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CONTRIBUTORS: Anne Camp  ROTATION.ORG WRITING TEAM.  Adapted for 
Gloria Dei Lutheran Church, Olympia, WA, by Beth Tobin in 2013.  

The Garden of Gethsemane

Background Information

Bible Text:  Matthew 26:36-56, Mark 14:32-42, Luke 22:39-53

Notes on scripture passage:
Jesus’ prayer and arrest in Gethsemane is found in Matthew 26:30-56, Mark 14:32-42, 
and Luke 22:31-53. In John 17, Jesus prays for himself and his disciples. As in the other 
gospels, the prayer in John follows his teaching at the Last Supper and precedes his 
betrayal and arrest.

Context in Mark:

Events before these verses

Mark 14:1-9 - begins two days before Passover, Jesus anointed by the woman “for his 
burial”
Mark 14:10-11 - Judas agrees to betray Jesus
Mark 14:12-25 - begins on the day the Passover lambs are sacrificed; Lord’s Supper

Events after these verses

Mark 14:53-65 - Jesus before the Sanhedrin
Mark 14:66-72 - Peter denies Jesus

Comparison of distinctive features and language for these events in the various 
gospels:

Mark

Abba, Father
Names disciples -- Peter, James, John
Conclusion with the young man fleeing

Matthew (very close to Mark)
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Jesus speaks to Judas: “Friend, do what you are here to do.”
Jesus rebukes user of sword: “The one who lives by the sword dies by the sword.”

Luke

Mount of Olives only (not Gethsemane)
Jesus went a stone’s throw away; angel supporting; Jesus sweat drops of blood
Jesus only returned once to find sleeping disciples
Jesus healed the slave’s cut ear

John

John 17 - Prayer for the disciples
John 18 - Peter is the one using his sword

Key Verse:  Mark 14:36 -- “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this 
cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want.”

Memory Verse:  Matthew 26:41 NIV  --  "Watch and pray so that you will not fall into 
temptation. The spirit is willing, but the body is weak."  

Goals and Objectives:

After completing this rotation, the participants will be able to:
1) Name that the story is found in the New Testament Gospel of Mark.
2) Retell the story of Jesus and his disciples’ experience in the Garden of 

Gethsemane.
3) Recognize that Jesus struggled with knowing the events that would come next, 

including his death.
4) Discover that Jesus used prayer to strengthen himself to accept and follow God’s 

plan and explore how we can use prayer to follow God’s plan for our lives.
5) Learn that the disciples intended to remain faithful, but were unable to do so and 

that we also fail in this way.

The “WHAT”:  WHAT HAPPENED?

The focus of this rotation is the events in Gethsemane the night of Jesus’ arrest:

1. Jesus’ dialogue about desertion with his closest friends,
2. Jesus’ agonized, solitary prayer for relief from suffering while his disciples sleep,
3. the fulfillment of his betrayal, his arrest like a bandit, and his friends’ desertion.
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Students should also see this night in the context of Holy Week. Therefore, a number of 
workshops will address the full range of Holy Week events.

This rotation follows the story as recounted in the Gospel of Mark. When details from 
other gospel accounts are referred to, those specific citations will be noted.

The “SO WHAT?”: WHY DOES THIS MATTER FOR OUR LIVES?

As the State Street United Methodist Church's rotation background for this story so 
eloquently begins, "Jesus’ relationship with God, the Father, was dependent on prayer. 
Jesus’ ministry was infused with prayer and often he spent time, even complete nights, 
alone in prayer." [1] Probably because Jesus prayed alone, the gospels give very few 
examples of the words of Jesus’ prayers. This one sentence -- the Key Verse -- spoken 
in Gethsemane reveals the fullness of his humanity, his utter confidence in God, and his 
obedience to his heavenly Father. Jesus is no triumphant martyr, but the agitated and 
distressed Son of Man, longing for release from suffering and concerned for his friends. 
Nevertheless, he is prepared to do his Father's will.

He has given his friends the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper so that, when his body and 
blood are actually broken and shed for them, they will ultimately be able to receive and 
celebrate this incredible gift of salvation. Now he gives them his prayerful reliance upon 
his Father so that, when they face danger, desertion, and betrayal, they can know that, 
because Jesus has gone before them into these very dark places, God goes with them, 
willing ultimate good for them -- and for us. His friends’ repeated failures, despite their 
insistent self-confidence, help us recognize our persistent pride and need for 
forgiveness. Although these desertions will not be resolved until after the resurrection, 
we can already see that forgiveness will be there for the asking.

KEY QUESTIONS (from State Street UMC lesson set listed as footnote 1)

This is the whole purpose of Easter – students need to wrestle with these!

1. Why did Jesus have to die? (To atone/make up for our sins and allow us to be friends 
with God forever)

2. Why do you think Jesus was willing to die? (He loved us, wanted us to be reunited 
with God, knew this was God’s plan, and he wanted to obey)

THE DETAILS

Dialogue about Desertion

The passage begins at Mark 14:26: “When they had sung the hymn, they went out to 
the Mount of Olives.” “The hymn” connects this portion of the story with the Passover 
meal just concluded and reminds readers of the communion liturgy that Jesus had just 
given his followers. The Gospel of Luke tells us that Jesus often went to the Mount of 
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Olives and even spent the night there (Luke 21:37). The “Mount of Olives” is the place 
where the prophet Zechariah indicated God was to appear in the final days (Zechariah 
14:4).

Jesus immediately predicts that his disciples “will all become deserters,” citing another 
quotation from Zechariah (Zechariah 13:7). Mark uses the same Greek verb for 
“become deserters” in the parable of the sower to describe the seed that falls on the 
rocky ground: it “falls away.” [2]

Jesus also promises that, “after I am raised up, I will go before you to Galilee.” However, 
rather than respond to this unusual statement, Peter “vehemently” rejects Jesus’ 
prediction of his desertion and denial: “Even though I must die with you, I will not deny 
you.” Tragically, this statement is already a denial, and one in which all the disciples 
join. [2]

Agonized Prayer and Sleeping Desertion

The group proceeds to “a place called Gethsemane,” which means “oil press.” In 
Biblical times two large stones were used to crush the olives to render their oil. The 
pressure necessary to make oil from olives suggests the pressure that Jesus must have 
felt in that place on that night. The only references to Gethsemane in the Bible are these 
two passages in Matthew and Mark. The Gospel of John reports that Jesus and the 
disciples went into a “garden” across the Kidron valley, where Jesus was arrested (John 
18:1). A combining of these sources may explain why this location is often called “the 
Garden of Gethsemane,” a phrase not found in the Bible.

Jesus’ first instruction to his disciples is “Sit here while I pray.” As at the Transfiguration 
(Mark 9), Jesus takes Peter, James, and John apart with him. He asks the most of those 
closest to him and reveals to them the depth of his distress, “even to death.” What he 
asks is that they “remain here and keep awake.”

In the previous chapter (Mark 13) Jesus used the words “the hour” to refer to the time 
the faithful would face trial and suffering. Privately, he then warned Peter, James, John, 
and Andrew: “Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time (hour) will come.” 
Initially in Gethsemane, they are not asked to pray, but only to “keep awake.” [2]

Now, Jesus physically assumes the abject posture of desperate prayer, throwing 
“himself on the ground.” Mark tells the reader first what Jesus prayed, then gives his 
actual words. In the narrator’s report “he prayed that, if it were possible, the hour might 
pass from him.” The words themselves of the prayer are even more powerful: “Abba, 
Father, for you all things are possible, remove this cup from me; yet not what I want, but 
what you want.”

“Abba” is the Aramaic word a child would use to address the father; like “Papa” and 
“Daddy,” it is an affectionate nickname. Jesus acknowledges God’s intimate place in his 
life and then states unequivocally God’s sovereign power, “all things are possible.” 
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Three times earlier in the Gospel of Mark, Jesus has predicted that he will suffer and 
die. Nevertheless, he boldly asks that God would remove this cup of suffering from him. 
And in the same sentence, he submits completely to God’s plan for his life, “what you 
want.”

The cup reminds the reader of the cup of wine just shared at the Passover meal. Jesus 
called it his “blood of the covenant, which is poured out for the many” (Mark 14:24). The 
disciples still do not understand the momentous significance of this cup. The psalmists’ 
use “cup” to refer to the portion they receive. In Psalm 23, David’s “cup overflows” with 
blessing. In Psalm 75, there is “a cup of foaming wine” given in judgment to the wicked. 
In Psalm 116, the psalmist lifts “the cup of salvation” to the Lord in gratitude for all God’s 
bounty. The contents of the cup depend on the will of the Father.

Earlier on the journey to Jerusalem, immediately following Jesus’ third prediction of his 
death and resurrection, James and John had asked to be allowed to sit at his right and 
left hands in glory. Jesus answered them, “You do not know what you are asking. Are 
you able to drink the cup that I drink?” (Mark 10:38). They confidently reply, “We are 
able.” In Gethsemane they will prove they are not.

Jesus returns from his solitary prayer to find his disciples sleeping. He refers to Peter as 
“Simon” for the first time since much earlier in the Gospel (Mark 3:16). Jesus is not 
accusatory; he asks Peter to examine his behavior for himself. “Simon, are you asleep? 
Could you not keep awake one hour?” “One hour” reminds the reader of the decisive 
“hour” that Jesus faces without his friends’ support. [2]

A second time Jesus warns the disciples to keep awake and now encourages them to 
pray. “Pray that you do not come into the time of trial” is the same prayer that Matthew 
and Luke include in the Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 6:13; Luke 11:4). It also reminds the 
reader of Jesus’ own temptation (time of trial) by Satan in the wilderness. “The spirit is 
willing but the flesh is weak” aptly describes Jesus’ followers, who claim to be faithful, 
but repeatedly fail.

Mark reports that Jesus moves off again to pray “using the same words.” Jesus prays 
the same petition and submission three times. After each prayer, he finds the disciples 
asleep. The repeated returns to check on the disciples suggest that Jesus is very 
concerned for them, even in the midst of his solitary agony. However, no more words 
are exchanged. The disciples have finally been silenced, “they did not know what to say 
to him.”

Finally, Jesus says “Enough,” using a Greek word that means the bill has been paid in 
full. The hour that Jesus prayed would pass from him has now arrived: “The Son of Man 
is betrayed into the hands of sinners.” Jesus had predicted his betrayal in Mark 14:21, 
just before the institution of the Lord’s Supper. “The Son of Man” is a title given to the 
Messiah in Daniel 7:13. Jesus refers to himself as “Son of Man” at important moments 
in Mark’s Gospel (the healing of the paralytic 2:10, the predictions of the passion 8:31, 
9:31, 10:33, 13:26, the prediction and fulfillment of the betrayal, 14:21 and 14:41). [2] 
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“Betrayed into the hands of sinners,” Jesus will now go on to give his life for the sins of 
the world.

Betrayal

Judas arrives in a great hurry, “immediately, while [Jesus] was still speaking.” He is 
surrounded by a crowd “with swords and clubs” who have come from the religious 
leaders. The leaders do not come themselves; they send their henchmen. The reader 
has learned that Judas planned the betrayal with the chief priests before the Passover 
meal in Mark 14:10-11. Mark does not reveal when Judas slipped away from the rest of 
the disciples to gather this crowd. Judas was present at the supper, but has not been 
heard from since. Heartbreakingly, Mark describes Judas once more as “one of the 
twelve.” The narrative then flashes back on Judas’ meeting with the chief priests to 
disclose the sign of betrayal. One of his closest friends will betray Jesus with one of the 
most intimate and respectful signs: a kiss. In that kiss, the loving gesture one friend 
makes to another in greeting is subverted into treachery.

Arrest

The arrest itself is also swift: “They laid hands on him and arrested him.” The first 
reaction to Jesus’ arrest is that “one of those who stood near drew his sword, … cutting 
off the ear [of the high priest’s slave].” While it is not completely clear which faction this 
sword-bearer represents, the reader can assume he is one of Jesus’ followers since he 
strikes one of those who came to arrest Jesus. The mere presence of weapons makes 
violence possible. John 18:10 puts the sword in the hands of Peter. In Luke 22:51 Jesus 
protests the violence and heals the wounded ear. In Matthew 26:52-54 Jesus says “Put 
your sword back into its place; for all who take the sword will perish by the sword. Do 
you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once send me more than 
twelve legions of angels? But how then would the scriptures be fulfilled, which say it 
must happen in this way?”

In Mark Jesus protests both the unnecessarily violent and cowardly manner of his 
arrest. Have they come “with swords and clubs to arrest me as though I were a bandit?” 
Ironically, he will be crucified with two bandits (Mark 15:27), making him appear to be a 
violent revolutionary, instead of the ultimately non-violent self-sacrifice. In trying to avoid 
popular criticism, the religious leaders have sent this crowd of thugs after him, rather 
than arresting him openly in the temple.

Desertion

Jesus’ final words during his arrest are “Let the scriptures be fulfilled.” There are no 
specific predictions of the Messiah’s arrest in the Old Testament, but Jesus’ own words 
are certainly fulfilled. He has been betrayed by one who shared the Last Supper with 
him. Despite Jesus’ earnest prayers, his passion predictions are being realized one after 
another (8:31, 9:31, 10:32-34). In a single terse sentence, his disciples all fall away: “All 
of them deserted him and fled.”
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The final image from Gethsemane is of “a certain young man … following him, wearing 
nothing but a linen cloth.” The crowd grabs the young man, but he “left the linen cloth 
and ran off naked.” The NISB Study Bible notes, “Who the ‘young man’ was and what 
he represents is the subject of much speculation. Is he connected to the ‘young man’ at 
the tomb in Mark 16:5? Is the ‘linen cloth’ he wears connected to the ‘linen cloth’ 
wrapped around Jesus’ body in Mark 15:46? Or is the young man who runs away naked 
simply the concrete narrative illustration of flight, as Judas is of betrayal and Peter is of 
denial?” [2]

A persistently popular notion through the ages has been that this young man was the 
author of Mark’s Gospel himself, who also later abandoned Paul and Barnabas at a 
dangerous point in their journey, only to become Peter’s closest confidant in Rome. [3] 
The text certainly implies that ALL of the disciples slept through Jesus’ prayer. Who, 
then, reported the words Jesus said? Do we have a record of these few precious words 
because a certain timid and apparently faithless young man was following him?

FOOTNOTES (see full citations below in References)

[1] State Street UMC lesson set
[2] Mary Tolbert, NISB study notes
[3] George Alexander Chadwick, The Gospel of St. Mark
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