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The Darkest Hours 

 (Matt. 26:17-46) 
 
As I thought about the last night of Jesus’ life and His darkest hours, I realized that my own darkest hours have 
always revolved around my kids’ and my grandkids’ health. I never knew how helpless and scared I could feel until I 
watched a child being wheeled off to surgery. This is a picture of our daughter Jenny and granddaughter Betsy in 
the NICU wing at Children’s Hospital in Oakland following Betsy’s open heart surgery.  Betsy was born with part 
of her heart unformed and two days after she was born, she underwent a very complicated surgery to repair that 
little heart.  The surgery itself was miraculous; what we expected would take multiple operations was 
accomplished in a single one. But then we had to wait to see if Betsy’s reconstructed heart would work; and there 
were plenty dark days and nights when it was touch and go; when you come close to losing hope and surrendering 
to fear and despair.  Today as we look at the darkest hours of Jesus’ life, I want to look at what Jesus experienced, 
why Jesus experienced it, and what we learn from Jesus.  If you are a true disciple of Jesus, then your goal is to 
become just like Him.  He’s our Savior and He’s our example and who we’ll be some day.  By looking at how 
Jesus went through His own dark hours, we learn how to go through our own.  I hope you’ll see today that 
whatever we go through, Jesus has gone through it before us; and if we will bring Jesus into those dark hours, He 
will transform them and us.  Let’s look at What Jesus Experienced.  

“Now on the first day of Unleavened Bread the disciples came to Jesus, saying, “Where will you have us prepare for 
you to eat the Passover?”  (which would be like your family discussing where you were going to have Christmas 
dinner this year.) Passover was the annual celebration of God delivering Israel from their slavery in Egypt. “Go into 
the city to a certain man and say to him, ‘The Teacher says, My time is at hand. I will keep the Passover at your 
house with my disciples.’” And the disciples did as Jesus had directed them, and they prepared the Passover.  When 
it was evening, he reclined at table with the twelve.  And as they were eating, he said, “Truly, I say to you, one of 
you will betray me.”  And they were very sorrowful and began to say to him one after another, “Is it I, Lord?”  He 
answered, “He who has dipped his hand in the dish with me will betray me.  The Son of Man goes as it is written of 
him, but woe to that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been better for that man if he had 
not been born.”  Judas, who would betray him, answered, “Is it I, Rabbi?” He said to him, “You have said so.” (Matt. 
26:17-25) So begins the saddest night of their lives for both Jesus and His disciples.  It begins with Jesus telling His 
closest and most trusted friends that one of them will betray Him.  In that culture, eating together symbolized a 
deep level of intimacy and friendship and so when Jesus says He will be betrayed by someone who “dipped his 
hand with me in the bowl” it is the ultimate betrayal – stabbed in the back by the last person you would ever 
expect. The disciples are shocked, “You’re not talking about me, are you Lord?”  Even Judas asks, probably 
to throw off suspicion and he is the only disciple Jesus answers – probably privately just between the two of 
them, “You have said it yourself,” which was a Jewish idiom meaning, “You’ve got that right.”  Not only is 
Judas betraying Jesus, he lies about it to Jesus’ face. Betrayal always hurts; betrayal by your most intimate 
friends is far worse.  Yet this is the course Jesus walked for me and the course I will walk as I follow Him . 
“Now as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and after blessing it broke it and gave it to the disciples, and 
said, “Take, eat; this is my body.” And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, 
saying, “Drink of it, all of you, for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness 
of sins.  I tell you I will not drink again of this fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new with you in my 
Father's kingdom.” (Matt. 26:26-29)  Jesus gives new meaning to the ancient rituals of Passover as He shows how 
the bread and the cup are pictures of what His coming death on the cross will accomplish.  Yet because Jesus has 
to die, it means He is leaving the disciples; which is why He says that this will be the last time He will taste wine 
until He drinks it with these men in His Father’s kingdom.  

So these are Jesus’ darkest hours not only because He is leaving His disciples, not only because He is about to  
be betrayed by one of the disciples but He will be deserted by the rest of them. “And when they had sung a 
hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives.  Then Jesus said to them, “You will all fall away because of me this 



night. For it is written, ‘I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.’  But after I am raised 
up, I will go before you to Galilee.” Peter answered him, “Though they all fall away because of you, I will never fall 
away.” Peter is hurt.  How could Jesus doubt his loyalty? The other disciples might desert Jesus but Peter knows 
he won’t.  I think Peter really believes what he says.  He can’t imagine abandoning Jesus in His hour of need.  
His intentions are good.  And he will eventually follow Jesus to both prison and death; just not today.  He isn’t 
ready.  He doesn’t yet realize how weak he really is. “Jesus said to him, “Truly, I tell you, this very night, before the 
rooster crows, you will deny me three times.”  Peter said to him, “Even if I must die with you, I will not deny you!” 
And all the disciples said the same. (Matt. 26:30-35)  Jesus tells Peter that in spite of his good intentions, he will 
not only desert Jesus but deny that he even knows Him before the night is over.  Peter of course disagrees and 
the other disciples chime in as well.  “None of us are going to desert You, Lord.”  And they’re all sincere.  They 
just don’t know how weak their flesh is yet.   

Jesus is going to be betrayed and deserted by His closest friends. And to top it all off, when He needs them most, 
they will ignore Him. “Then Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane, and he said to his disciples, “Sit 
here, while I go over there and pray.”  And taking with him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, he began to be 
sorrowful and troubled.  Then he said to them, “My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch 
with me.”  This is the darkest night of Jesus’ life.  He knows from the Scriptures that He must go to the cross and 
yet that knowledge isn’t making it any easier.  And as He faces the prospect of torture and death and bearing the 
sins of the world, He asks Peter, James and John to pray for Him.  “And going a little farther he fell on his face and 
prayed, saying, “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you 
will.” And he came to the disciples and found them sleeping. And he said to Peter, “So, could you not watch with me 
one hour?  Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is 
weak.”  Again, for the second time, he went away and prayed, “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your 
will be done.”  And again he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy.  So, leaving them again, he 
went away and prayed for the third time, saying the same words again.  Then he came to the disciples and said to 
them, “Sleep and take your rest later on.  See, the hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands 
of sinners.  Rise, let us be going; see, my betrayer is at hand.” (Matt. 26:36-46)  Jesus has been betrayed by a close 
friend and will soon be deserted by the rest of His disciples.  Now as the greatest test of His life approaches, He 
goes to the garden to pray for strength and asks His three closest friends to pray with Him. But they just fall asleep.  
At the time Jesus needs their support the most, they ignore Him, escaping from their own sorrow and fears rather 
than praying for Him as He asked them to do.  They just said they would never desert Him yet they have deserted 
Him already, ignoring His request for help because of their own self-involvement.  If you’ve ever felt totally alone 
in your suffering and that nobody really noticed or cared; Jesus felt the same.  He is not only going through the 
darkest hours of His life, He is going through them alone.  Even His Father is silent.   

Why does Jesus have to go through such dark hours? We understand why Jesus has to go to the cross; it’s the only 
way we can be saved from our sins.  But why does this perfect Man who never harmed anyone; who never 
disobeyed a single command of God; who lived a life of selfless love and service have to be betrayed, deserted, 
ignored and abandoned?  Isn’t it enough that He dies in our place? Why does He have to experience the rest? 
According to the letter to the Hebrews, God was not being cruel to His Son.  There was a reason for everything 
Jesus endured.  Let’s read Hebrews 2:14-18. “Since therefore the children (referring to us) share in flesh and 
blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things, (the Son of God became a flesh and blood human too) 
that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those 
who through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery. (Jesus had to become human to undo the damage that 
Adam, the first human had done.) For surely it is not angels that he helps, but he helps the offspring of 
Abraham (all those who trust God like Abraham trusted God.) Therefore (in order to free us from our fallen 
humanity) he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful 
high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation (atonement) for the sins of the people.  (Jesus experienced all 
the pains, troubles and temptations we experience so that He could become our high priest. The Hebrew word for 
priest means “one who comes near.” The priest was the human who was able to come near to God on the people’s 
behalf and to come near to the people in God’s behalf. Once each year on the Day of Atonement, the Jewish high 
priest would offer a sacrifice for the sins of all the people, representing the people before a holy God; and then for 
the rest of the year, he would represent God to the people, instructing them in what God required of them.  The 
high priests of the Old Testament were just pictures of what the true high priest would do because they were 



sinners just like the people they represented and the animal sacrifices they offered were also just pictures of the 
true sacrifice which was to come and couldn’t actually atone for anything.  Jesus is the reality those pictures of 
the high priest and sacrifices foretold; the perfect high priest who joins God and humans because He is both God 
and man and so He perfectly understands God and He perfectly understands us.) For because he himself has 
suffered when tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.  Jesus understands our sufferings and 
temptations because He experienced too and so He’s able to come to our aid. That’s why Hebrews 4:15-16 says, 
“For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect 
has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we 
may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.”  Why can we draw near to God with confidence that 
we will receive the mercy and grace we need in whatever situation we find ourselves?  Jesus has been there 
before us.  He knows what it is like to be us. There is no temptation or heartache or suffering we experience that 
Jesus hasn’t experienced.  Jesus can empathize with us.  He’s been where we’ve been.  He knows what it feels 
like to be despised and rejected through no fault of his own, to be ridiculed and mocked; to be betrayed and 
deserted.  He knows the power of the temptations we experience because He experienced them too. He’s not a 
king who looks down on us in our pit and says, “Stop whining you big baby!” He’s a king who says, “I understand 
completely” because He’s been in that same pit. Saving us cost Jesus.  He didn’t just wave a magic wand to make 
it all better.  He became me, suffering not only what I suffer but the worst suffering any human has suffered so 
that He might deliver us from that suffering and restore us to God’s original plan. Have you ever been betrayed by 
someone you thought would always have your back? Have you ever been deserted by those you thought would 
always be on your side? Have you ever gone through the toughest experience of your life completely alone and felt 
abandoned by God and people? You know a little of what Jesus went through and how what you thought was true 
was not and people you thought would always be there for you were not. You’re hurt and confused and begin to 
doubt everything.  When I’ve gone through those experiences, it has really helped me to know that not only did 
Jesus go through them too and so He understands what I’m going through but that He is leading me through the 
same experiences of suffering He experienced to make me like Him.  As Paul writes in Philippians 3, it is only as I 
experience the sufferings of Jesus do I also experience the power of His resurrection. That means we will also walk 
through the darkest hours of betrayal, desertion and being forgotten so that we can become like Him in all things, 
learning to walk as He walked; and that brings us to our third point.  

What do we learn from Jesus about what to do in our own darkest hours?  Why doesn’t Jesus lose hope in the 
darkest hours of His life? Jesus is our model.  We are in the process of becoming like Him and that means 
becoming people of faith because the Scripture says that the righteous shall live by faith.  What do we learn 
about faith from Jesus? Jesus sees everything that happens to Him through the lens of Scripture.  The Son of Man 
goes as it is written of him.” “You will all fall away because of me this night. For it is written…” Jesus doesn’t blame 
Judas or His other disciples for what’s happening to Him.  He sees the bigger picture. This must happen because 
this is what is written. The Scripture says that the Messiah must be betrayed; that He must be deserted. God is in 
control and this is part of His great plan; and so Jesus accepts God’s will as not only necessary but the best possible 
plan.  How do you react when things don’t go the way you want them to?  Do you get angry or scared – or do 
you calmly accept what is happening as coming from the hand of God?  It depends whether we see the events of 
our lives through lens of Scripture or not.  That’s what it means to walk by faith. For the past couple of months, 
I’ve been experiencing some weird physical symptoms that I thought were side effects of one of the medications 
I’m taking; and so we’ve been slowly eliminating one drug at a time to see if it makes a difference.  But so far, 
nothing has changed and I wake up in the middle of the night and worry about what’s happening in my body.  But 
I have a choice.  I can worry or I can trust God and ask “What is written?”  What does the Bible say about 
experiences like this?  I begin with Romans 8:28. “And we know that for those who love God all things work 
together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.”  All things work together for good?  Even 
bad things, painful things; things I don’t want to happen? If I believe what is written, I have to conclude that God is 
using what’s going on in my body for my good; to accomplish what could not be accomplished without it. Then I go 
to Proverbs 16:4. “The LORD has made everything for its purpose, even the wicked for the day of trouble.” Finally I 
go to James 1:2-4 “Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, (We’re to be happy when 
we’re tempted and tested -why?) knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance 
have its perfect result, so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.” A temptation or a trial is 
anything that tests our faith, anything that tempts us to believe that God can’t be trusted, that He doesn’t have 



our best interests at heart, that our way is better than His and that we’ll be happier disobeying than we will 
obeying.  And James says our faith must be tested so that we can be perfect, complete, and lacking nothing.  
Wouldn’t you love to be perfect, complete and lacking nothing - just like Jesus?  God wants that for you too.  
But faith only grows when its tested and that’s why every person here this morning is struggling with something: 
financially, at our job, at home, with our neighbors, with our health, with habits, with relationships; and things 
which test whether we believe what God says rather than what our feelings say.  In Jesus’ darkest hours, He 
believes what is written; I must be betrayed – because it is written.  I must be deserted – because it is written.  I 
must be ignored – because it is written.   
 
Jesus is our model of faith, He accepts the path God gives Him to walk and then He goes to His Father in prayer for 
the strength to walk it.  That’s why Jesus prays while His disciples sleep – which by the way is a pattern we see 
repeated throughout the gospels.  Why do we see Jesus praying throughout the gospels? He tells us, “Pray that 
you may not enter into temptation."  Jesus knows what’s about to happen to Him and to His disciples and He tells 
them to get ready.  He doesn’t say, “Pray when you’re tempted.” He says, “Pray before you’re tempted.” We win 
the battle with temptation before it is fought.  So after telling Peter, James and John to pray, “And going a little 
farther he fell on his face and prayed, saying, “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me: nevertheless, 
not as I will, but as you will.”  Jesus knows from the Scriptures that His suffering for the sins of the world is 
inevitable. But now that the suffering is here, He has the very human reaction of wanting to escape.  It’s one 
thing to say we’re going to do God’s will.  It’s another to do it at that’s why now at the moment of truth, Jesus 
prays; so that He can carry through on what His Father has given Him to do.  Notice how Jesus prays.  "Father, if 
(and only if) You are willing, remove this cup from Me; yet not My will, but Yours be done."  If there is some other 
way to accomplish Your will, let’s do that - but only if it accomplishes Your will.  In any case, not My will but Yours 
be done.” Jesus is honest about what He wants and He is completely yielded to what God wants.  Did God answer 
His Son’s prayer? Hebrews 5:7 says He did. “In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with 
loud cries and tears, to him who was able to save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverence.”  I 
used to wonder about this Scripture.  It is obviously referring to this particular prayer. Yet God didn’t save Jesus 
from death.  How can the writer say that God heard Him?  Then I realized what Jesus really prayed.  “Not my 
will but Yours be done.”  And God answered His prayer.  He gave Jesus the strength to do His will. As Jesus faces 
the experience of being separated from His Father for the first time in all of eternity and experiencing God’s wrath 
and punishment as He becomes sin for us, Jesus battles the urge to run away, to bail out and to return to heaven 
and let hell have the people of this world.  He’s fighting the greatest battle of His life - and He fights it on His 
knees.  That’s why He told His disciples to pray.  They’re also about to face the greatest battle of their lives. 
“And he came to the disciples and found them sleeping. And he said to Peter, “So, could you not watch with me one 
hour?  Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is 
weak.” (Matt. 26:40-41) Jesus prays while the disciples sleep. And as a result, when the moment of truth comes, 
Jesus is strong and fully obeys His Father, dying for our sins without hesitation or doubt; while His disciples do 
exactly what Jesus predicted and run away. Peter - who was so hurt and angry that Jesus would doubt His 
allegiance - denies that he even knows Jesus when a little girl recognizes him. So what’s the lesson here?  Watch 
and pray so that you may not enter temptation: the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak! Jesus prays and 
successfully passes the greatest test of His life.  In the following hours, He not only does God’s will but is clearly in 
charge of His own trial and crucifixion. On the other hand, the disciples sleep and when their moment of truth 
comes, in spite of their good intentions and promises, they fold like a cheap lawn chair.  Somebody said, “I can 
resist anything - but temptation.”  Think about all the promises we make God that “I’ll never do that again.”  
Until the next opportunity to do it comes along and we wonder, “What is wrong with me?  Why do I do that?  
Why can’t I just say, ‘No?’  Because the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.  Our problem isn’t our sincerity.  
Our problem is our lack of strength.  We don’t have the power to resist temptation, but prayer accesses God’s 
power.  That’s why Jesus fights His battle beforehand.  He knows what’s coming and that He can do nothing 
apart from His Father.  And if Jesus, the Son of God, the only Perfect man needed outside help to overcome 
temptation, what does that say about us?  How often we pray is one of the clearest evidences of whether we’re 
living by faith in God or by faith in ourselves.  Much prayer, much power; little prayer, little power; no prayer, no 
power.  The more I pray, the more resistant to temptation I am and the less I pray, the more vulnerable to 
temptation I am.  And it doesn’t matter if I have a good excuse for not praying or if I’m too busy serving God to 



pray or if I’m in a situation where I think I’m far from temptation; temptation always finds me when I’m not 
praying.  We win the battle before it’s fought, on our knees rather than on the battle field. 
Chair: Betsy: We will all go through dark hours.  We may be betrayed, deserted and abandoned or it may be 
something altogether different, but I’ve found that if we will bring Jesus into our darkest hours through prayer 
everything changes.  What we cannot endure on our own, we can endure when He is with us.  I remember one 
night in particular when Betsy was at Children’s Hospital and she wasn’t doing well.  Her breathing was labored 
and the electrical connections in her heart weren’t working yet. We were told that at best she would need to have 
a pacemaker permanently implanted.  Our little girl was really struggling to live and for the first time, I begin to 
think we might lose her.  Laurie and I thought, “We’ve got to get people praying now.”  I can’t remember how 
we got the word out – whether by phone or email – but people here begin to pray and in a short time, I felt the 
darkness and the sadness lift from my heart as the peace of God flooded in and I knew that everything was going 
to be alright – whatever that meant.  Early the following morning, I joined Jenny at Children’s and when we asked 
Betsy’s nurse how she was doing this morning, she casually mentioned that Betsy was breathing normally, that the 
electrical signals in her heart were finally working and that she wouldn’t need a pacemaker.  And she said it as if 
she was telling us that she had changed Betsy’s diaper.   
 
How we handle our darkest hours depends upon what we believe about God.  Do I believe that He is in control 
and do I believe that He is good?  Jesus obviously did and that is how He got through His own darkest hours and 
how He will get us through ours.  He knew that God was unwilling that any should perish but that all should come 
to repentance and how God was going to use His suffering and death to save us from eternal death.  He had lived 
the life we failed to live, passing every test that we failed and perfectly obeying His Father in all things so that all 
who believe in Him will be credited with His perfect record of righteousness.  And now He would die the death 
we deserved to die, bearing the punishment for our sins on the cross so that His Father could pardon us.  For the 
joy set before Him, He endured the cross and all the circumstances around it because He believed that God would 
raise Him from the dead and us along with Him.  How can I believe that God is good and is in control? That’s the 
gospel and the story of the Bible.  And if you will believe it and ask Jesus to be your Savior, you will receive 
eternal life as well.  Why did Jesus have to endure those dark hours? “God so loved the world that He gave His 
only begotten Son so that whoever believes in Him might receive eternal life.”  (John 3:16)
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