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Jesus Christ – From Gethsemane to His Resurrection

The Fall of Adam and Eve, the , created a “dilemma”.  God’s intent was to have them rule Paradise (as seen in Genesis), and always be obedient to Him.  With their disobeying God, they had showed the fallen nature of man: man’s arrogance, and their thought that they didn’t need to be subject to God.  However, God did not abandon His people.  He sent Prophets, Patriarchs, Wise Teachers, as well as “celestial beings” to enlighten the people.  However, the people were once again disobedient to God; that is why He sent His Son to enlighten them, and show them The Way.  Jesus Christ was born, “…in the days of Herod, the king of Judea…” (Luke 1:5), and when Emperor Augustus was ruling the Roman Empire.  Christ was born in the city of Bethlehem, and followed all the Jewish rites of purification (e.g. circumcision, blessing of the fortieth day, going to Jerusalem at twelve years of age, etc.). At thirty years of age, He was baptized by John the Baptist (the last of the Prophets), was tempted by Satan in the desert for forty days, and started His public ministry.  For three years, Christ taught and healed the people of Jerusalem and the surrounding region.  However, the “authorities” of Jerusalem (both religious and secular) did not like Christ, which were the “judges” that sent Him to be crucified. However, when all seem lost, Christ resurrected from the dead on the third day.  The last days of Christ’s life were very significant, since through His suffering at Gethsemane, His Crucifixion, His Death, and His Resurrection, He conquered Death.  

The Mystical Supper took place on Holy Thursday night.  The Apostles were all gathered together and, after Judas had left, Jesus spoke to them about His Passion and instituted the Holy Eucharist.  “This is My Body…This is My Blood….” He exclaims to His disciples.  He tells them, “…Because I live, you will live also.” (John 14:19) He instructs His Apostles about the following events, and to hold strong to their faith, and then goes out to the Garden of Gethsemane and prays.  He enters the garden devastated, both spiritually and physically.  Struggling with what lies ahead for Him, Christ “…lifted up His eyes to Heaven, and said: ‘Father, the hour has come. Glorify Your Son…may (they) be one, as You…are in Me…” (John 17:1 & 21). Christ prays for the Church, His people, His Apostles, and for Himself (showing His human side).  As God, He knows that He must go through the following events, and drink from the chalice.  As Man, though, He asks the Chalice to pass from Him, since it is human to fear death, and to struggle against it. As Bishop Kallistos Ware says in his book, The Orthodox Way, “Under no compulsion to die, freely He chooses to do so; and by this act of voluntary self-offering He turns what would have been a piece of arbitrary violence, a judicial murder, into a redemptive sacrifice.” (Ware 79) The American Medical Association remarks on the suffering of Christ, as we can see it in the Scriptures.  Among other things, they speak of Christ’s hands sweating blood (as found in Luke 22:44). The sweating of blood is a sign of extreme dehydration, and for the body to keep cool, it would sweat blood. We can decipher that Christ was going through great stress and anxiety, and an “internal struggle.” With His prayers complete, Judas (the “Apostle” that left the Mystical Supper) betrays Jesus “with a kiss” (Luke 22:48). This is found in all four Gospels, since it is the turning point in the life of Christ.  He is now betrayed, and as the Teacher is gone, the students are scattered (just as sheep without their Shepherd).  The Mystical Supper and Gethsemane was the beginning, but the Crucifixion was one step closer to the victory.  

As Christ is pushed through trials with religious and secular authorities, He is put through “…the spittings, the scourgings, the buffetings, the scorn, the mocking, the purple robe, the reed, the sponge, the vinegar, the nails, the spear, and above all, the Cross and Death, which He willingly suffered for us.” (Papadeas 251). The Hymns of the Passion Service (sung on Holy Thursday Evening) clearly set the mood for what is the most moving night in the Orthodox Calendar.  The first scene is the Betrayal, and how “…Judas was unwilling to understand.” (Papadeas 217) Christ even talks to His people, the Jews, asking them “…what have I done to you?” (Papadeas 232) As Christ is crucified, you can see in Christ’s face a picture of dejection and humility, and yet victory. As Christ is “…hung upon the Cross…” (Papadeas 238), and exclaims with His last breath, “It is finished!” (John 19:30), Christ is in His Glory.  He has (as the Dismissal Hymn implies) “…shed forth immortality upon the Cross…” (Papadeas 269) for all of mankind, and thus we exclaim, “…O Saviour of all, Glory to You!” (Papadeas 269) As Monks John Marler and Andrew Wermuth (authors of the book Youth of the Apocalypse) exclaim, “By suffering the crucifixion, Christ revealed the path that leads to eternal life…In the crucifixion, humanity is given the highest teaching of love, the most powerful example of humility, the most powerful example of suffering for truth.” (Marler and Wermuth 78) His Crucifixion caused the sun to darken and the earth to tremble, His burial was something that brings us closer to the Victory of Light over the darkness. 

The concept of “” (bittersweet joy) is something that is continually expressed throughout Holy Week.  The Church has grieved throughout the week, but is awaiting the Resurrection.  Joseph of Arimathea, Nicodemus, and the Myrrh-Bearing women take down the body of Christ, “…wrapped it in linen, and laid it in a tomb that hewn out of the rock where no one had ever lain before.” (Luke 23:53) As the first verse of the Lamentations exclaims, “The Body of Life was in the Tomb,” yet His Spirit was in Hades. Hades was, “the place where God is not (…yet God is everywhere!).” (Ware 80) The Devil’s greatest joy was to keep the souls away from God, and keep them in the darkness. As Bishop Ware remarks, “If Christ truly ‘descended into hell’, that means He descended into the depths into the absence of God.” (Ware 80) When Christ entered Hades, He showed His Glory. “The demons were terrified, and the righteous were overjoyed at His sight,” said Archimandrite Daniel Pourtzouklis, Chief Secretary for the Synod of the Church of Greece. (Holy Friday night 1999) He further exclaims, “Christ comes down as Triumphant King to Hades, where He shows us the Truth…This is an event of glory…and gives us the prefigurement of the Resurrection.” This is also proven to us through our hymnology. For the first time since Palm Sunday we chant “God is the Lord…” for Matins (instead of “Alleluia”, a more somber hymn).  It is the Blessed Sabbath, and we can see that we are fast approaching the Resurrection of Our Lord. Thus, we cry to Him, “Arise O God, and judge the earth; for you shall take all nations to Your inheritance.” (Papadeas 431) 

Just as the world thinks that they have “killed God”, He rises from the dead! Christ descended into Hades, preached the Gospel and on the third day rose (just as He had said numerous times throughout the Gospels).  As one of the Vesperal Kekragaria say, “Today Hades cries out groaning, Would that I had not received the One born of Mary; for He came upon me and loosed my power.” (Papadeas 415) Christ’s Resurrection is the greatest feast of our Church. This can be seen in our hymnology, our icons, and other traditions attributed to the Feast.  The Resurrectional Ode, “Having Beheld the Resurrection,” shows humanity that after suffering there is victory and hope. Also, in the Resurrectional Katavasies (the eighth, to be exact), the Resurrection is described as “…the chosen and Holy Day, the first of the Sabbaths, the Queen and Chief of Days, the Feast of Feasts, and Festival among Festivals….” (Papadeas 455) Also, the Resurrection is a time for us to, “…embrace one another with joy,” (Papadeas 459) and for all to “…forgive all things.” (Papadeas 460) In our icons, we depict Christ as He was before His death.  This is because Christ saw no change when He was dead, since He was perfect and without sin.  He shows humanity the Way, and reveals to us, “…the eternal life that is in God.” (Marler and Wermuth 80) Christ rose spiritually and physically, showing us that He is the Way, and this is what humanity can attain if they imitate Him. This festival tells us that hate has been crushed by good, anger by love, and darkness by Light. The main hymn of the feast clearly tells us what we need to know, and that is, “Christ is risen from the dead, trampling down death by death, and bestowing life to those in the tombs.” (Papadeas 451)

Christ’s thirty-three years of enlightening the human race was particularly intensified as the last days of His life came and went (particularly from Gethsemane to His Resurrection).  We can see this in every hymn, to the sombre surroundings, even in the emotions of the faithful during that time.  The emotion of bittersweet joy () is truly in the atmosphere, and we can visualize the “victory as suffering love…” (Ware 80). The Death of Christ was not an end, but a beginning (as we see in His Resurrection). In the words of St. Basil the Great, it is a “Life-Creating death.” St. John Chrysostom remarks that, “…the Death of our Saviour has set us free. He destroyed it by enduring it…O death, where is your sting? O Hades, where is your victory? Christ is risen!” To Him be all the glory and the honour and the dominion forever. Amen.  
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