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DEREK AND JANET OPEN WEDDING INVITATION!

Introduction.

ILLUSTRATION: "YOU KNOW YOU’RE HAVING A BAD DAY WHEN…"  You see a "Ruda Landman, Derek Watts and a Carte Blanche crew waiting in your office when you get to work. Your birthday cake collapses from the weight of the candles. You wake up and discover your waterbed broke and then realize that you don’t have a waterbed. Your income tax check bounces. Your twin brother or sister forgets your birthday. The bird singing outside your window is a vulture.

I’m sure that we’ve all faced days, or even weeks, like this in our lives.  They are not easy times to cope with!  However, the great news is that we don’t have to face these times and trials on our own!

One of my favourite passages from the Bible is this one from Hebrews 4:15 (NIV), “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.”

The great news is that God has a purpose, a plan, and a solution, to our troubles and trials.  Tonight we continue with our series focussing on the prayers of Jesus, and in particular we are going to learn how Jesus dealt with an incredible time of struggle, pressure, temptation, and trial in his life by examining his prayer.

The passage begins with Luke telling us that Jesus was doing what was his custom, or habit, he was going to the Mount of Olives to pray (v.39).  That is an important challenge to me, because it shows me that Jesus’ prayer life was not just a parachute, something that he pulled out when the going was rough.  No, prayer was a way of life for Jesus, and so it is this lifestyle that gives him the ability to face the greatest trial he has faced in his short life this far.  Let me just remind you that these has been an emotional week for Jesus!  

On Sunday he had entered the city, hailed and praised by the Jews as  King – people were waving palm leaves and throwing their outer garments into the road to declare they obedience to his Kingship.  But he knew it was a fickle devotion, because by the end of the week they would turn against him and call for him to be crucified.  

On Monday as Jesus visits the temple he encounters the height of corruption in the Temple area.  Money changers are taking advantage of the good nature, superstition, and needs of people longing to be reconciled to God, by overcharging them for animals to sacrifice, and telling them that what they had brought would not be enough to satisfy God.  Moreover, their industry was taking up so much space that it left no place for the ordinary, poor, person to come and pray (I have been challenged by this image… Has the modern Church become so proper that we cannot allow anyone of the street to come in and pray!?)  

On Tuesday, the chief priests and teachers of the law start harassing him in earnest. As he was giving to the people some final glimpses of the kingdom of God before his suffering, his enemies approached. “Who do you think you are? By what authority are you doing these things?” It was a question easily answered, but do you feel the animosity, the hatred, the venom, evident in those who asked it. The people who should have known, those who by years of long study, should have recognized him, and welcomed him, sought to trip him up and trap him, and before the week was over would cast their vote to have him put to death.

On Wednesday one of his closest friends, one of only 12 people who had the honour of spending each day with him, one who sat next to him at the table, and knew his heart, had agreed to betray him.  This betrayal was not one of honour, i.e., motivated by an ideological difference because he disagreed with what Jesus was doing.  No, it was a betrayal motivated by the base human instinct of GREED!  30 pieces of silver, enough to buy a cheap piece of land.  For that he would betray the King of the Universe.  I’ve done worse for less.

On Thursday, the night of our study, Jesus had one final meal with his disciples. He had one last night, one last time to try to teach his closest followers what was coming, one last night to prepare them for what was coming. He knew their love for him was weak. He knew all of them would be scattered, and even Peter, his closest friend, would deny three times that he even knew the Lord. He watched as Judas left the table, and knew that in a few hours he would return with a band of soldiers to have Him arrested. He knew that in spite of all his efforts, his disciples only just barely understood the significance of this night, had only the barest perception of what he was going to do for them. He knew that in many ways, though they were with him bodily, he was very much alone. 
This was the next thing that struck me in this passage.  It is not something that is said in the passage openly, but it is something that we know about Jesus because we can work it out from the scriptures.  As Jesus goes to the Mount of Olives to pray, overcome by this week of betrayal, he is only 33 years old!  The weight of the whole world rests on those young shoulders!  Who wants to die at 33?  Moreover, Jesus knew what Crucifixion was like, he had seen it.  So, it was in this way, that Jesus entered the Garden of Gethsemane. In the same way, we enter it as well.  Let’s see what we can learn from Jesus’ prayer in the garden of pressure.
1. What happens when the pressure gets too much? – Jesus goes to a place of pressure to pray, prayer helps to change pressure into purpose.
· The parallel passage to our Lukan passage gives us an insight into the emotion and struggle with which Jesus enters the garden that night.  It reads:  “He took Peter, James and John along with him, and he began to be deeply distressed and troubled. "My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death," he said to them. "Stay here and keep watch." “ (Mk 14:33-34)  This is a passage that is rich with symbolism and expressive of Jesus’ struggle.

· Firstly, Jesus goes to a garden called Gethsemane, this Aramaic word means literally the ‘olive press’.  It was a place where the ordinary was turned into the extraordinary through great pressure.  Where bitterness was transformed into flavour, where olives where pressed into olive oil.  I have often wondered whether Jesus intentionally chose that place to teach his disciples something about life, about how God works good in and through us, even in troubled situations?  So, Jesus takes them to the ‘olive press’ garden and Mark tells us that this is what happened:  “and he began to be deeply distressed and troubled. "My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death," he said to them. "Stay here and keep watch." “ (Mk 14:33-34)

· Now, the next interesting thing to note, is not only was Jesus with his disciples at the end of a week of pressure, taking them into a place of pressure, but he tells us that he himself is under pressure.  The Greek word which is translated as ‘troubled’ in our English text is the word – thlipsis [Greek].  The word literally means ‘to be hard pressed’.  To be pressured to the point of being crushed.  Now remember, all of this is taking place in a an Olive Press, a place that is accustomed to pressure.  However, it is pressure with a purpose!  It is pressure to overcome the ordinary and do the extraordinary, it is pressure to bring out the best of what could simply be a bitter little brown olive, it is the pressure of refinement, of true purpose, the pressure of a special task.  Jesus takes his disciples and shares these words with them because he himself is under pressure.  However, perhaps he already knew the pressure that the disciples would face in the years to come, if they were willing to accept their purpose!

· Did you know that Jesus was not the only one of that band who would die for his faith and in obedience to God!  James, the son of Zebedee (not to be confused with James the brother of Jesus who was also martyred, but not in AD 44, rather in AD 63) was sentenced to death by King Herod Agrippa on the testimony of one man.  However, when this man saw James’ joy in knowing Christ he pleaded with James to forgive him, which James did, and immediately his accuser was sentenced to death, and so James and his accuser died as Martyrs for the Christian faith that day.  John, is believed to have died as a prisoner on the Island of Patmos, separated and exiled from his congregation, family and friends.  Peter, on the other hand, suffered a very gruelling death.  He is believed to have been sentenced to death for his faith in the mid to late 60’s AD.  However, when he was to be crucified, he asked to be crucified upside down (head to the bottom of the cross) because he did not believe himself to be worthy of dying in the same manner as his Lord.  It is interesting to note that the English word martyr comes from the Greek word marturon which means ‘witness’.  It is seldom easy to be a witness for Christ.  For most of us it will not demand our lives in an instant of death, but it will demand many small sacrifices, many small acts of courage, many self sacrificing, pressure inducing choices to be martyrs, witnesses for Christ.

· Friends, Jesus was facing great pressure to fulfil his special purpose – it is never easy to become what God wants you to be.  You cannot simply sail to greatness!  It takes sacrifice, pressure, and commitment to achieve God’s purpose.  Jesus knew it for himself, and he knew it for his disciples.  So he takes them to the place of pressure, and Olive Press, to remind them that every problem has a purpose.  And, that if they can just faithfully remain alert and active, obedient to God, they can achieve the greatness that God has in store for them!

· Perhaps the Apostle Paul, who was also aware of this great cost of living up to what God had called him to be.  Listen to what he says:  Romans 5:3-4 “…trouble [thlipsis, pressure] produces patience, and patience produces character, and character produces hope”.

· So, when the pressure got too much for Jesus he didn’t give up the fight, he didn’t simply throw in the towel, he knew there was too much at stake!  Jesus goes to pray.  And as we shall see, this prayer turns his pressure into victory!  His struggle becomes the central focus, the high point of his whole life, and not only his life, but it brings great blessing, freedom, and live to others – because he faced his pressure with God.
· What do you do when the pressure mounts?  Where do you go?  How do you deal with it.  Jesus, a young man, at the end of a rough week, facing the prospect of his death, takes time to go to God.
2. When the pressure gets too much where does your help come from? – Jesus takes some friends along to help him pass the test, who do you take, who could take you?

· The next very interesting element of Jesus prayer life is where he seeks comfort, support and help in his time of great struggle and pressure.  Jesus takes his disciples and they walk the 15-20 minutes, after the supper, to Gethsemane (which is just outside of the city gates).  By the time they go there it would have been about 10 or 11pm, which by their standards would have been very late.  Remember, that in those times light was a scarce commodity – if you wanted it you had to build a fire, or light a small lamp.  Even that light was not bright, like ours, almost like daylight.  It is like going camping.  But 10pm you’re ready for bed!  We also need to remember that because of this technology people worked very hard during daylight hours so that they could get most of their work done while there was natural light.  So you would probably find that the work day would begin at first light (5am or so), and end at sunset.  By this time of the night – literally the middle of the night – they would all have been exhausted.  Going with Jesus would have been a great commitment and sacrifice for these men.  Of course we know how the events of the next few days are going to unfold, so in hindsight we can say that it is not really a big sacrifice, since Jesus would soon die.  However, they were not yet sure of that!  This night was not too different from any other night, and now Jesus wants them to work overtime!

· Can you imagine a few grumbles, a little bit of uneasiness among the disciples as Jesus says, after dinner, in the middle of the night “Come with me friends, I need you to come and join me in prayer in the Olive press 20 minutes walk from here”.

· Notice that Luke records that the disciples “followed him” (v.39).  I think that sometimes it is not easy to follow Jesus.  It takes quite a bit of sacrifice, trust, and a measure of self sacrifice to do the things that he wants you to do.  Sometimes you won’t know why, or what for, but it is important to follow him, even when you’re tired, even in the middle of the night!

· But, let’s get back to Jesus’ prayer.  “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” (vv.40-41).  The word ‘temptation’ is important in this passage.  It is not temptation in the ordinary sense, here it is a version of a Hebrew word meaning to be tested.  Jesus himself was being tested and so were his disciples.  Illus.:  Testing is never an easy thing.  I don’t know about you, but when I face tests I love to have people there to help me.  It is almost like writing your final board exam with a truly experienced CA to tell you the answers, or doing Matric Maths with an aunt who is a Professor of Mathematics to sit with you in the exam.  Jesus takes along some friends as he faces his trial, his test.  Just think, in this moment Jesus could have gone out to the mountain his own.  At 33, having had an incredible week, knowing that he was to die a painful test, he could have taken the gap!  He could have decided to run for it, to head for Egypt, where Judas and the soldiers would never find him.  He could have lived to 80 and died a simple death.  He must have been tempted and tested!  So, what does Jesus do?  When he is tempted to give it all up he brings some friends close to him.  I love the way Luke puts it.  Jesus keeps his friends just a ‘stone’s throw away’.
· I have often wondered whether the Lord could have trusted me to be his friend in a time such as this?  Would I have been faithful, free from temptation, would I have passed the test?

· Of course the great lesson to be learned here is that even Jesus could not face the tests, trials, and temptations of life alone.  The question I want to ask you tonight is who can you turn to, to go with you into the places of pressure in your life?  Who can you take into the tests with you?  And, are the people that you can do this with worthy of that honour?  Can they pray, can they help, or like the disciples will they grumble, following reluctantly, then simply fall asleep?  We all need a trusted group of persons that we can share our deepest troubles with, so that when life gets tough we don’t just run for the hills!

· Also, let me ask you, do you think there are any of your friends that can trust you to go into their place of pressure with them?  Are you trustworthy enough?  Have you proven yourself to be a person of prayer, a person of faithful sacrifice who will go with them to dark and pressured places?

· Of course the great gift that we learn in this passage, is that even though the disciples did not pray with Jesus, even though they fell asleep, God could be trusted to be there, to listen, the minister, and to encourage.  But, the challenge tonight is who will you take with you into your place of pressure.  If you don’t have some trustworthy friends, perhaps it is time to cultivate and create these relationships.  Even Jesus needed them.  AND, are you trustworthy enough to go to the olive press with any of your friends.  Do you have friends who would pass the test?  AND, would you pass the test?

3. Thy will be done… There’s a lesson in the tone of his voice. – it is not resignation, giving up, helplessness, or frustration.  It is perfect trust!  Prayer cultivates peace and power.

· As, I have already mentioned, this passage relates a critical cross road in history.  Jesus could have given it all up.  In fact if it was me, I may just have said “Thanks for coming…”  

· However, we know how the story ends.  Jesus not only faces his death, for our sake, he faces it with great courage, honour and ultimately victory.  And, it was this encounter in the garden that gave him the courage to face the insults, the whipping, the stabbing, the pain and the death of his crucifixion.  William Barclay writes of this event in the garden saying, “He went into Gethsemane in an agony; he came out with the victory won and with peace in his soul—because he had talked with God.”
· The critical phrase in this whole encounter are that few words that Jesus utters to his Father, “Thy will be done”.  However, knowing what Jesus faced in this week, and what he was to face over the days ahead, have you ever wondered HOW he said those words?  You see, we too need to learn something about the tone of our submission to God.  Over the years in ministry I have often submitted to God’s will UNWILLINGLY, and seen others doing the same.  I have often heard people utter the words “Thy will be done” with clenched teeth.  How sad it would have been if that was the tone of Jesus voice!?

· But, thankfully it wasn’t!  Jesus does not say these words with a tone of:

i. Helpless submission?  He is not giving up.  Remember what John tells us about Jesus says in John 10:18 “no-one takes my life from me, I lay it down of my own accord”.  These words for Jesus were not a helpless submission.

ii. Battered into submission?  Jesus is not defeated.  This is also important.  It is not that Jesus is giving up defeated.  He knew that his death and resurrection would bring life to so many others! John 10:17 says “The reason the Father loves me is that I lay down my life – only to take it up again”.  The father did not batter Jesus to do His will, no, Jesus chose to do it, and he chose to do it out of love.

iii. Utterly frustrated?  These are not the words of a dashed dream.  Jesus doesn’t say these words because he the dream is over and he is filled with  bleak regret and bitter anger that nothing can be changed!  No, Jesus is asking for HELP from God to fulfil the dream, so that the dream of forgiveness and true life for all can come to pass.

iv. Perfect trust!  So, Jesus tone is a tone is a tone of trust.  Sure, Jesus is submitting, but he is not submitting to an unjust master, or an abusive Lord.  Jesus is submitting in love, to a loving Father.  One whose arms would shield him, one who would weep at the death of his only son, one who would rejoice at his victory, and give thanks for the many lives that are changed through his sacrifice.

· Friends, our lives as Christians will demand that we go to the place of suffering and pressure many times.  You cannot become more than ordinary without going through that pressure.  It is not possible to transform from a bitter olive into sweet olive oil without being hard pressed.  However, the great news is that Jesus is our example.  He teaches us that every PROBLEM HAS A PURPOSE, that when we face pressure we should NEVER FACE IT ALONE, and that when we have a loving, trusting relationship with the God who is our FATHER, we can SUBMIT TO HIS WILL OUT OF LOVE.

So, when the dark and trying times of pressure come, or if they are here now, why not bring one or two trust friends with you and pray the loving, prayer of Jesus – not because you must, but because you want to.  Why not come with one or two friends tonight and pray in love “Your will be done…”?
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