
Gethsemane

ETB: Mark 14:32–16:8
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CHRiSTian PilGRiMS viSiTinG iSRael 
flock to places where noteworthy events in Jesus’ 
life occurred. They go to contemplate how Jesus’ 

words and actions affect their lives today. Gethsemane 
is one of those places. events transpired there that 
profoundly affected Jesus’ life direction. He went to 
Gethsemane after He instituted the lord’s Supper 
only hours before His crucifixion. 

at Gethsemane Jesus confronted His anguish and 
offered it to God through agonizing prayer. Jesus’ betray-
al also likely took place there. all four Gospels record 
the event, thus validating its importance. only 
Matthew and Mark (Matt. 26:36; Mark 14:32) 
referred to the name “Gethsemane.” luke 
and John (luke 22:39; John 18:1), respec-
tively, mentioned that the incident took 
place on the “Mount of olives” and 
in “a garden.”

The Site
The word “gethsemane” helps identify 
the location and its surroundings. The 
term derives from two Hebrew words Gat-
Shemanim, which translate literally “press of 
oils.” Production of olive oil was prevalent 
in Middle eastern cultures. Placement of 
a press or presses at the location where the 
product was grown made sense. Thus the 
Gethsemane of the Gospels seems to have 
been at a place where people grew olive trees 
and manufactured olive oil. in the siege of 
Jerusalem by Titus in a.d. 70, the Roman army cut 
down all trees in and around the city. So any olive 
trees in the area during Jesus’ time do not remain. 

Jesus and the disciples left the Passover supper to 
go to the Mount of olives (Matt. 26:30; Mark 14:26; 
luke 22:39). Mark stated they went to a place “named”1 
Gethsemane (a Greek transliteration of the Hebrew 
terms; Mark 14:32). Matthew said they came to a place 
“called” Gethsemane (Matt. 26:36). These statements 
imply a specific plot of ground identified by that 
name. John specified the location as being “across the 
Kidron valley, where there was a garden” (John 18:1). 
The Kidron valley runs just to the east of Jerusalem’s 
walls. immediately across the valley lies the Mount of 
olives. We can conclude, therefore, that Gethsemane 
was indeed located on the Mount of olives.  

The Mount of olives is on the east side of the 
Kidron valley and the Temple Mount, on the west. 

The Mount of olives rises 300 feet higher than the 
Temple Mount. Quite possibly Gethsemane existed 
on the slopes of the Kidron valley, between the valley 
floor and the peak of the Mount of olives,  facing the 
Temple Mount.

identification of the exact place where Jesus crossed 
the Kidron and His destination on the Mount of 
olives eludes Bible scholars. Throughout church his-
tory, however, writers have speculated about the spe-
cific locale.2 a large cave on the lower slopes might 
have been a quiet place for contemplation if it was 
there in the first century. evidence indicates this cave 
held an oil press for olive production or was a storage 
cistern. a building now sits over this cave.3 a more 
traditional site on the hillside is at a large rock inside 
the Church of all nations. Regardless of the exact 
location, in the first century, olive trees dominated the 
area and provided a garden-like atmosphere.4 
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Left: Bust of Titus, 
who was the 
Roman emperor 
A.D. 79-81. While 
serving Emperor 
Vespasian as a gen-
eral, Titus was put 
in charge of crush-
ing the Jewish 
revolt, which 
began in the year 
A.D. 66. In the 
Jewish month of 
Av in A.D. 70, Titus 
sacked Jerusalem 
and destroyed the 
Jewish temple.

Above: Small 
chapel located 
in what is known 

as the Cave at 
Gethsemane. 
Archaeological 
evidence indicates 
the cave was used 
for producing 
olive oil. The olive 
presses would 
have been used in 
the fall and winter 
of the year, after 
the olive harvest. 
Jesus and His dis-
ciples would have 
been in Jerusalem 
at Passover, which 
was in the spring-
time. The cave 
would have pro-
vided an excellent 
place for shelter. 
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a more definitive location for the place Jesus visited 
after supper on that fateful night remains difficult to 
ascertain. Good reasons exist, however, to conclude 
that He stopped somewhere on the lower slopes at the 
foot of the Mount of olives.

The Significance 
a more crucial investigation for Bible students than 
the geography of Gethsemane is what happened 
there. The Gospels state Jesus agonized in prayer at 
Gethsemane as a part of His Passion. They imply 
Judas’ betrayal of Jesus took place there as well. 

Why did Jesus go there in the first place? luke 
indicates Jesus was making “His way as usual to the 
Mount of olives” (22:39). During the last week of His 
life, Jesus spent the daytime hours in Jerusalem. at 
night, however, He left the city packed with Passover 
pilgrims. He opted to go with His disciples to the 
Mount of olives (21:37). 

Did Jesus spend the night there? or did He make 
it His habit to stop there for a time of quiet reflection 
each evening before retiring to a nearby residence? a 
definitive answer to that cannot be determined. 

luke earlier stated that Jesus “often withdrew to 
deserted places and prayed” (5:16). He went aside to 
pray, especially when He faced big decisions or stress-
ful times (see. 6:12). The peaceful, quiet environment 
of the olive groves provided a good atmosphere for 
praying or sleeping. 

Jesus went to Gethsemane burdened by the reality of 
what He faced. The immediacy of betrayal, trials, and 
physical and spiritual torture weighed on His mind. 
More than likely He recalled the history of God’s 
people related to the Mount of olives. The tombs 
of prophets and peasants that He saw in the Kidron 
valley were reminders of the reality of death. Perhaps 

Jesus remembered the prophetic words about the final 
judgment on the Mount of olives (Zech. 14:4). While 
on this same mountain, Jesus had delivered a discourse 
on the coming persecution of believers (Mark 13:3-37). 
now He agonized, praying in Gethsemane, only hours 
before His own persecution and death.

in Mark’s account, Jesus told the disciples that He 
intended to pray (14:32-42). He took Peter, James, and 
John aside and revealed that He was “distressed and 
horrified” (v. 33). asking them to “remain here and 
stay awake” (v. 34), Jesus stepped away to be alone and 
to bare His soul to the Father. He pled to be relieved 
of “this cup” of suffering (v. 36). Ultimately Jesus 
surrendered to the Father’s will while at Gethsemane. 

after the passionate prayer time, Jesus gathered the 
disciples. Before they left, however, Judas arrived to 
betray Jesus. Gethsemane appears to be the place of 
that fiendish deed (v. 43). 

at Gethsemane Jesus agonized over God’s pur-
pose for His life and His own resolve to pursue that 
purpose. The remains or current structures of at least 
25 churches, chapels, or convents are located on the 
Mount of olives today. a number of those are associ-
ated with Gethsemane.5 This fact, alone, highlights 
the importance of the site for Bible students.        I

1. Scripture quotations are from the Holman Christian Standard Bible (HCSB).
2. For an extensive summary of the opinions of ancient writers related to the location 

of Gethsemane, see Clemens Kopp, The Holy Places of the Gospels (New York: Herder 
and Herder, 1963), 337-50.

3. Joan E. Taylor, “The Garden of Gethsemane: Not the Place of Jesus’ Arrest,” Biblical 
Archaeology Review 21, no. 4 (July/August 1995): 26,28,35.

4. W. Harold Mare, The Archaeology of the Jerusalem Area (Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
House, 1987), 247-48.

5. George A. Turner, Historical Geography of the Holy Land (Washington, D.C.: Canon, 
1973), 260.
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Left: Tomb of 
Zechariah (with 
the pyramid roof) 
and the Tomb of 
Absalom (coni-
cal roof), both in 
the Kidron Valley. 
Although neither 
of the tombs 
are the burial 
site of their Old 
Testament name-
sakes, both of the 
burial monuments 
would have been 
in place when 
Jesus walked 
through the val-
ley to and from 
Gethsemane.IL
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