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Sermon for Ash Wednesday 

 

 

 

Courage to Submit 

The idea for this year’s Lenten series began with preparing 
the sermon for The Baptism of Our Lord Sunday in early 
January, which had Luke’s account of Jesus’ Baptism. When 
I read it, I was curious: only Luke says of Jesus that, when 
he was baptized, he was also praying. And then I read in a 
commentary that Luke seems to pay a lot of attention to our 
Lord in prayer. 

Why? That was the manner in which he, the Son of God, 
remained in constant fellowship with the heavenly Father. It’s 
a difficult concept to embrace—namely, that Jesus Christ 
was true God and Second Person of the Holy Trinity who 

Text: Luke 22:39-46 

Jesus went out as usual to the 
Mount of Olives, and his 
disciples followed him. On 
reaching the place, he said to 
them, “Pray that you will not 
fall into temptation.” He 
withdrew about a stone’s 
throw beyond them, knelt 
down and prayed,  “Father, if 
you are willing, take this cup 
from me; yet not my will, but 
yours be done.” 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.  
 
45 When he rose from prayer 
and went back to the disciples, 
he found them asleep, 
exhausted from sorrow. 46 
“Why are you sleeping?” he 
asked them. “Get up and pray 
so that you will not fall into 
temptation.” 
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was with God and was God in the beginning (Jn 1:1), and 
also at the same time was true man and in his humility 
subservient to the Father’s will and purpose to send him to 
earth in the first and final place. That purpose, of course, 
was to save the world from sin by being the sacrificial 
payment through death on the cross. 

Throughout the season of Epiphany, there was that 
emphasis—that the man Jesus is God! These Lenten weeks, 
see and vicariously experience our Lord as a man resolved 
to be obedient to the Father, yet not without all of the 
struggles as one born of flesh and blood flowing within his 
veins. Tonight, Ash Wednesday, we are privy through this 
Gospel writer actually to hear our Lord pray in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, before he would be captured and eventually 
crucified. The next four weeks, also in the Gospel of Luke, 
we’ll hear about Jesus praying at crucial moments in his 
ministry. Then the last week of this series, as a prelude to 
Holy Week, we’ll again hear our Lord actually in prayer, from 
the cross—two prayers, in fact. We begin tonight in 
Gethsemane. 

“And [Jesus] came out and went, as was his custom, to the 
Mount of Olives, and the disciples followed him. And when 
he came to the place, he said to them, ‘Pray that you may 
not enter into temptation.’ And he withdrew from them about 
a stone’s throw, and knelt down and prayed” (vv 39–41). 

There was disappointment and agony in that garden; three 
of the Gospel accounts tell of it. Mark, in fact, expands the 
account to include Jesus dialoguing with his drowsy disciples 
not once but three times! That’s mind-boggling—after all 
they had been through together, to think that they could 
sleep through their Master’s most diligent, dreaded hour. 
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No matter how graphically the writers described the anguish 
of our Lord, his sweat becoming great drops of blood falling 
down to the ground, I still can’t imagine it! But I can imagine 
someone in fervent, tear-stained prayer, saying the same 
words over and over as though the Father hadn’t heard her 
the first time. I can imagine someone praying with 
desperation, no-holds-barred emotionally, murmuring, 
shouting, head up toward the skies (or ceiling) and then 
down, cupped in trembling hands and then ahead, staring 
vaguely at nothing in particular. I can imagine because I’ve 
seen people in urgent, compelling, overwhelming need pray 
that way. And so have I prayed. 

But our Lord did not pray in desperation, as though the 
Father was not aware of his human needs. Our Lord did not 
pray in that garden for the Father to allow him to bypass the 
cross, for our Lord had read the prophet Isaiah and knew 
himself to be the Suffering Servant of whom the prophet 
spoke: 

Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; 
yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and 
afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions; he 
was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the 
chastisement that brought us peace, and with his 
wounds we are healed. . . . He was oppressed, and he 
was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb 
that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before 
its shearers is silent, so he opened not his mouth. (Is 
53:4–5, 7) 

Oh, surely in the fullness of his humanity, Jesus dreaded the 
cross and all that came with it: laughter, mocking, derision, 
the planting of thorns on his head, spittle on his face, a whip 
ripping flesh from his back. There was no way—and shame 
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on us if we ever dare—to sanitize the cross. 

“Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me” (v 42). 
When I’ve prayed that prayer, and heard it from the lips of 
others, it was usually to be spared from something dreadful 
and dreaded—“remove this cup of pain, this cup of 
separation, this cup of loss, this cup of guilt, this cup of 
watching someone I love die, this cup of my own impending 
death.” All of those are necessarily and without apology self-
focused on my needs, hurts, fears, and anguish. Knowing 
our Lord, could he have been thinking not of himself and the 
pain and loss awaiting him, but rather of his accusers, of 
Judas, of the ones bearing false witness against him, of 
Pilate and Herod and Annas and Caiaphas? Could he have 
been also thinking of them and wondering, If only they would 
turn in repentance to the Father, if only they would see the 
evil in their ways and acknowledge their sin, then the Father 
would relent and their souls would be spared his righteous 
wrath. After all, there were times the people of Israel were 
spared the full weight of God’s holy judgment. Maybe now, 
again? 

Of course, I’ll never begin to know the mind and heart of our 
Lord, especially at a time like this. But I do know there was 
not a self-centered bone in his body and that he was never 
so concerned for himself as he was for the people for whom 
he had come to live and die.  

No sooner had he uttered those words than he added, 
“Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done” (v 42). Now 
the Lord in prayer had come full circle. There is no greater 
prayer to reflect his desire to be in fellowship with the Father. 
He did not come to this earth to give mandates to the Father, 
but to submit to his will. That takes courage! Courage to go 
the way of the cross. Courage to relinquish his needs, even 
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his fears, certainly his desire for those who would crucify him 
to repent of their evil ways, to the will of the Father. 

There are times I’ve uttered those words in prayer with a 
lump in my throat, when I’ve wanted to cry out, “No, God, I 
want my will to be done—yours only if it isn’t different from 
mine. Do you know how difficult it is, God, to do that—to 
relinquish my needs, my fears into your hands, to believe 
that your ultimate will is to draw me closer to you, to trust 
that ‘for those who love [you] all things work together for 
good, for those who are called according to [your] purpose’ 
(Rom 8:28)?” 

Was it really your will that your Son die so accursedly on the 
cross? Was it really your will that someone so perfectly 
innocent suffer so much cruelty? Was it really your will that 
“one man die for the sins of many” in their place? 

Yes! That’s why we’re here this Ash Wednesday—because 
the Spirit has called us to be here, to relive the Passion of 
the Lord, but also to repent of our sins, and to be renewed in 
the promise of God’s forgiveness through his altogether 
divine and altogether human Son, the man named Jesus. 
And we’re here in so many circumstances and situations and 
for so many people and personally. 

WE’RE HERE ASKING FOR COURAGE TO JOIN JESUS 
IN PRAYER TO SUBMIT TO THE WILL OF THE FATHER. 

Not my will, but thine be done. In the name of the Father and 
of the † Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.  


