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Begin by recounting the experience of standing on the Mt. of Olives 25 year ago this month… 

-the blazing sunlight, the crenellated walls of white limestone, the sight of the Temple Mount with the Al 
Aksa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock, the double-doored Gate in the Eastern Wall, sealed shut since 
the time of Suleiman the Magnificent in 1571. 

-Two cemeteries:  one Jewish—and one Muslim.  But one and the same Hope.  Prime Ministers and 
Righteous Gentiles and Old Testament Prophets and Kings…  The Tomb of Zechariah…and Zechariah’s 
prophecy: 

“Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion!  Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem!  Behold, your king comes to you, 
triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding on a donkey—on a colt, the foal of a donkey…and he 
shall command peace to the nations…from the River to the ends of the earth.”  This is the coming of the 
Prince of Peace. 

-the final chapter of Zechariah:  the Coming of God to the Mt. of Olives…the splitting of the mountain in 
two…a Final Battle…and a New Jerusalem…the beginning of all things made new.  This is why devout 
Jews wish to be buried here, in sight of that sealed Gate.  And it is for the same reason that Muslims wish 
it also, for the Koran states that to Jerusalem will Allah come to judge the world. 

--There is clearly a lot going on here, theologically speaking!  Looking down on the Garden of 
Gethsemane and across the Kidron Brook to the very Gate that Jesus used to enter the City 2000 years 
ago filled me with wonder and awe… 

I 

So what exactly was going on, on that auspicious morning, when Jesus came to town? 

 For his followers (and they had grown after his raising of Lazarus), for his Galilean followers, this 
was the long-expected moment.  Jesus was openly claiming the title of Christ and King: Son of 
David—and Son of God.  “Hosanna!” they cried.  “Blessed is the King who comes in the name of 
the Lord!”  The palms they waved were symbols of Jewish kingship, engraved upon their coinage 
since the time of Judas Maccabeus, like the Eagle is engraved upon ours.  Jesus’ identity wasn’t a 
secret anymore.  He had come to the City to claim openly who he was and what he was going to 
do.  They were ready for him to lead them to a victory of freedom. 
 

 But what about the Romans, gathered in the Antonia Fortress with Pontius Pilate, Governor of 
this provincial backwater called Judea?  If they were loitering around the Gate that fateful 
morning—what would they have seen?  They would have seen a ragtag parade of yokels—of 
plebeian types: noisy, poorly-dressed, and shouting unintelligibly in Aramaic, led by a singularly-
unimpressive man seated absurdly on a donkey, or worse yet—a mule.  A mule?  A mule!  Are 
you serious?  Where is the grandeur, the panoply of Rome?  Where is his chariot and armor?  



Where is his leafy crown?  No, a Roman would find the whole thing ludicrous, although the size 
of the crowd during a week when Jerusalem’s population was quadrupling for Passover the way 
that New Orleans does during Mardi Gras might have made him feel uneasy. 

 And what of the Jews?  The Scribes and the Pharisees, the Sadducees and the Sanhedrin?  What 
about them?  They would have known exactly what was happening—and they would have been 
outraged and angry, troubled and afraid.  They would see Jesus  riding into Jerusalem in light of 
all that the Scriptures recorded, and all that the Prophets foretold.  Jesus came not on a 
warhorse but mounted on a donkey as a token of peace—but it was a regal mount nonetheless: 
the same that King David put his son Solomon on when announcing that he and not Adonijah 
was anointed to be King.  Jesus was announcing unequivocally that he too was a son of David—
and David’s rightful heir.  Not the Emperor.  And certainly not Herod Antipater, son of Herod the 
Great.  Jesus’ claim of kingship carried with it Messianic overtones.  Was he claiming to fulfill 
Zechariah’s prophecy?  What would happen to their positions of privilege with their Roman 
overlords?  What was this man thinking?  Didn’t he understand how volatile the situation had 
become?  “Rabbi—order your disciples to stop!” said the Pharisees.  But Jesus, quoting the 
Prophet Habakkuk, replied, “If these people were silent, the very stones would shout out.” 

 But what about Jesus himself?  What was he thinking?  How did he feel?  The texts from all four 
Gospels make it clear that he was now directing events.  He delays his arrival in order to raise 
Lazarus from death and reveal his messiahship.  He orders his disciples to fetch him the mount 
that will reveal to his people his royal identity.  And then he cleanses the Temple from the 
Moneychangers as he quotes the Prophets again saying, “My house shall be called a house of 
prayer—but you have made it a den of thieves.”  Any way you look at it—Jesus is calling the 
shots.  But to what end?  His followers thought he would lead them to national independence. 
They were wrong.  The Sanhedrin thought he would threaten the peace.  He didn’t.  And the 
Romans?  They didn’t know what to make of him.  But he wasn’t breaking any of their laws… 

II 
  Each day, we are told, Jesus came into the City from the Mt. of Olives.  His custom was to go to 
the Temple to teach and to heal from the steps of Solomon’s Portico, where both men and 
women, Gentile and Jew could gather together.  We know that he wept when he first looked on 
the City, speaking of its ignorance of the things which make for peace.  We know that he 
foretold its coming destruction.  But what we know most clearly and painfully of all, is that he 
had come to the City to die—and to rise again.  Clearly, no one was ready to believe that. 
  It’s on Thursday, the day that Luke identifies with Passover itself, that we are given greater 
understanding of Jesus’ purpose in coming to Jerusalem.  At the Gate, we learn who he is.  Five 
days later, he will demonstrate the full scope of his authority in the only way possible: by 
becoming “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world,” just as John the Baptist 
foretold.  But how is this even possible?  The answer is written in the Prophet Isaiah.  “When 
you make his life an offering for sin, the righteous one, my servant, shall make many 
righteous…for upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his wounds are we 
healed” (Isa. 53).  “Upon him…upon him…upon him.” 

III 
  Jesus did all he could to prepare his disciples for what was coming.  As their Rabbi and Lord, he 
stooped in humility to wash their feet.  During the Passover Meal, he offered them his body as 
their waybread to freedom, and he gave them a Cup of Forgiveness, poured out in his blood.  He 
called them his “friends,” assured them of the Holy Spirit, and made them into Christians in the 
only way possible: by teaching them to “love one another, as I have loved you” (Jn. 15:12).  Only 
then does he lead them out into the darkness, to the Garden of Gethsemane, where Jesus 
would face his greatest test of all: the test of full obedience, in the shadow of the Cross. 



  What actually happened to Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane constitutes a great challenge to 
those who need Jesus to look more like God than like us.  But the truth the Church took more 
than three centuries to figure out about Jesus Christ? It’s that if he is not as fully human as he 
was fully divine, then the story of our salvation falls short.  “Take away Jesus’ humanity, and you 
take away humanity’s salvation” (Dale Brunner, The Churchbook). If Jesus was not fully like us, 
which is to say, subject to weakness and vulnerability, uncertainty and doubt—even anguish and 
despair—then we have not been saved and our faith is in vain.  Only by emptying himself of his 
divinity to become as fully human as we are, could God the Son reach fully into our own frailty: 
our experience of life—and death.  There is no other way. 
  And so we come to Gethsemane as frightened and perplexed as his first followers, to find Jesus 
himself distraught, uncertain and afraid: stretched out upon the hard ground between the olive 
trees in agitation and in anguish before the horror of the Cross.  This is no plastic Jesus, no 
Super-Christ.  This is a real human being, subject to the full scope of human weakness and 
mortality.  Here is the reason Luke said that the devil, who had failed to corrupt Jesus in the 
wilderness, had “departed until an opportune time.”  That opportune time is now.  And the 
temptation?  “Let this Cup pass from me.” 
  There’s a lot said about “cups” in the Bible.  My favorite is from Psalm 23: “My cup runneth 
over.”  This is the Cup of Blessing.  The Cup that Jesus refers to in Gethsemane is the Cup of 
Wrath.  This is the Cup of God’s righteous judgment on human sin, the Cup that Jesus must drink 
in order to fulfill the purpose of his incarnation.  When James and John wanted to be seated on 
his right and his left in glory, he asked them, “Can you drink of the Cup that I must drink?”  This 
is the Cup he meant: the Cup of Suffering, abandonment, and death.  No wonder Jesus prayed, 
“Abba—Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me.”  But it wasn’t possible, was it?  How 
else could he do it, save by draining to the dregs the Cup deserved by us?  “Love so amazing, so 
divine,” we sing.  But here in Gethsemane, it is the raw humanity of Jesus’ passion that knocks 
me to my knees, as we breathlessly listen to him pour out his soul, struggling to move beyond 
fear and into obedience, praying, “Not my will, but thy will be done.”  “Thy will be done…Thy will 
be done…Thy will be done.”  And so, with utter amazement, we behold the son of Mary pray his 
way to a place of complete submission—and supreme resolve.  At the end of his prayers, we 
find Jesus clear-eyed and calm, ready to help his disciples.  “The time has come,” he says.  “Get 
up—we must be going.  See, my betrayer is at hand.” 
 

Conclusion 
  From the Gate to the Garden.  And from the Garden to the Cross.   
  It seems like a very long way, doesn’t it?  How could Jesus do this?  There is only one word 
strong enough to embrace this suffering.  That word is love.  And its power is perfected in 
weakness.  How did John the Evangelist put it?  “Having loved his own who were in the world, 
he loved them to the end.”  He loves us to the end, too.  He loves you to the end.  He took that 
Cup in the Garden that we might never have to drink it ourselves.  He prayed alone in the 
Garden that we might never pray without him as we face our own Gethsemanes.  And he said, 
“Not my will, but Thy will be done” in order that his grace might prevail in us.  “What wondrous 
love is this?” we ask.   
 
That he took the Cup of Judgment, and drank it to the dregs. 
That he gave us the Cup of Forgiveness. 
And that our Cup—now our Cup overflows! 
 
In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 


