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 Did you ever start something with the best of intentions or a sincere motive only later to fail 

in completing it?  It could have been a diet or a project either at work or home.   

Take a moment to isolate one specific project or activity that you started and did not finish.  

Think about that project or activity and determine why you failed to complete it.  You can 

share the project or activity with the group as well as the reason it failed with the group. 

There may have been numerous reasons why you could not finish what you started, but you 

did not lack a desire to start something.  This week we are going to look at how easy it is to 

begin a spiritual journey of following Jesus that can fail to reach God’s desired end. 

The example we are going to use as our test case is from the Gospels and involves the disciples 

in the garden with Jesus prior to His crucifixion. 

Have someone read Matthew 26:40-43 

Mark has a similar version as Matthew.  He writes the following, “Watch and pray that you  

enter not into temptation.  The spirit indeed is willing but the flesh is weak.” (Mark 14:38) 

 There are plenty of times that we try to do things we cannot do or start things that do not 
reach their completion.  We begin with a great willingness, but can end in frustration.  In 
the spiritual realm all the things we attempt to do in our flesh fail and only those things  
empowered by the Holy Spirit reach the conclusion God desires.   

It is clear that our spiritual lives must be led and empowered by the Holy Spirit.  And while 

that is easy to understand, it seems very hard to do. 

 In the garden, Jesus appeals to His disciples in what is His greatest moment of need. “Then 
he said to them, “My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch with 
me.”  Matthew 26:38. 

Jesus is facing a death unlike any other.  He will endure the physical torture of this moment, 
but He will also carry the spiritual wrath that sin demands.  In this moment, Jesus does not ask 
for the disciples to be a witness, but for their fellowship and support through prayer.   

It is important to understand that Jesus does not ask for something the disciples cannot do.  

The response of Jesus in verse 40 indicates His disappointment.  In essence he is saying, 
“could you not do this one thing for me?” 

Maybe you can relate to the disciples and their desire to sleep.  Verse 43 says that their eyes 
were heavy.  They have endured a long day full of emotions and activity and sleep overtakes 
them.  Sometimes, the daily routine is exhausting and in our flesh we desire the escape that 
sleep can bring. 



However, Jesus asks the disciples for their prayers in this moment.  Remember Jesus is not 
asking for something the disciples cannot do.  The same is true for you, Jesus will never ask 
for something from you that is impossible. 

The obvious struggle for the disciples is the fleshly lure of sleep against the spiritual challenge 
of prayer for Jesus.  Because of his brash nature, Peter has claimed that he would deny his 

flesh and even give up his life to follow Jesus.   

“Peter answered him, “Though they all fall away because of you, I will never fall away.” Mat-

thew 26:33 

“Peter said to him, “Even if I must die with you, I will not deny you!” And all the disciples 

said the same.” Matthew 26:35 

However, soon Peter will deny that he is even a disciple of Jesus.  Peter’s moment of failure is 
connected to his assumption that in the flesh he could fulfill a spiritual goal.  Peters’ spirit is 

bold in proclamation, however, his flesh is weak and not able to endure the pressure of this 
moment.  In the spiritual realm, even when we have the best of intentions, if we try to do      
anything in our flesh, the failure to complete it will become a reality. 

 Jesus states that the spirit of the disciples is willing, but the flesh is weak.  Spiritually we 

can desire great things for God or to give amazing gifts to God.  It is not that our spirit is 

unwilling to do for God or to sacrifice, it is that our flesh is weak.  We often do not have a 

problem with wanting to do the right thing.  We struggle with the ability to deny our flesh 

and live in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Like the disciples we have a desire to do good things, right things, and even holy things.  The 

issue is not one of desire, but one of the weakened flesh.  Even Paul struggled with this issue. 

“For I do not understand my own actions.  For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing 
I hate.” Romans 7:15 

Do you spiritually struggle with wanting to do the right thing, but finding yourself doing the 

opposite or not having the ability to complete what your spirit desires to do?  How does that 

struggle and/or failure impact your spiritual walk with Jesus? 

 

 Jesus urges the disciples to do two things: to watch and to pray.  What Jesus is pointing out 

here are two important tasks.  The first is to watch.  This is an awareness of our weak flesh 

and sinful nature.  It is setting a guard against the flesh, knowing that the flesh is weak.  

Again, Paul’s struggle in this realm gives us some great insight. 

“For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh.  For I have the desire to do 
what is right, but not the ability to carry it out.” Romans 7:18 

 Notice that Paul points out that he has a desire to do what is right, or that his spirit is 
willing.  However, Paul knows his flesh is weak and will not be able to carry it out or bring it 

to competition. 



The second thing Jesus asks the disciples to do is to pray.  When we pray we begin to do two 
important things.  First, we communicate with God and invest in a real relationship with the  
living God.  Second, time in prayer develops your dependency upon the Holy Spirit.  While 

your spirit may be willing, it does not have the power of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit of God can 
do what the flesh of man cannot.   

How good are you are watching and guarding against the flesh?  How would you describe 
your prayer life? 

 

 When we choose to live spiritual lives driven by our fleshly ability, it reveals something 
deeply disturbing about us.  We are choosing our ability over God’s power.  That means at 
some level we doubt God’s sovereignty. 

In their work, “Spiritual Warfare: Biblical Truth for Victory” John Franklin and Chuck     

Lawless point out some of the principles that drive our lives when we doubt God’s sovereignty.  

They list four characteristics. 

1. Spiritual warfare has no purpose and is a random attack 

2. The focus is upon Satan’s machinations instead of God’s purpose 

3. Confidence upon victory depends upon fleshly performance 

4. Spiritual victory is defined by our ability to remove Satan 

Do these statements sound correct to you?  Can you identify with them?  Do you rely on 

your strength to fight the spiritual battles in your life? 

 

If we build our spiritual lives upon the sovereignty of God and the indwelling power of the  

Holy Spirit, then our understanding of spiritual warfare shifts.  Franklin and Lawless provide 

another list that is the antithesis of the previous one. 

1. God has a purpose in Spiritual Warfare 

2. The focus is upon God in the midst of the attack 

3. The confidence for victory is dependent upon a God who has already defeated Satan and 

can do anything. 

4. Spiritual victory is defined by God’s will being accomplished in my life and for His     

kingdom.  

Are there times where these statements seem to describe your spiritual life?  What would you 

say is the key difference between these two lists? 

 



 The purpose of spiritual warfare is to develop our spiritual character and to accomplish the 
will of God.  Jesus has told His disciples that He is in the midst of their prayers.  It is clear 
that a spiritual war is raging around Jesus.  In this situation, notice of how Jesus prays. 

Jesus prays about a “cup” and the will of the Father.  The cup represents the physical suffering 
of the cross, but it also speaks of the enduring the wrath of God as a spiritual atonement for 

sin. 

The language of Jesus is about how this cup “cannot pass”.  In the Greek His words mean 
something like “I cannot go around it”.  Jesus is praying about the path before Him.  In His 
humanity, the fleshly option is present and He could chose to abandon the cross and reject the 
suffering before Him.  However, the perfect nature of Jesus understands and embraces the   
ultimate will of the Father.  The Savior sees far beyond this painful process. 

Jesus’ prayer is about choosing the path of the Father’s will.  It is also coming to the place of 
viewing the painful path of the cross as the only path.  The will of the Father and the will of 

Jesus are the same. 

Jesus taught His disciples to pray in a certain way.  We refer to it as the Lord’s Prayer.  In that 
prayer there are words about the will of the Father being the ultimate goal on earth.   

“Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” Matthew 6:10 
 
Our spiritual war is won when we want God’s will to be done and God’s kingdom to advance.  
Too many times we want our will to be done and to advance a selfish kingdom that seeks to 
keep ourselves on the throne.  We can begin to see spiritual victories in our lives when we 
watch and guard against the flesh and pray for God’s will, God’s way, and God’s power. 
 
The first battle: Do you have a willing spirit?  Do you want God’s will and God’s kingdom 
to advance? 
 
The second battle: Are you willing to endure hardship and give up comfort for God’s will to 
be done in you and/or through you?  Can you recognize the weakness of your flesh, your 
will, and your spirit?  Are you willing to develop the discipline of denying yourself so you 
can embrace what God wants? 
 
The third battle: Will you watch your flesh and guard against it?  Will you pray that the  
Holy Spirit empowers you and guides you? 


