B. Historical/ Archaeological Tour Guide
This tour is concerned with questions like, Did it really happen? Can we trust the gospel records? What was it actually like in those days? You may like to raise questions of your own.

1. Sheep Gate [Hills Road]

(a) The route from Bethany to Jerusalem

Jesus started from Bethany, 3 miles from Jerusalem. Bethphage is only known as a suburb outside Jerusalem on the other side of the deep rift of the Kidron valley.

The road into Jerusalem took them round a shoulder of the Mount of Olives which was about 300 feet higher than the temple mount and 100 feet higher than the hill of Zion (old Jerusalem).

Jerusalem was a walled city and the gates led into the Court of the Gentiles, which anyone could enter, including women and non-Jews.

(b) The animal used

This was an unbroken donkey colt, probably accompanied by its dam.

Donkeys were ridden by leaders and kings (e.g. David) when in peace. A horse or horse-drawn chariot was used by military leaders.

This is the only time it is recorded that Jesus went anywhere not on foot so it was clearly arranged to be highly symbolic.

(c) The use of garments and branches

There were two uses of garments (outer coats or cloaks): to put over the donkey as a saddle and decoration; and to lay on the ground. This was done when a great dignitary visited (e.g. King Jehu).

Branches likewise were used in two ways: to lay on the road and to wave. Palms were used but probably other trees too. 200 years before just this had been done when Judas Maccabaeus the great Jewish hero had entered Jerusalem after his victories.

(d) The crowds

There were two crowds. One crowd travelled with Jesus from Bethphage, these would be mostly pilgrims arriving from the North (e.g. from Galilee) who would know of Jesus from his long time there. The other crowd had come out of Jerusalem, again mostly pilgrims there for the Passover, and they would all be talking about the raising of Lazarus. Jesus was less well known in Jerusalem.

They shouted out words from the Psalms that were traditionally sung and recited by pilgrims visiting for the festivals.

2. Viewpoint [by cemetery]

As Jesus rounded the shoulder of the Mount of Olives there opened out a great view of Jerusalem.

Jesus ‘wailed’ (a strong word used of mourners at the death of a loved one; used of the Widow of Nain whose dead son Jesus raised to life).

What Jesus cried out is given in broken, incomplete sentences, emphasising the distress and emotion.

Jesus foresees the inevitable conclusion of the Jews’ attitude to Rome and to his own offer of a way out. Rebellious Jerusalem would be besieged by the Romans – the only way to take it since it is set upon hills. At the actual siege in AD70 the wooden palisade mentioned by Jesus was burned by the Jews, so the Romans replaced it with a wall. Thousands died in the famine, as Jesus said ‘hemmed in on every side’.

Was this written after the event to make it look as if Jesus had foreseen it?

-- it is consistent with Jesus’ earlier sorrow over Jerusalem ‘Look your house is left to you desolate’;

-- the warrior-Messiah that many Jews hoped for was not the Messiah of the prophets and Jesus knew how it must end if they rebelled against Rome.

3. Temple Courtyard [Rankin Church]

The day after his entry (i.e. on Monday) Jesus stages another great symbolic act, this time in the Temple.

The Court of the Gentiles at Passover was crowded with animals for sacrifice, most were bought when the pilgrims arrived. Doves were available for poorer pilgrims. After buying their sacrifice the pilgrim had to pay the temple tax in special Jewish currency, hence the need for money-changers. All this meant plenty of profitable business and by keeping it inside the temple precincts it was easier to take a cut.

Jesus drives out traders, animals, money-changers, disrupting the temple services, reminding everyone of the temple’s purpose to be ‘a house of prayer’. He also underlined his claims to be moving them on into a new age when the temple would have no place, rather Jesus himself would be the place where God and humankind would meet.

Why was Jesus not arrested on the spot?

-- The common people were largely on his side (witness the entry procession the day before), so an inconspicuous arrest was planned (and that is where Judas came in).

4. Upper Room [Evangelical Church]

We have now moved on to Thursday. There was to be no more public teaching.

In Jewish reckoning it was 14th Nisan, which ran from sunset (about 6pm) Wednesday to sunset Thursday. The Jews removed all leaven on Thursday afternoon in preparation for the Passover. Lambs were sacrificed on Friday morning and afternoon and the meal eaten on Friday evening (15th Nisan).

On Thursday evening Jesus arranges a ‘last supper’, a new version of a Passover meal. At this meal Judas goes out to inform on Jesus’ whereabouts later that evening. Unleavened bread is eaten and wine drunk, which are now to be received as Jesus’ body and blood.

The ‘hymn’ sung at the end would have been the usual Passover Psalms (115-118).

5. Gethsemane [Allison Green]

(a) In the garden

‘Gethsemane’ means oil press, it was on the W slope of the Mount of Olives, over the Kidron valley.

Jesus is in an agony as he looks ahead to his death, for there he must face all the powers of evil. It was usual to pray standing, but Jesus prostrates himself. Over about an hour he continues his prayer, while the disciples, confused and sad, fall asleep.

Jesus begins his prayer with ‘My Father’, a form no Jew of the time would have used.

(b) The arrest

A mix of what we would call police and soldiers came with Judas and some chief priests. There were only 12 men to see to.

To signal in the poor light who to arrest, Judas kissed Jesus (on the foot or hand), a mark of special respect.

Jesus stops the violent reaction of the disciples by saying if it had been right he could have called on 12 legions of angels, a legion being 6000 at full strength.

6. High Priest’s Courtyard [West Kirk garden]

Jesus was taken to the house of Caiaphas, the High Priest, where his father Annas,who had been High Priest questioned him.

Peter has followed at a distance while the Jewish and Roman trials of Jesus were prepared.

(a) The trials

(1) Who put Jesus to death?

Jews? They had a part in it, misguided leaders and a fickle mob

Romans? The Jews need the Romans powers to effect an execution

Ourselves? Christians believe that Christ died for our sins

God? In a deep sense this is the fullest answer. Paul says God ‘did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all’.

(2) How many trials were there?

1. An informal examination by former High Priest Annas. (Thursday evening)

2. A formal session of the Sanhedrin (Jewish religious court), ending in charge of blasphemy and death sentence (Thursday night)

3. Before Pilate, an initial hearing (Friday very early morning)


[Pilate was Governor AD26-36, banished in disgrace]

4. Before Herod, in Jerusalem for Feast, inconclusive (Friday early morning)

5. Before Pilate, sentenced to death by crucifixion (Friday about 8am)

(b) Peter

He is admitted to the central courtyard, so Jesus and Peter are able to see each other once, as the cock crows.

His Galilean accent gave him away (like an Englishman in Scotland!). He denies he knows Jesus.

7. Roman Fort [Strathaven Castle]

All through the trials Jesus was ill-treated, as was common for prisoners at that time, but it was intensified because of his claims to be Prophet, Messiah and King.

(a) Herod

Jesus made no answer, performed no miracle, so ‘Herod with his soldiers treated him with contempt and mocked him’, ‘dressed him in an elegant robe’ (a royal cast off?).

(b) Pilate

Pilate finally ordered scourging with a flagellum, a whip with several leather thongs embedded with bone or lead. The Jews had a limit of 40 lashes, the Romans had no limit.

(c) Soldiers

· Scarlet robe, a soldier’s short tunic

· Crown of thorns, in imitation of the circlet on coins of Tiberias Caesar

· Staff, as a mock royal sceptre

· ‘Hail, king of the Jews!’, imitating ‘Ave, Caesar!’

· Kneeling, mock obeisance

· Spitting, contempt

· Staff, repeated beating about the head

8. The Cross [Memorial hill]

(a) Crucifixion

Kept by the Romans for the worst criminals and the lowest class (a Roman citizen could only be crucified by direct edict of Caesar). Carried out publicly as a warning and deterrent.

The criminal carried the crossbeam and at site of crucifixion was either tied by arms and legs or nailed to cross beam and upright. Death was by either suffocation, cardiac arrest or loss of blood. Some survived days, breaking of legs was to precipitate near immediate death.

The ‘titulus’ had the charge written on it. It was written in Aramaic (Jews’ everyday language), Latin (official language of Romans), Greek (common language of the empire).

(b) Golgotha

Aramaic for ‘skull’, in Latin ‘calva’, hence Calvary. The site is uncertain, probably to N of city wall, near the road.

The two others were brigands, rebel guerrillas.

Jesus was on the cross by about 9am. The darkness (from noon to 3pm) has no known explanation (an eclipse does not last 3 hours).

9. Empty Tomb [East Church]

(a) Tomb

Hewn in the rock, probably an antechamber, a low connecting passage, and a burial chamber sealed with a disc of stone on an incline.

(b) Burial

Spices used to preserve and cover smell of decay. Usually body left until only bones left which were then put in an ossuary.

(c) Empty tomb

There is no denial of the tomb being empty, what differs is the explanation.

Tomb robbing is known to have happened around that period, there is an imperial edict against it (found in Nazareth).

The appearance of angels echoes those at Jesus’ birth.

Jesus appeared on many occasions to a variety of disciples.

