
Dealing with failure
Matthew 26:31-56

By the time this day is done, all of you will fail.

I wonder how you feel when you hear those words?  What’s your instant gut 
feeling?

Anger? - ‘No I won’t, how dare you!’
Guilt? - ‘Yes, I know, I’m always failing, I’m so useless...’
Deflated? - ‘We’ve just shared communion, we’ve just sung about being 
forgiven, I felt free and hopeful, and now you’re ruining it!’

Well, I wonder how the disciples would have felt when they heard Jesus 
telling them the same thing.  They’d shared communion with Jesus; the very 
first Lord’s Supper.  They’d sung a hymn together, v.30 tells us, just as we 
have done.  Then, in the very next verse (v.31), Jesus tells them on the 
journey: ‘This very night you will all fall away on account of me.’

This is a time of year when people pursue self-improvement.  It’s lent; so 
people give something up to improve their health or their self-control.  It’s 
spring, so  people try to tidy up things in their lives whilst they’re tidying out 
things in their house or garage or garden.  But Easter, the way the Bible 
describes it, tells us that we fail to make ourselves better.

Matthew 26 is a long chapter - 75 verses long.  And it has much to say 
throughout about human beings failing and letting Jesus down.  In this 
chapter, we read about religious authorities plotting to  kill Jesus.  We read of 
Judas bargaining for His betrayal, then leading the company that would arrest 
Jesus and lead Him to His death.

We read of disciples falling asleep when Jesus needed their company and 
friendship, and of them fleeing when danger reared its head.  We read of 
Peter trying to defend Jesus from the world with a sword, and then denying 
even knowing Jesus when the heat was on.  The ugly parts of human life 
which we all know so well and relate to so much are here - ambition, 
violence, pride, betrayal, abandonment.  Matthew says, we human beings 
fail.

But right through the same chapter, we read about Jesus succeeding.  He 
does all that is asked of Him, even unto death.  Where human beings allowed 
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fear and sin to  rule them, Jesus would not bow to these powers.  Human 
beings give in to temptation, and Jesus overcomes His.

Human beings are disloyal to  King Jesus, but even in the face of that, King 
Jesus is unflinchingly loyal to we human beings, going through agony in the 
garden, arrest, unfair trial, and beating.  Into the next chapter, He goes 
through public rejection, flogging, and death by crucifixion, all for the human 
beings who fail Him so much.

Matthew 26 tells us: We fail Jesus, but Jesus never fails us.  Let’s look firstly 
at how Matthew tells us we fail Jesus, and then we’ll look at how Jesus 
succeeds for us.

The first thing we’re told is that Jesus knows that we will fail Him, and He is 
gracious about that.  The chapter opens with Jesus predicting, not for the first 
time, that He will be handed over to  death at humanity’s hand soon.  During 
that first Lord’s Supper at their Passover meal, Jesus announced ahead of 
time that one of His followers would betray Him.  In v.31, our passage opened 
with Jesus acknowledging ahead of time that all His followers will fail Him.

Jesus knows very well the mistakes and the rebellion yet to  come.  Yet woven 
in with Jesus revealing His foreknowledge of their wrongdoing, He reveals 
His love for them and invitation to them.  He shares the most precious of 
meals with these fickle friends.  In the same breath as He predicts they will all 
fail, He invites them in v.32 to  follow Him again into Galilee when He is raised 
to life.

In the most agonising hours His soul has experienced in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, He wants to  be with them.  He loves them, these fallible 
followers, and He’ll do everything for them.

Question - How does it affect you to know that your future is forgiven, 
because of Jesus’ sacrifice and success for you on the cross?

Jesus knows how you will mess up tomorrow, yet He invites you still to  follow 
Him where He leads that day, and the next.  You are still welcome.  He still 
loves you.  How wonderful to know that you need not worry about whether 
Jesus will still want you next month, next year, next decade.  There’s nothing 
you can do that will separate you from His love and commitment to you.

That’s no excuse for complacency about sin, of course.  No true follower of 
Jesus is content with letting Him down in days to come.  That’s why we see 
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Jesus’ disciples reacting the way they do in vv.33-35.  Peter doesn’t like the 
idea that he would fail Jesus, so he doesn’t accept it.

Those who love Jesus don’t want to  deny Him.  We don’t like that idea at all, 
so it’s tempting to act like Peter did here - to say, ‘I won’t let you down, 
Jesus.’  We can tell ourselves, and tell God, that we’re not going to be like 
that, we’re going to live differently.  We tend to live in denial about our future 
failings.  But living with this kind of denial means living self-reliantly.

Consider this.  Jesus told His followers that they would let Him down, and let 
Him down badly - but He would still love them and restore them.  Relying on 
Jesus would mean accepting the truth of all that, with humility and hope in the 
ever-filled resources of renewal and forgiveness that Jesus works in our lives.

To simply resolve that, ‘I’m not going to  let Jesus down again!’ is to deny a 
reality that Jesus has revealed to us.  Peter was disagreeing with Jesus in 
this passage.  He considered his own ability to stand up for Jesus, and 
estimated that he was able in his own strength.  But, as we know, he vastly 
overestimated himself.

A wee word for the leaders amongst us here.  Peter’s self-reliant self-denial 
didn’t only affect his own walk with Jesus.  In v.35, his emphatic declaration 
that he would die before denying Jesus leads the other disciples into  the 
same big talk.  Peter leads others into self-reliant false bravado.  They’re all 
setting themselves up for a fall.  But Peter’s influence as a leader had a big 
part to play in that.

Those in leadership need to check themselves to make sure they are not 
pursuing a self-reliant faith in Jesus that lacks the humility to  say, ‘I’ve made 
mistakes, and I’ll make plenty more.’  That’s true of God’s people who are 
leaders in business, in schools, in sports teams, and in every area of 
leadership in this world, where humble dependence on Jesus’ renewing 
forgiveness will be noticed by the team.  But it’s especially important in the 
realm of church leadership, where the way leaders conduct themselves 
affects the discipleship of so many.

It’s not long in our passage before the loyal intentions and the self-reliant 
bravado of Jesus’ followers comes undone.  In v.38, Jesus asks Peter, James 
and John to do something.  Something that mattered to Jesus, because He 
needed the close company of His close friends at this moment.
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Jesus opens His heart up with emotional vulnerability - ‘My soul is 
overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death.’  Imagine turning the corner to 
see someone you loved lying on the road, next to the car with the bashed up 
bumper.  That awful feeling like a blow to your gut, your heart in your mouth 
and your knees giving way - that same incredible grief was overcoming Jesus 
as His separation from His Father God loomed near.

In that moment, Jesus asked of His close friends: ‘Stay here and keep watch 
with me.’  He walked on a little to pray in private, and returned to find His 
friends... asleep.  Jesus’ followers fall at the first hurdle.  And, as it turns out, 
the second hurdle, and the third; as each time Jesus returns from His 
agonised prayers, He finds these friends of His sleeping.

When these disciples professed their loyalty and determination to serve 
Jesus with all they had, they meant it.  Their intentions were genuine, good 
and true.  But as these disciples discovered in that garden, we fail Jesus time 
and again, sooner than we imagine we would, despite our best intentions.

But again, Jesus Christ speaks a gracious word into this reality, in v.41.  
‘Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation.  The spirit is willing 
but the body is weak.’

Jesus sees in His followers that the ‘spirit is willing’ - that in the deepest part 
of our beings, we desire to honour Jesus, live for Him, and serve as He calls 
us to.  But He also graciously expresses a recognition that ‘the body is weak’ 
- He understands, even if we deny it to ourselves, that we do not have the 
strength to avoid failing.

Again, that is no excuse for those who love Jesus to be content with sin, to 
simply say, ‘Oh well, that’s just what I’m like, and Jesus knows that so it’s 
okay.’  Jesus told His followers in this verse how they are to  respond to the 
reality that they’re not strong enough to honour Jesus as they want to: ‘Watch 
and pray so that you will not fall into temptation.’

The problem we’ve seen so far is that Jesus’ followers don’t like the idea of 
letting Him down, so  they tend to self-reliantly press on with a determination 
never to let Him down again.  Jesus’ answer to this fickle, failing self-reliance, 
is to  call us to pray.  Prayer is the opposite of self-reliance.  It is the deliberate 
expression of reliance upon God.

In this context, Jesus calls His followers not to  rely on their own strength to 
stand up against the temptations we tend to fall to, but to  humbly recognise 
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that that won’t work, and to seek God’s power to prevent our failings and 
fallings.

Prayer is what changes us and enables our faithfulness.  A few weeks ago I 
preached on Philippians 1, one of many passages where Paul teaches us by 
example to pray for spiritual growth for God’s people.  As we pray for that, we 
find that over a lifetime, we do fall and sin less and less.

We’ll become more Christlike, more winsome to those who don’t yet know 
Jesus - not in our own strength and determination, but as we pray.  Part of 
that prayerful growth is a recognition that we’ll need to keep coming to God 
not only for help to avoid failing, but forgiveness for when we do fail Him, right 
throughout our lives.

Question - When you find yourself sinning again, do you tend to just try 
harder, or pray for God’s help?

The frequency of our little rebellions against God may decrease as He makes 
us year by year more like the fully redeemed people we shall one day be.  As 
we pray, and as we are changed, that lessening frequency is like the dying 
heartbeat of sin in our lives.  But the last beat of that bad blood will not come 
until our own hearts stop.

Then, true life will begin.  Sin will never again be in or around us.  Then we 
will be given a new and eternal heartbeat, in time and rhythm with God’s own, 
where every good intention of God’s people to honour Jesus and serve Him 
will be perfectly realised in the New Heavens and the New Earth.

In the meantime, Jesus graciously understands that His followers need to 
pray for help to stop failing Him, and that they will need forgiven time and 
again not only for what has been, but in days to  come on the journey.  Jesus 
knows, in this dark hour in the Garden of Gethsemane, that the stakes do not 
depend on what His followers will do.  Everything depends on Him.

Here and now; this is the moment where Jesus must succeed, whilst all 
around Him crumble.  Here and now is the moment where Jesus will face His 
greatest temptation; and everything depends on Him succeeding in His very 
good intentions.

Here and now comes the choice for Jesus.  Will He be loyal to us, even to the 
point of dying to rescue us from sin and death?  Will He choose to be 
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separated from His eternal Father and to endure hideous physical torment 
and death, for those who have been and will be so disloyal to Him?

vv.37-38 reveal to  us the new sense of burden, angst and horror that befalls 
Jesus in this moment.  Jesus has known all His life that He would die like this; 
He kept telling His disciples so.  But now, Jesus is at the precipice.  He is 
beginning to taste, to actually experience, the thing so awful and so alien to 
Him that it caused the mighty Son of God to stagger with the foretaste of it.

Jesus turns to  His Father in the Garden of Gethsemane.  At every other time 
that Jesus had done that - in the eternal dance of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, 
and throughout Jesus’ ministry on Earth - Jesus looked to the Father, and the 
Father filled Him with love and affirmation and the Holy Spirit’s power.  This 
time, Jesus saw the abyss, the emptiness, and the rage of God against sin.

Everything about Jesus’ death would be horrible: The betrayal, the rejection, 
the physical torture, the loneliness, the slow and painful death.  But lesser 
men than Jesus have faced deaths like these with calm courage.  What 
caused the Son of God such heartbreaking angst was something that no 
other human being has lived through or died through.

Now, Jesus is beginning to taste what the wrath of God is like.  We read in vv.
39 and 42 that Jesus is praying about taking the cup.  The cup, in the 
language of the Hebrew Bible, referred to the wrath of God upon human sin.  
The abandonment, the punishment, the full, holy fury of God to be unleashed 
upon human sin - it was something that Jesus had never yet experienced, but 
now He was beginning to taste what He was going to fully consume for us.

Everything in Him would want to spit it out, turn away, and have nothing to do 
with this awful, alien experience of God’s judgement and abandonment.  So 
in v.39, we see Jesus falling to the ground with the plea, ‘My Father, if it is 
possible, may this cup be taken from me...’  ‘Father, if there is any way that 
we can do this without me taking on this awful wrath that human beings have 
brought about, let it be so!’

He wrestles like this for an hour, as v.40 makes clear.  But in this praying, 
Jesus submits to  the Father who is even now beginning to pour out what 
Jesus must drink - ‘Yet not as I will, but as you will.’

Jesus is facing the greatest temptation He ever did - the temptation to  walk 
away, that He might not need to take this cup of wrath.  The temptation to  let 
us know the full force of God’s judgement upon us instead.  And just as in v.
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41, He’d counselled His followers about the need to pray so as not to fall to 
temptation; now He too returns to prayer in the midst of His.

In the prayer of v.42, we see Jesus moving into a deeper submission - 
committing to swallowing the wrath that He’d begun to taste.  ‘My Father, if it 
is not possible for this cup to be taken away unless I drink it, may your will be 
done.’  For Jesus, and for His Father, their deepest commitment and desire is 
that the cup is taken away.

God does not want that the cup of His wrath should remain for human beings 
to drink.  He wills that God the Son should drink it for us instead.  Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit see that commitment through in this prayerful wrestling in the 
garden.  Jesus, the Son, commits Himself with finality before the soldiers 
arrive.  ‘If this is the only way, Father, let your will be done.  I’ll drink the cup.’

So, when Judas arrives in vv.47-50, Jesus accepts the betrayal He’d 
predicted.  When the soldiers step forward to seize Him in vv.50-55, Jesus 
accepts the arrest He’d predicted.  When the disciples flee in v.56, Jesus 
accepts their failure of Him just as He’d predicted in v.31.

And He accepts the walk to an unjust trial, a public rejection, a brutal flogging, 
a criminal’s death, to the place of the unthinkable, unspeakable abandonment 
by His Father God as wrath pours into Him.  He accepts all that, because 
Jesus loves you.

So much that He never flinched from the mission to see that cup of wrath 
removed from you.  So much that, though He knows you have failed Him 
yesterday and again today, and though He knows you will fail Him tomorrow, 
He will not fail to take up the cross to take on your punishment, on your 
behalf.

So much that, though you and I are disloyal to  Him more quickly and more 
often than we’d imagine; He is so loyal to us as to walk that walk, die that 
death, and welcome us to join Him in the eternal life He has won for us.  So 
let the self-righteous angry be humbled, the burdened guilty be free, and the 
deflated be elated, that though we will fail Jesus, He has already succeeded 
for us.
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