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Lent 5 ~ Series B ~ April 2, 2006

For Jesus’ Sake

Our text for this evening is our Epistle lesson, Hebrews 5:7-9, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Our text takes us to the Garden of Gethsemane, the night before the crucifixion.  That is where Jesus prays with vehement cries and tears as He anticipates death.  You probably know the substance of those prayers well: three times, He prays, “My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from Me.  Yet not as I will, but as You will” (Matthew 26:39).  

Fully human and fully God, Jesus has no desire to suffer either crucifixion or God’s judgment for sin.  He prays that, if it is His Father’s will, that He not suffer the cross to come.

There’s something else you should know about Jesus as He prays in Gethsemane.  According to Hebrews 5, before and after our text, Jesus is praying in His office of High Priest.  In other words, like an Old Testament high priest, He is interceding.  He is standing between man and God and praying on man’s behalf. 

The following day, like an Old Testament high priest, He will offer a sacrifice for sin.  Rather than an animal, though, He will offer Himself as the Sacrifice.  In Gethsemane, Jesus is the priestly Sacrifice and the sacrificial Priest, interceding for man and preparing for death.  He is interceding for you.  He is preparing to die for you.

So the Son prays, “My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from Me.  Yet not as I will, but as You will.”  He prays, and Hebrews tells us that God hears His prayers.  God does not hear His prayers because of His vehemence or  His earnestness.  God does not hear His prayers because of the sincerity of His cries or the quantity of His tears.  

Why does God hear Jesus’ prayers?  Because of His “godly fear.”  God hears Jesus pray because Jesus prays according to God’s Word.  Rather than demand that His Father work things according to His desires, Jesus prays that God would work them according to His will—according to His promises, His Word.  The godly fear of Jesus is showcased in those words, “nevertheless, not as I will, but as You will.”

God the Father hears His Son’s prayers and supplications.  He does not ignore His Son.  And what happens then?  He permits the cross anyway.  He sends His Son to crucifixion because it is His will that His Son die for the sins of the world.  So Jesus, says the text, learns obedience by His suffering.  It’s not that He’s been disobedient before: He is, after all, the sinless Son of God.  But remember that He lives and obeys for you.  So that you might learn obedience in suffering, He learns it for you.

According to God’s will, then, Jesus prays and suffers and learns obedience and dies.  This is His Father’s will.  But it is also His Father’s will to save Him from death, and so Jesus rises again three days later. 

There is a reason for all of this: having been perfected, He becomes the author of eternal salvation to all who obey Him.  “Perfected” is from the same word as “fulfilled;” having fulfilled God’s plan for salvation, He is the author—the source of eternal salvation—to all who obey Him.  

What does it mean to obey Jesus?   To keep His Law, yes, but we can never do that enough.  More to the point, we obey His command to repent of our sins.  And what Jesus commands, He provides.  By His grace, we repent and believe in Him—and He is the author of our salvation.

You pray.  You’re God’s child, so you talk to your Father in heaven.  If you don’t, you’re not much of a child of God.  If you don’t, you’re talking to some other god instead.

So you pray.  But there are questions about prayer.  Are your prayers good enough for God?  How should you pray?  Does He promise to hear your prayers?  If He hears your prayers, why are you not delivered?  The answer to all of these questions begins with Jesus, your High Priest who prays in Gethsemane.

Are your prayers good enough for God?  No.  Not on their own.  We’re sinners, and everything we do is tainted with sin.  Your prayers are not good enough for God, but for the sake of Jesus, your High Priest, your heavenly Father promises to hear them.  In the Garden, He was praying for you—interceding for you.  Even now, He does the same thing.  Hebrews 7:25 declares, “He is able to save completely those who come to God through Him, because He always lives to intercede for them.” 

When you pray, it is as if the Son of God says to His Father, “Father, I have died for this one and made him ours in Baptism.  Therefore, hear the prayer of this, your troubled child.”  

And the Father says, “I will hear, because You have shed Your blood for this one.” 

That is where you begin with prayer: you begin with the confidence that God hears your prayers for Jesus’ sake.  You begin with the certainty that Jesus still intercedes for you today.  He does not hear your prayers because you’re articulate.  He does not hear your prayers because you are passionate.  He does not hear your prayers because of your fervent cries or desperate tears.  He hears them for Jesus’ sake, and so you are sure that He hears them.  It is why it is so fitting to end prayer “in Jesus’ name” or “for Jesus’ sake,” because He is why God hears your prayers.

How should you pray?  With godly fear.  It is given to you and to me to pray, “Not as I will, but Thy will be done.”  That’s not an easy prayer to pray.  Tempted by Old Adam, you want your will to be done.  You want your sins to be permissible.  You want deliverance to come on your schedule.  You want the pain to stop now.  Working through things in your own mind, you have a pretty good idea of what you want the Lord to do.  And you’ll be afraid to pray, “Thy will be done,” because you’ll be afraid of what His will might be for you. 

But once again, this prayer begins with Jesus.  Because He was the Sacrifice for your sins, God no longer counts your sins against you.  Therefore, God promises you that His will is what is best for you.  His will does not involve malice or torment; rather He works all things for your good.  When you do not want to pray in godly fear—when you do not want to pray, “Not my will, but Thy will be done,” repent of your selfishness and distrust and fear.  If God has already given His Son to save you, He will surely keep His promises to you now.

You may also wonder: If God hears your prayers, why are you not delivered?  Why are you not rescued instantly from your trouble?  Why does the pain and trial continue?  

Because the Lord permits it in His wisdom, and it may very well be that you might learn obedience by the things which you suffer.  If the perfectly obedient Son of God learned obedience through suffering, why would disobedient children like you and me be exempt?  

You see, suffering betrays our idols and false gods.  And beware, for it is natural to us to pray that our false gods would be restored to us!  For instance, let us say that I idolize health and fitness: as long as I’m healthy and fit, I have what I need.  It determines my worth.  So the Lord, in His mercy to me, permits me some sickness or injury—and I pray for healing. 

Here is the danger: I may pray for healing because the injury has robbed me of the health I trust in, and I want my false god restored.  In that case, the Lord may permit me to remain injured for a while, so that I might rejoice in His mercy rather than trust in my health.  He will permit me to learn obedience, to say by His grace, “I am not worth something because I am healthy.  I am worth something because Christ has redeemed me.  That is where my true worth is found.” 

Or let us say that I am very successful at what I do, and I measure my worth by my success.  In that case, if success determines my worth, then success has become my god.  God, in His mercy, then may permit great failure and shame to come my way, in order to teach me humility and not to trust in myself. 

So I pray for deliverance.  But once again here is the danger: I may pray for success once again in order to restore my false god, in order to let it determine my worth again.  In that case, the Lord is merciful if He permits that trouble to continue, so that I might learn obedience—so that I might repent and confess, “My worth is not found in the things of this world that are passing away, but in Jesus Christ, the author of eternal salvation for me!”

You cannot tell for sure why God permits a particular suffering, or why He answers some of your prayers with “no” or “wait.”  But you can be sure of this: He considers you His own beloved child for Jesus’ sake, and He will deliver you.  In the meantime, He delights to hear your prayers and welcomes them.

Holy Week draws near, and we will hear of the Lord’s Passion more.  But this day, we have a preview as we hear of Jesus’ prayers in the Garden.  Rejoice with solemn joy, for that is your High Priest at work for you.  He prays for you—intercedes for you—there before He sacrifices Himself on the cross.  And He sacrifices Himself on the cross so that He might rise and intercede for you before His Father forever.  He is the author, the source of your salvation, because He has completed it on the cross.

For Jesus’ sake, you are God’s child. 

For Jesus’ sake, God wills only good for you. 

For Jesus’ sake, God hears your prayers and promises to answer them. 

For Jesus’ sake, you are forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.
