himself to the will of His Father.  He said, “My Father, if this 
cannot pass away unless I drink it, Your will be done” (v. 42; cf. v. 39b).  Jesus had to 
drink this cup.  He had to suffer God’s wrath, if He was to save His people.  And this 
brings us to the sense in which Jesus did look forward to the cross.  The author to the 
Hebrews writes that Jesus, “for the joy set before Him endured the cross” (12:2).  His joy 
didn’t come from looking forward to the pain He was about to endure, but from what that 
pain was going to bring, namely, the salvation of His people.  When Jesus prayed that 
evening for the strength to carry out God’s will, He was praying for Himself, for the 
strength to carry out His Father’s will.  But in praying for Himself, He was also praying 
for us.  If He failed to bear the weight of the cross, the punishment which was due to His 
people for their sins, He would lose us forever.  But if He succeeded, He would redeem 
our souls forever.  Now we weren’t the only reason.  The honor of His Father was also at 
stake.  His love for His Father must have been foremost on His heart.  But His love for us 
was also there – the joy of having us as His reward, as His eternal possession.  There was 
no other way to save us.  Jesus had to lay down His life to redeem us from death.  And so 
He prayed for strength and then willingly gave His life, because He is a faithful and 
merciful high priest.   

People of God, this morning we are celebrating the sacrament of the Lord’s 
Supper.  This sacrament reminds us of what Jesus did to save us from hell.  It reminds us 
that He continues to pray for us that we might be strong against temptation and that we 
might not enter into it.  But it also reminds us of what He calls us as His people to do.  As 
Jesus laid down His life for us, so we must lay down our lives for Him.  Is this what 
you’ve done this morning?  Have you picked up your cross, have you crucified yourself, 
and are you following Him?  If so, then the Lord invites you to His Table this morning so 
that you might receive more of His grace and strength through His Holy Spirit.  But if 
you haven’t laid down your life, if you’re not a follower of the Lamb, then don’t come to 
the Table.  Come instead to Christ.  You must first enter through that door by faith and 
repentance, before He will invite you to His table.  Let us now pray and prepare our 
hearts to receive God’s grace and His mercy at His Son’s Table.   


