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Prayer of Relinquishment:  My Will, or God’s Will? 

Matthew 26: 36-46, Philippians 2: 1-11 

Jesus has been, and is, our model of prayer. Many times it is recorded in the 

Gospels how Jesus would get away, early in the day, and spend time with his 
Heavenly Father. We spent the Season of Lent focusing on the Lord’s Prayer and 
subsequently, Jesus’ teaching on the topic of prayer. 

Today we focus on one of Jesus’ own prayers.   He prays this prayer in the Garden 
of Gethsemane—this is immediately following his celebrating the Passover meal 
with the disciples in the upper room, and just prior to his betrayal by Judas into the 

hands of the authorities.  His arrest, trial, and crucifixion will follow. 

The prayer is found in Matthew 26: 36-46. 

A journalist was assigned to the Jerusalem bureau of his newspaper. He got an 
apartment overlooking the Wailing Wall. Over several weeks he noticed that 

whenever he looked out at the wall, he saw the same old Jewish man praying 
vigorously.  
        

      The journalist wondered whether there might be a story there. So he went 
down to the wall, introduced himself and said: "You come every day to the wall. 

What are you praying for?"  
        

      The old man replied: "What am I praying for? In the morning I pray for world 
peace, then I pray for the brotherhood of man. I go home, have a glass of tea, and 
I come back to the wall to pray for the eradication of illness and disease from the 

earth."  
        

      Impressed by the old man's sincerity and persistence, the reporter asked: "You 
mean you have been coming to the wall to pray every day for these things?  How 
long have you been doing this?” 

        
      The old man reflects and then replies: "How long? Maybe twenty, twenty-five 

years."  
        
      The amazed journalist finally asks: "How does it feel to come and pray for 

these things, every day for over 20 years?"  
        

   "How does it feel?" the old man replies. "It feels like I'm talking to a wall." 

I can only imagine that sometimes it feels the same way for us.  Or if not like 
talking to a wall, we feel that we are between a wall and a very hard place. 

That is where Jesus was… 
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Jesus is with the eleven disciples in the Garden…it is evening.  Judas went out into 
the night from the upper room to do his dastardly deed, and sell his master for 30 

pieces of silver.  That is the setting for this prayer. 

Three times, Jesus begs the disciples, and specifically his inner circle of Peter, 
James and John, to stay awake and pray with him.  At the very least, Jesus is 

saying:  “Please—just be there for me!” Sometimes the ministry of presence –of 
being there for another in their hour of need—means more than any words one 

could say.  That great theologian Woody Allen said:  “Eighty-five percent of life is 
just showing up!”  That is significant! 

It was significant to Jesus.  He did not want to be alone.  He needed and desired 
human companionship, the presence of his brothers. One scholar made the point 

that we are inclined to believe that our faithful but small prayers make little 
difference to the Lord of the universe, but in fact, Gethsemane teaches the 

opposite. (D. Bruner, Matthew, vol. 2, p.981)  If Jesus needed and desired the 
disciples as prayer partners, how much more do we need the partnership of others 
through prayer, when we are in crisis!   

More often than not, we need not talk, but listen. To be present. To pray silently. 

To offer support, and encouragement simply by being there for another. 

Three times Jesus asks them.  Three times, they fail.  Whether it was the timing—
following a dinner with wine—or not, they just cannot keep their eyes open.  

Indeed, “the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” 

Three times, Jesus prays. He is agitated. He keeps going back and forth from his 
space slightly apart from the three, and returning to them.  He is torn.  Jesus is 

struggling.  

This passage, perhaps better than any other in the entire Bible, portrays clearly both 
Jesus’ humanity and Jesus’ divinity.  They are held in perfect tension.   

In his humanity, Jesus does not want to die.  The cup he asks God to remove from 
him, is the cup of suffering and death. How human of Jesus! I don’t know about 
you, but I am suffering-averse.  I avoid it as much as I can! Not one person I know 

would ever invite or willingly submit to suffering. Unless…unless, in suffering one 
might be able to accomplish a greater, life-giving purpose. 
 

I am well acquainted with a family whose daughter was born with a kidney 
condition that was known to progress eventually to kidney failure.  I met Rita when 
she was in her mid-20’s, (her parents were members of the church I was serving at 

the time.)  I had the joy of officiating at Karen’s wedding.  Then as predicted, in her 
early 30’s her kidneys began to fail. Her mother was found to be a good match and 

Karen underwent surgery to donate a kidney to her daughter, Rita. The suffering 
she willingly endured was worth it.  It gave new life to her loved one.   

Jesus struggles.  He does not want to suffer and die.  Jesus is agonizing over this 
decision, for Jesus does have a choice.  Jesus’ personal choice-–his own personal 

will--is held in tension with the will of God, the desire of his Father.   
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Jesus says in John 10: 17-18 

17 The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life—only to take it up 
again. 18 No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have 

authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This command I received 
from my Father.” 

Three times Jesus asks for what he wants.  “My Father, if it is possible, may this 

cup be taken from me.” (v.36,42) This is a deeply felt prayer request from the 
heart of Jesus. 

Jesus—God’s very own Son—knew the burden of unanswered prayer.  God did not 

answer Jesus’ prayer in the way Jesus would have preferred. But neither is that the 
conclusion of Jesus’ prayer, for it culminates with Jesus relinquishing his own 
desires, in favor of fulfilling what God the Father desires. 

“Not my will, but thy will be done.” 

Ultimately, through blood, sweat, and tears of struggle, Jesus chooses to surrender 
his desires to the Father’s will.  Jesus relinquishes his will, he lets go, entrusting his 
life into the control of God the Father. 

Jesus is an obedient son who trusts that His Father knows best.  In doing so, he 

willingly endured immense suffering on our behalf.  He accomplished the 
redemption of humankind!   

What could possibly motivate such selflessness?  To lay aside one’s own self-

interest, in favor of God’s will, cost Jesus dearly. What could possibly overcome the 
depth of fear and anguish that Jesus experienced? Had Jesus not felt fear in the 

Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus would not have been human. 

What could tip the scale from self-preservation to self-sacrifice? I can think of only 
one answer:  Love! 

John writes in I John 4:17-18: 

“There is no fear in love.  But perfect love drives out fear,( because fear has to do 

with punishment.) The one who fears is not made perfect/complete in love.”  

It was all for love of you and me that Jesus set aside his own will and submitted to 
the will of the Father. In the words of the hymn: “… Amazing love…how can it be, 
that thou my God didst die for me?” 

So what might we learn from this prayer of Jesus? 

What does it mean for us to pray:  “according to God’s will”? 

It does NOT mean resignation.  “Que sera sera”—whatever will be, will be.  This is 
NOT what it means to pray for God’s will. 

There are two aspects to God’s will.  First, is the “revealed will of God”. That is to 

say, everything we need to know about how to live as Jesus’ disciples is revealed in 
the pages of scripture.  Read it, and we will quickly learn God’s expectations for 
how we are to treat one another, how to handle money, how to share, how to 
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forgive and be forgiven, how we are to feed the hungry, care for orphans and 
widows, and so on.   

We need not wonder if it is God’s will to host “Full Bellies”, the Thursday evening 

meal.  It is a no brainer!  We need not wonder if we are to be faithful to our 
spouses, or if we are to use God’s name in vain.  These aspects of God’s will are 

clearly revealed or made known in the Word of God. 

However there is another aspect of God’s will which is the so-called “hidden will 
of God.”  We believe in a sovereign God who created the world and is guiding 

human history to an unknown but glorious culmination. God is in complete control.  
Christ has won the victory over sin and death.  Between now and the return of the 
Risen Christ, we live in the tension of what God has already accomplished on the 

cross, and the long awaited return of Christ and the establishment of God’s 
Kingdom on earth. 

So we must hold in tension the fact of God’s sovereignty and inscrutability. 

With our finite minds we cannot comprehend the ways of an infinite God!  It is 
difficult to accept that there is much that has happened and is happening in the 
world that seems to contradict what a good God would desire.  However, God can 

act even in the midst of our sinful choices, to still accomplish God’s purposes.   

One biblical example of this is the life of Joseph. Although the story has a 
happy ending, it is not without suffering and injustice.  Much of what occurs in 

Joseph’s life is a direct result of disobedience to God’s revealed will. 

You may recall that because Daddy/Jacob liked him best (a little favoritism at 
work), his jealous brothers sold Joseph into slavery (a lot of sibling rivalry at work!) 

Poor Joseph was enslaved and imprisoned in Egypt. Through many twists and turns, 
God showed favor to Joseph, who rose through the ranks and became head servant 
in the house of Potiphar, captain of the king’s guard. This was good, but in another 

twist, Joseph is returned to prison in a sex scandal of which he was totally innocent.  
How could one possibly think that this misery and injustice was the will of God? 

Fast forward. God brings Joseph into Pharaoh’s favor. He makes Joseph his right-

hand man, and through Joseph’s wise action, not only is Egypt spared mass 
starvation, but Joseph’s family—who are the forbearers of the nation of Israel—are 

also saved.  This is a story of a family—of lessons learned about loyalty and justice, 
sacrifice and forgiveness.  Perhaps God could have accomplished the same ends in 
some other way.  But what we do know is that God worked mysteriously—even in 

the midst of sinful choices and bad behavior--to accomplish a redemptive plan! 

Joseph himself said to his brothers:  “And now do not be distressed, or angry with 
yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to preserve 

life.” (Genesis 45:5) 

The New Testament equivalent is Romans 8:28 

“And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, 
who have been called according to his purpose.” 



5 
 

God’s own mysterious purposes, God’s will, is accomplished, even as humanity is 
allowed to express our own free will.  I cannot explain it.  I accept it as a matter of 

faith. 
 

The cross of Christ is the quintessential example of the difference between 
the two aspects of God’s will.  Those who put Jesus to death did so wrongly. 
Jesus was innocent.  Their actions violated the revealed will of God, or so it 

seemed.  However, God was able to use even the sinful actions of people to 
accomplish a much larger redemptive purpose through Jesus’ suffering.  This was 

not apparent until after the resurrection, and it is understood only in retrospect, 
after the fact, that the apostles were able to perceive God’s hand at work on 
Calvary. 

 
And so we live and pray in the tension of what we know and what is clearly 

revealed to us as the will of God, expressed in the Word of God.  At the same time 
we must often live with the apparent contradiction of the hidden will of God which 
may ultimately become understood only at the end of the age.  (Ch 5, Praying 

According to the Will of God, When God Doesn’t Answer Your Prayer, by Jerry 
Sittser) 

 
So what might we learn from Jesus’ prayer at this critical crossroad in his life?   

How then shall we pray “according to God’s will”? What does it mean to pray “not 
my will, but Thy will be done”? 
 

First, it must be made clear that to pray for God’s will does not mean resignation.  
“Que sera sera”—whatever will be, will be.  We do not resign ourselves to fate.  

Catherine Marshall wrote: “Resignation is barren of faith in the love of God.  
Resignation lies down quietly in the dust of a universe from which God seems to 
have fled, and the door of Hope swings shut.” 

(p. 50, Prayer, by Richard Foster) 
 

Quite to the contrary!  When, with great struggle, we are able to relinquish our 
deepest desires into the care of an immensely loving God, by that very act we are 
expressing incredible hope and trust in that God of love.  

 
Being in the business of transformation, the work of God through the Holy Spirit is 

to transform us, so that we look more, act more, and think more like Jesus. 
By releasing our wills in favor of embracing God’s will, we are set free from self-
centeredness, self-sufficiency, self-pity, self-absorption, self- indulgence, self-

hatred and more.   
 

Being freed from the burden of always having to get our way, we can then look to 
the interests and needs of others before our own.  When we surrender control, we 
place ourselves and our loved ones in the care of a God who loves us beyond our 

imagining. 
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When Dick Peterson's wife, Elizabeth, was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, he 
knew many challenges awaited his family. What he didn't know was what he would 

learn along the way about love and service in the name of Christ.  
 

He writes: 
“The intruder—MS--invaded Elizabeth's body, and by extension, mine. Her disease 
became my disease and made demands on our relationship we were ill-prepared to 

manage. As she moved from cane to walker to electric scooter and finally to a 
powered wheelchair, then lost use of her right hand, I had to adjust my life to fit 

her needs. 
 
But if we only grieve the loss, we miss the gain—that what this disease does to us 

may also be done for us. Even as the MS steals abilities from Elizabeth's life, a 
healing grows almost undetected inside… 

…God's healing can be sneaky. We pray that Elizabeth will resume her old life; he 

wants her to assume a new life. We long for change on the outside; he desires 
change on the inside. We pray for what we want; he answers with what he knows 

we need …  “Not my will, but thy will be done!” 

… When I pray for healing, is it for Elizabeth? Or is it because her healing would 
make life so much easier for me? I challenge, "Aren't you the God who heals? I love 
her and I want her well." But in the back of my mind I know I also want her healed 

for me. 

…God has promised that his love "has been poured out within our hearts through 
the Holy Spirit who was given to us" (Romans 5:5, NASB). God has given me an 

impossible command (to love unconditionally), but God has also given me the 
power to obey it. 

The intruder still resides in our home, still presents us with new challenges each 

day, and still teaches us forceful lessons on submission, dependence, service, and a 
love that endures all things and never fails—even when I fail.” (quoted, from article 
in Marriage Partnership © 2007 Christianity Today International.)  

And so Dick and Elizabeth Peterson, along with you and I, are still learning to pray 

with Jesus, the prayer of relinquishment:  “Not my will, but Thy will be done.” 

 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


