
Lenten Midweek 1, Return to Prayer 

1. In our reading tonight Jesus had just finished the Last Supper with His disciples, and they 

proceed to Gethsemane to pray.  

a. When they get there, He asks Peter, James, and John to join Him apart from the 

others while He prays, but they are unable to stay awake in His hour of need.  

i. He didn’t even ask them to pray, but only “watch with Me” (Matthew 

26:38), while He does the praying.  

ii. And they’re unable to do even that, and they doze off, not just once but 

three times. 

b. But how much like that are we? 

i. Our prayer life has its ups and downs; we have seasons of abundant prayer 

and seasons of drought.  

ii. Few of us are very good at prayer. God commands us to pray, but we 

seldom do a very good job of it. 

iii. The apostle Paul exhorts us to “pray without ceasing” (1 Thessalonians 

5:17), and yet none of us manages actually to do so.  

iv. We have great intentions, but Scripture passages such as I Thessalonians 5 

which says, “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all 

circumstances...” (1Th 5:16-18) can make us flinch because we all worry 

more than we should, and we certainly don’t do a good job of praying 

without ceasing, nor giving thanks in ALL circumstances. 

c. It’s probably a reasonable bet that your prayer life doesn’t measure up to the 

ideal that God’s Word sets (mine doesn’t), and it probably even falls short of 

whatever standard you set for yourself. 

i. But beloved take heart, lift up your heads and rejoice because when God 

calls us to pray, He not only provides the means to do so He even fulfills 

what we ourselves are unable to do.  

ii. Paul tells us of one of the most reassuring promises that God gives in 

Romans 8, “the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not know what 

to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with 

groanings too deep for words.” (Romans 8:26). 

iii. Did you hear that? When you are so twisted up that you don’t even know 

what to pray for God’s Spirit is right there putting your emotions…your 

needs into prayer. 

iv. In much the same way that Jesus is the primary actor in our salvation, the 

Holy Spirit is the primary actor in our prayer life. 

2. Let’s take a moment to reflect on our Old Testament Reading to see how this episode 

relates to prayer. 



a. Jacob is returning to Canaan, fleeing from his father-in-law, Laban after serving 

him for 20 years.  

i. On the one hand, he is fearful of fleeing with Laban’s two daughters (his 

wives) and all of the people and livestock that are rightly his.  

ii. And on the other he’s worried about running into his twin brother, Esau, 

whom he imagines is still angry about Jacob deceiving their father out of 

Esau’s birthright. 

iii. So, he split his whole traveling company into two camps in hopes that if 

Esau and the four hundred men traveling with him encounter one, at least 

the other will be spared.  

b. Having done all he could to ensure the safety of at least some of his family we 

read that Jacob was alone at the river Jabbok before following the family.  

i. And Scripture reports, a man wrestled with him until the breaking of the 

day. (Gen 32:24)  

ii. There is no build up to this, this stranger is not introduced, he just shows up 

and begins to wrestle with Jacob. 

c. But as they wrestle all night it becomes apparent that Jacob wasn’t wrestling just 

anyone, he was wrestling God Himself!  

i. And while neither overcame the other Jacob would not let his opponent go 

until he received a blessing from the stranger. 

ii. To Jacob’s request the stranger asks, “What is your name?” And he said, 

“Jacob.” Then he said, “Your name shall no longer be called Jacob, but 

Israel, for you have striven with God and with men, and have prevailed.” 

(Gen 32:27-28) 

iii. So, Jacob is the father of the nation that bears his name, and his character 

became their character – those who wrestle with God, and we see that 

played out in the rest of the Bible 

3. But while this was a real wrestling match, can we also see this event as a metaphor for 

our prayer life? 

a. We could rightly be called Israel for the same reason – the ones who wrestle with 

God. 

i. First, we wrestle even to take the time to pray and then we ask for the 

things that we selfishly think we need.  

ii. We long for God’s clear guiding and directing, and we groan under the 

weight of the trials that we must endure.  

iii. And then we struggle when the prayers aren’t answered as we hoped. 

iv. As James says in his epistle, You ask and do not receive, because you ask 

wrongly, to spend it on your passions. (Jas 4:3)  



b. The problem is that most of us don’t come to prayer like prayer warriors, with 

determination we often aren’t even entirely sure how to pray. 

i. We wonder: What do I say? How can I come before God and speak with any 

kind of eloquence? 

ii. When our emotions overwhelm us our words often fail us. 

iii. We’re a lot more like Peter and James and John than Jesus: falling asleep 

when we should be praying, dozing off when we should be alert.   

iv. How often in prayer do we become all too aware of our shortcomings and 

feel like we don’t have any credibility to ask God for anything. 

4. Thank God for the promise that He gives through Romans 8 that we don’t need to know 

what to pray for because “the Spirit intercedes for us with groanings too deep for 

words” (Romans 8:26).  

a. When we reach out in faith, even feebly, our Lord is there to knowing that we are 

often too weak to put our thoughts together in a meaningful way. 

i. And even in our half-hearted, misguided attempts at prayer, God changes 

and blesses us like He blessed Jacob. 

ii. Through prayer He forms and molds us into something more like Jesus. 

iii. The Spirit cries out for us, and we can be sure He does so perfectly. 

iv. Our prayers may falter, but the Holy Spirit makes up for it. What we cannot 

do, God does for us; where we fail, God is perfect 

b. Our prayer life reflects everything in our faith and our salvation. 

i. We falter throughout our daily lives, and yet Jesus is the One who has 

stepped in and made up for it.  

ii. What we could not do, Jesus did for us, where we failed, Jesus was perfect. 

iii. We take comfort in the knowledge that our failures do not define us before 

God but rather, Jesus’ perfection covers all of our sins while we are clothed 

in His righteousness through faith. 

c. Should we be surprised that our prayer life is any different? Just as we are too 

weak to save ourselves, we are too weak to pray as we should so God carries us 

here too! 

i. God commands you to pray, but He doesn’t leave you alone with it.  

ii. The command simply brings you to the foot of the cross, where you can 

look up and see the Gospel reality that covers your shortcomings.  

iii. Know that your prayers are a means by which God is forming and molding 

you, and that He will intercede where you fall short.  

iv. When God calls you to pray, He provides the means to do so, and He even 

fulfills what you are unable to do.  

v. May that be a comfort and an encouragement as you joyfully respond to 

Jesus’ call to “Return to Prayer.” 


