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We come today to a very unique passage of scripture.  It’s unique in that unlike any 
other story about Jesus, here we see Him distressed, troubled and overwhelmed.  And 
that’s not a Jesus we are familiar with, but it is Jesus as He really was. 
… 
We are, of course in the Garden of Gethsemane today.  And if you are just joining us we 
have been walking through the Gospel of Mark for over a year and are now in the 
homeward stretch leading up to Easter in the text which is going to coincide with Easter 
in our calendar.   
 
So if you’ve got a Bible handy go ahead and open it to Mark 14.  We are going to pick it 
up in verse 32 today.  And would you stand with me in expectation and hunger to see 
the heart of Jesus.  Hear now the word of the Lord: 
 
[Read Mark 14:32-42] 
 
This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated. 
 
So we know quite a bit about the life of Jesus and how it was not easy.  We know His 
earthly father died when he was young.  We know He experienced poverty not even 
having a place to lay His head.  We know He wrestled with temptation jousting with 
Satan in the desert.  And of course we know He ultimately died on the cross.  But 
nowhere else in scripture do we see the heart of Jesus so vulnerably exposed as we get 
it here in the garden.   
 
And it is the uniqueness of this account that ties three things together that at first might 
seem strange.  First it confirms the historical veracity of the story of Jesus, second it 
highlights our own cultural biases, and third it shows us that God’s wrath is actually 
good news.1  And that is where we are going today. 
 
First, this passage confirms that the Gospels give us the genuine historical Jesus.  So 
right now it is very popular to suspicious of scripture.  People are always saying things 
like “there were so many copies made that undoubtedly changes have crept into the 
text.”  Or “The church leaders crafted scripture to support their agendas and so we can’t 
trust the story they recorded.”  And the conclusion is that we can’t actually know who 
Jesus really was.  Well this kind of criticism is convincing until you look at texts like this 
one. 
… 

 
1 Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/the-heart-of-jesus-5481/ (Accessed 
February 4, 2022) 
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So there are lots of historical accounts of people dying for their faith.  And in the 
accounts one thing is consistent, and that is that the victims are presented like heroes.  
They are brave and fearless right up to the last second. 
 
So in 160 AD there was a man named Polycarp who was the bishop of Smyrna.  And he 
was an incredibly wise and godly man.  And he was one of the last living people to have 
actually met the disciples.  He had been a student of the Apostle John. 
 
But Rome was cracking down on Christians and so they arrested Polycarp and brought 
him to trial.  And there the Proconsul demanded that he denounce Christ.  But Polycarp 
replied “86 years have I served Him and He has done me no wrong.  How can I 
blaspheme my King and my Savior now?” 
 
So the Proconsul turned up the heat: “I’ll throw you to the wild animals if you don’t 
repent.”  But Polycarp calmly replied “Call them.  It is unthinkable for me to repent from 
what is good and turn to what is evil.”   
 
And in the end Rome decided to burn Polycarp at the stake.  It was the worst they could 
do. But when they came to nail his hands to the pole he told them “Leave me as I am, 
for He that gives me strength to endure the fire, will enable me not to struggle, without 
the help of your nails.”  And so he allowed the flames to consume him.2 
 
It’s quite a story, and there are lots of stories about people who were tortured for their 
faith and of course some recanted, but by and large we don’t have those stories 
because nobody wrote them down.  The ones that got recorded are the heroic ones.  
But exactly how accurate they are is anyone’s guess.   
 
And it makes sense to be a little suspicious right?  I mean if you were an early church 
leader and one of your friends died for their faith, wouldn’t you want to present them as 
positively as possible – to instill faith in the rest of the followers – right? 
 
And it’s not just Christians who do this.  So the Greek philosopher Socrates was 
arrested for corrupting society by introducing what we now call Western Philosophy.  
And they forced him to drink hemlock - poison.  But when the cup of judgment was 
presented Socrates took it without even flinching.  
 
Similarly in Jewish history, the Maccabees all went to violent deaths while praising God 
and encouraging each other. 
 
And there are reasons to record stories like these, they encourage and inspire.  But 
then we get to Jesus in the garden there is absolutely no reason to tell a story like the 
one we get because it isn’t heroic.  Jesus wrestles openly with His fear and agony and 
even asks to be let off the hook. 
 

 
2 https://christianhistoryinstitute.org/study/module/polycarp )Accessed February 4, 2022 

https://christianhistoryinstitute.org/study/module/polycarp
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And there’s more.  It isn’t just Jesus who is painted vulnerably, the disciples don’t look 
like heroes either.  So Jesus, in His moment of need, calls Peter, James and John, His 
closest friends, to come with Him.  And His only request is recorded in verse 34: 

“My soul is crushed with grief to the point of death. Stay here and keep watch with Me.” 

(Mark 14:34) 
 
It’s not a big ask.  But when Jesus returns the top leaders of the early church are 
drooling all over their chests passed out under a tree – it’s like they had a hard day. 
… 
So Elliana was born on Sunday April 3rd, 2011.  Nikki was two weeks overdue and so 
had been induced on Friday morning, and it was uncomfortable, but it didn’t take.  And 
so they did it again on Saturday morning and it didn’t take either.  Finally, on Sunday 
she went on the drip and laboured all day.   
 
What we didn’t know was Elliana was asynclitic and couldn’t be born naturally.  But it 
wasn’t until 9pm when both Nikki and Elliana were exhausted to the point of danger that 
we found this out when they performed an emergency C-section.   
 
Now, as it goes with C-sections, Nikki spent a couple hours recovering while Elliana and 
I hung out.  But finally around 11pm they rolled Nikki into the room and we put Elliana 
on her breast and it was amazing – just the three of us. 
 
And then we noticed something concerning – we knew nothing about babies – but as 
we watched it seemed like Elliana’s breathing was laboured.  But it was late and we 
didn’t want to look like paranoid noobs, so we decided “let’s keep an eye on her 
ourselves for a bit.” 
 
Well… if you know anything about me you know that I’m a brilliant mess of uselessness 
after about 9pm.  So I did what I do best at night.  I suggested that Nikki take the first 
shift while I got some rest on the dad bed – heroic right?  And so it was that Nikki, who 
had been taking it easy for the last 72 hours or so, was the one who noticed when 
Elliana’s breathing got worse.  And I woke up to Elliana and mom going into the NICU 
with meconium aspiration.   
… 
So one of us had a hard job.  And the guy who failed the easy job tells you this story for 
two reasons – first two draw a parallel between Jesus and His useless disciples that I 
would get along really well with, and second because in Canadian culture when a 
speaker tells a self-deprecating story the audience is inclined to see him as both 
relatable and genuine.  And this brings us to our second point.   
 
You see this text confirms the historical veracity of the account – nobody would make 
up a story about their own failures or Jesus being overwhelmed, you would only record 
something like this if it happened – but second this text also exposes our own cultural 
biases. 
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So hold on you say, Jesus wrestling through a tough spot and showing His vulnerability, 
and the disciples recording their own weakness.  This makes for great story.  It’s strong 
to be able to admit this kind of stuff about yourself.  So look again at verse 33: 

[Jesus] 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. (Mark 14:33-34) 
 
The language here is incredibly vulnerable.  The word “distressed” means full of sorrow 
and anxiety.  It’s the word you would use to describe your feelings if you were to walk 
around the corner and see the one you loved lying dead on the floor.  You’d be 
nauseous and dizzy with despair – that’s the word distress.  And the word “troubled” 
refers to being caught off guard or surprized by something bad. 
 
And this is so strange for Jesus.  Everywhere else Jesus is in total control.  Nobody can 
say anything to catch Him.  He can answer any question and navigate any trap.  But not 
now.  Now He is off balance and crushed with grief to the point of death.  
… 
But being able to express this is recognized as brilliant today.  A real man is both strong 
and in touch with his feelings – right?  That’s our culture.  That was not first century 
Jewish or Roman culture. 
 
And here we come to an interesting reality about our own biases.  There are things 
about Jesus and scripture that are offensive to us.  So for example we have a hard time 
swallowing Jesus’ statements about His own exclusivity.  We hate it when anyone 
thinks they have a monopoly on truth.  And so we don’t like it when Jesus says: 
 The Father and I are one.” (John 10:30) 
Or 

“I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one can come to the Father except through Me. 

(John 14:6)  
 
And that’s because we believe everyone’s views about truth are equally valid.  And the 
mature thing is to not offend people with different perspectives.  That’s Canada in 2022.  
The only absolute truth we have is math, everything else is relative.   
 
But other cultures don’t share our views about truth.  So for example in Middle Eastern 
cultures the idea that there is only one God is totally acceptable.  Nobody would be 
surprized if you said that.  But what they wouldn’t like is if you said “God could be 
vulnerable or suffer – that’s preposterous.   
 
And here we come face to face with something unique about Christianity.  If it really is 
true, then it originates from God not a human culture.  And so we should find aspects of 
it that do not line up with any culture.  In fact every culture should find itself challenged 
by Christianity’s perspective. 
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And this is what we get.  Christianity is offensive to every culture but in different ways.  
So the truth claims that sophisticated Canadians like ourselves are offended by are 
totally embraced by other cultures, while the vulnerability and self disclosure that we 
love so much about Jesus is offensive to other people.   
 
Here’s the takeaway – when you find yourself having a problem with scripture – and this 
will happen if you read the Bible.  If it doesn’t, it’s because you aren’t reading.  But when 
it happens resist the temptation to say “this can’t be true”; instead consider the 
possibility that scripture may be clashing with your cultural bias.  
… 
And here we come to our third point.  See this text doesn’t just confirm the historical 
veracity of the story of Jesus – nobody would make this stuff up.  And it doesn’t just 
expose our own cultural biases.  In doing these two things it shows us that the wrath of 
God is actually good news. 
 
You see this passage is about the wrath of God, but when it comes to cultural biases, 
the wrath of God is one of the most offensive ideas to Western culture right now.  When 
we think of wrath we picture narrow minded fundamentalists exposing their ignorance 
as they yell at people about stuff they don’t understand – that’s wrath.  Wrath is 
immature, pathetic and unpredictable.   
 
And so a God of wrath would be small and undesirable to sophisticated people like us.  
We want an enlightened God like ourselves.  One who can just love while tolerating 
different perspectives.  But this text pushes us in another direction. 
 
So Jesus is struggling in this passage in an incredibly intense way.  But it can’t be just 
death He is worrying about because many saints have stood strong in the face of death. 
 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, one of my heroes, was a German theologian living during the 
second world war who stood up against the tyranny of Hitler while most of the church 
around him caved under the pressure.   
 
And when he was finally captured, stripped naked and stood before the noose one of 
the guards noticed he was shaking.  And he said “Are you afraid?”  “No, Bonhoeffer 
replied.  Just cold.”  “Well, this is the end then.”  Replied the guard.  “No.  It is not.”  
Countered Bonhoeffer, and he walked confidently to his death.3 
 
Now we know that Jesus is not weaker than Bonhoeffer; Jesus was not weaker than 
Polycarp.  So why is He overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death?  The answer is 
because Jesus was facing something greater than anyone else has ever faced.  And we 
get a picture of what that was in His prayer: 

“Abba, Father,” He said, “everything is possible for You. Take this cup from Me. Yet not 

what I will, but what You will.” (Mark 14:33) 
 

 
3 Bonhoeffer: Agent of Grace (2000) as seen on YouTube. 
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It’s the cup that Jesus is concerned with – take the cup away.  So what’s the cup?  Well 
within Jewish tradition the cup was a symbol of God’s wrath and justice being poured 
out on those who deserve it.  So in Jeremiah 25 we read: 

The God of Israel, says to me, “Take this cup of the wine of wrath from My hand 
and cause all the nations to whom I send you to drink it. (Jeremiah 25:15) 
 

The cup God holds is full of His righteous judgment that He pours out on those who 
deserve it.  And in Psalm 75 the Psalmist writes: 

For a cup is in the hand of the Lord, and the wine foams; it is well mixed, and He 
pours out of this; surely all the wicked of the earth must drain and drink down its 
dregs. (Psalm 75:8) 

… 
Tim Keller says “The God we serve is the source of all goodness and peace and light 
and love.  And sin is turning away from God in favor of being our own Gods.  And so the 
natural and just judgment for sin is total exclusion from all goodness and peace and 
light and love.”  And that’s the cup of wrath God pours out. 
 
You see the reason Jesus is struggling is because He has been handed this cup.  Think 
about it: up till now every time Jesus has turned to the Father He has been embraced 
by an open heaven – He had a perfect relationship with God.  And this has given Him 
the strength to face every trial and even Satan himself. 
 
But now He is experiencing something shocking; He turns to God and sees only 
darkness.  It’s a spiritual darkness that the scriptures describe as hell – separation from 
God.  And Jesus had never known this before and He staggers at the foretaste. 
… 
But why?  Why does a loving God have a cup of wrath at all?  Can’t He just get over 
Himself and forgive?  No.  And that’s because wrath and love are two sides of the same 
coin.  When you love then you get angry, not in spite of your love, but because of it. 
… 
So Mother Theresa was once asked whether she was angry with the way things were in 
Calcutta and she responded: 

“I… feel angry… when I see waste; when things that we waste are what people 
need.  Things that would save them from dying.” 

 
Now nobody else was angry about the starving people of Calcutta – so what was 
Mother Theresa’s problem?  Her problem was that she loved the people while nobody 
else cared.  She saw Christ in every broken soul she passed.  And her anger and love 
mingled into action.  You see anger isn’t the opposite of love, indifference is the 
opposite of love; turning a blind eye is the opposite of love; just letting it slide is the 
opposite of love.  But not anger – anger and love go together. 
 
Now yes, there is broken anger.  There is losing your temper or flying off the handle.  
There is bigoted anger like racism and sexism, and our culture is working to expel these 
from our land – and this is good!  The problem is we have lumped broken anger 
together with righteous anger and are throwing them both out in favor of tolerance. 
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So we don’t want a God of love; we want a God of tolerance.  But a God of tolerance is 
a God of indifference.  We want Him to turn the blind eye to us and let us do what we 
want even if it isn’t what He thinks is best.  We want a God who will not get offended 
when we see things differently than He does.  And we call this love.  But that’s our 
cultures definition of love, and it’s broken.  It’s not love at all.   
 
The reality is the more loving you are the more angry you get because you actually 
care.  And this is the kind of love God has.  Psalm 145 says: 

The LORD is merciful and compassionate, 

    slow to get angry and filled with unfailing love. (Psalm 145:8) 
 
It’s love, anger, love.  He has a controlled anger because He loves.  He’s not losing His 
temper, but He is angry.  You see anger and love go together when brokenness 
surrounds the one we love.  And so God, in His unfailing love towards everything He 
has made, has an unquenchable wrath at the injustice and brokenness of sin that 
distorts and destroys.   
 
To not get angry at the brokenness of sin would be like a parent who sees their young 
child walk closer and closer to a life of addiction and destruction and says “I love them 
so I am going to let them choose their own path.”  Friends, Canada might value this, but 
it’s not love, it’s tolerance, and God’s love, is better.   
 
You see it’s good news that God gets angry.  God’s anger means injustice will not get 
the last word.  God’s anger means He will lead us and discipline us towards what is 
actually good for us.  God’s anger means there is a standard for truth that is higher than 
any culture’s standard. 
 
But there is one final good news about the anger of God, and that is that instead of 
pouring it out on us He drank it to the dregs Himself.  He loves us so much that 
indifference is impossible, love and anger go together, but then He took the full weight 
of His wrath upon Himself.  And Jesus saw this was God’s plan and went forward 
anyway – Not My will by Yours be done. 
 
So friends, will you fall in love with a God who loves you that much?  He sees your 
brokenness.  He sees where you and I are deceived by what we think is best for us, and 
He will not just stand by and let us destroy ourselves.  He gets angry at the sin that 
hurts us, and He is angry at us when we sin and hurt ourselves and the people around 
us.  He is angry when we apathetically fall asleep at the simplest things He calls us to 
do.  But then He drinks the cup of wrath we deserve so we can be embraced.   
 
Brothers and sisters, the story is true, nobody would make this up.  And it challenges 
every culture’s bias – nobody is comfortable with the gospel. But what we get in the 
heart of Jesus is a picture of a God so full of loving kindness He cannot turn a blind eye 
to our parrel, but then, so full of loving kindness again that He consumes the wrath we 
deserve so we can fall in love.  Friend, will you let Him win you with His kind of love? 


