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Mark 15:1-20

At Mark 15 there is an added urgency as Mark nears the end of his story.

So far Jesus has eaten the Passover with His disciples.  Out of that Passover He instituted

the Lord's Supper we celebrate today.

Jesus led His disciples from the supper into the spring night.  As they walked to the garden

of Gesthemane they would have passed and mingled with the bustling pilgrims.

Passover was one of three mandatory feasts.  Every male within 15 miles of the city of

Jerusalem was obligated to be there.  The city which normally numbered appo. 60,000

inhabitants swelled to appo. 2 million.  It was a time of great joy and great tension.  It was an

especially tense time for the Roman procurator.  Pilate had been sent to this stubborn land 4

years before.  He felt nothing but contempt for these unruly Jews.  They returned the favor

in spades.

They all knew that Pilate could be gotten into trouble with the Emperor if there were too

many complaints.  The Jews were excellent complainers.

Pilate gave them plenty of things to complain about.

Prior to today's incident Pilate had stumbled badly in his dealings with the Jews.

The city's water supply was notoriously poor.  So without proper consultation with them

Pilate took some money from the Temple treasury and constructed an aqueduct.  Pilate

reasoned it was their city.  They needed the water.  Let their Temple money pay for it.

That move was very unpopular with his Jewish subjects, and when Pilate tried to restore

order there was Jewish blood in the streets.

There was also the matter of the images of the Roman imperial eagle that Pilate had

affixed to the Temple shields.  The Roman governors before Pilate had simply removed the

offensive images before bringing the shields into the city.  Not our man Pilate.  He said,

"Rome is in charge here.  Those eagles with stay."  They stayed till they provoked a bloody

riot and Pilate was forced to back down and remove them.

So as our lesson opens in chapter 15 the Jews and Pilate were not on very good terms.

Also there was the matter of the emperor.  He had about had it with Pilate.  Any more

complaints and Pilate would be recalled.

That is in fact what happened.  Later Pilate was recalled and sent into exile where there is

good evidence that he eventually took his own life.

This background is very helpful as we consider today's lesson text.
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We see a proud Roman ruler who is fearful for his political career.  We also see a ruler

who is at odds with his subjects.  There is a feeling of mutual dislike.

We see that in Pilate's taunting of the Jewish rulers.  He did this by continually referring

to Jesus as the the King of the Jews.

In v 12 of our text Pilate says, “Then what shall I do with Him whom you call the King of

the Jews?”1

And when they complained that the sign over the cross should say that He said He was

the king of the Jews, Pilate curtly answered, “What I have written I have written.”

The Jewish leaders didn't help any by bringing Jesus to Pilate very early in the morning.

All in all it wasn't a friendly exchange.

As today's text opens Jesus has been to Gethsemane, been arrested, endured 3 Jewish trials

and is now facing the first of three Roman trials.

The Sanhedrin was the highest Jewish legal/religious council of the first century.  The

court had jurisdiction over the whole of Judea.  Their power also extended past Judea if the

local authorities were inclined to go along with their wishes.  Remember the Sanhedrin sent

Saul to Damascus to prosecute believers.

The Sanhedrin was not allowed to pass the death sentence.  The sentence of death had to

be approved by the Roman governor or procurator.  The court consisted of appo. 71 men.

The court was presided over by the high priest.

The 70 men sat in a semi-circle so they all could see each other.

Voting started with the youngest members and ended with the oldest.  This was to

prevent the younger members from being influenced by the voting of the older members.

They were experts in matters of the Mosaic law.  They also were involved in some civil cases.

To acquit a case required a simple majority.  To convict, a majority of two was required.

To meet at night as they did for Jesus' first trial was very questionable if not outright illegal.

That is why we see them reconvening at daylight in order to pass the already-decided

verdict of guilty on Jesus.  The death sentence was a forgone conclusion.  They wanted Jesus

dead.  They had to find a way to, in their twisted thinking, make it legal.  It is interesting to

conjecture Pilate's reaction to being awakened at cock crowing on Friday morning.

Pilate was used to luxury and ease.  He normally resided at King Herod's beautiful seaport

city of Caesarea, located on the shores of the beautiful Mediterranean Sea.  Here appo. 50

                                                          
1New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Mk 15:12 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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years before King Herod the Great's engineers had created one of the most magnificent

seaports in the Roman world.

There are very few natural seaports on the Israeli coast.

King Herod had his engineers construct a magnificent seaport complex.  There were

dockside storage rooms and magnificent streets and buildings.  The city featured a vast sewer

system which was flushed daily by the tides.

In the harbor the engineers used special Italian cement to build huge underwater concrete

blocks which formed a massive breakwater to enclose the port.  The port was one of the best

in the ancient world.

King Herod constructed a magnificent palace on the coast of the Mediterranean.  The

palace featured an Olympic-sized fresh water swimming pool.  It was surrounded on three

sides by saltwater.

It was in this magnificent seaside palace that the Roman procurators resided.  Pilate was in

Jerusalem because of the number of Jews who came for Passover week.  Pilate and his Roman

troops were stationed in the fortress Antonia which overlooked the Temple grounds.  At any

sign of trouble the Roman soldiers would rush to quell it.  Pilate was in Herod's Jerusalem

palace which is where the chief priests and the council found him early Friday morning.

The other gospels give more details about the visit.

John tells us that apparently they weren't too well organized with their charge.

John 18:29-30 tell us that Pilate went out to them and said, "What is the charge?"  Pretty

basic question.  If you are taking a man to the Roman governor you had better have an

accusation against him.

Their problem was that their charge was that Christ had committed blasphemy by calling

Himself God.  Apparently it had not occurred to any of the leaders that that charge would

not interest the Romans.  The Romans did not care who a man worshipped as long as he was

a good citizen.

So when Pilate asked "what charge do you bring" we see a comic response, "Well, sir, we

would not have brought him to you if he was not an evildoer."  They quickly realized that

"Trust us, he is a bad man" would not cut it with Pilate.

They quickly got together and came up with three charges they knew the Romans would

be interested in:

• He called Himself a king.
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• He stirred up insurrection.

• He urged the people not to pay taxes.

Of course the charges were either lies or distortions of the truth.

In v 2 Pilate questioned Him on the first charge.  Obviously if He were setting Himself up

as a king opposed to the Roman emperor Pilate would be interested.

vv 2-5 basically cover Pilate asking, "Are you a king?", to which Jesus replied, "It is as you

say".  In v 3 the chief priests apparently sensed their case was weak and began to accuse Jesus

harshly.

Apparently it was a variation of "Throw enough mud at the wall so something will stick".

Jesus was innocent; they could see that Pilate saw that, so they became desperate.

vv 4-5 list Pilate's questioning of Jesus about the charges, to which Jesus made no reply.

In any event Pilate quickly realized that whatever kind of king He was, He was no threat to

Rome.

Barabbas is an unknown character in the narrative.  Nothing is know about him except

what our text says.

Our first impression of him is that he is a very bad man who had committed murder and

insurrection.

Insurrection is the rising up against the established authority.

A closer look at the text shows us somewhat less about his activities.

The KJ says Barabbas lay bound [or was imprisoned] with them that had made

insurrection with him, who had committed murder in the insurrection2

This would lead us to believe that Barabbas had committed insurrection.  The question of

murder is open.  Depending on whether who in the text refers to the other insurrectionists

or to Barabbas.

The NAS text is bit more straightforward where we read, Barabbas had been

imprisoned with the insurrectionists who had committed murder in the insurrection.3

The ESV reads, "And among the rebels in prison, who had committed murder in the

insurrection, there was a man called Barabbas."

So it is possible to read from the last two texts that Barabbas was imprisoned with murders

                                                          
2The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., Mk 15:7 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
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and insurrectionists or Barabbas was a murder and an insurrectionist.

In any event Barabbas was in prison, probably charged by Rome with insurrection and

murder.

Palestine was filled with rebellious men.  There was a group of Jews called the sicarii,

which means the dagger bearers.  These men were violent, fervent nationalists.  They carried

daggers beneath their cloaks.  They would slip up beside an official in a crowd, draw their

dagger and kill the official.  Then they would melt away with the crowd.

It is possible Barabbas was this kind of man.  He would have been seen by the crowd as a

brave man and a Jewish patriot.  He would be a kind of folk hero.

It is ironic that this man who may have been guilty of insurrection and murder was

released.  Jesus, who was innocent of the same charge, was found guilty and crucified.

There is some manuscript evidence that Barabbas was called Jesus Barabbas.  Jesus or

Joshua was a common name in the first century.  If Barabbas was named Jesus Barabbas

Pilate's question in Matt. 27:17 would have had an added air of poignancy.

He could have been asking, "Do you want me to release Jesus the Christ or Jesus

Barabbas?"

In any event, the crowd, egged on by the chief priests, called for Barabbas.

Pilate had a custom of releasing a prisoner to the Jews at Passover time.  Probably as a

gesture of goodwill.

Pilate seized upon this custom to get himself out of a sticky situation.  He probably

thought the crowd would surely choose Jesus the Christ and He would be free.  Pilate knew

Jesus was innocent.  He was feeling incredible pressure to condemn Him.  Maybe the crowd

would release Him.

But it was not to be.  Can you imagine what went through Barabbas' mind?

All morning he had heard the cries of the crowd.  He knew without a doubt what his

sentence would be.  The Romans would show no mercy.  He was guilty.  He would be

crucified.  Then he hears the pounding of Roman sandals in the hall.  A burly Roman

legionnaire stares through his cell door.  This is it.  He is going to be crucified.  Then the

door is opened.  The soldier curtly says, "You're free to go."

Barabbas cannot believe His ears.

He was going to die; now he is free.

                                                                                                                                                                                          
3New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Mk 15:7 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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Max Lucado captures the scene:

It happened too fast. One minute Barabbas was in his cell on death row

playing tic-tac-toe on the dirt walls, and the next he was outside squinting his

eyes at the bright sun.

"You're free to go."

Barabbas scratches his beard. "What?"

"You're free. They took the Nazarene instead of you."

Barabbas has often been compared to humanity, and rightly so. In many

ways he stands for us: a prisoner who was freed because someone he had never

seen took his place.

But I think Barabbas was probably smarter than we are in one respect.

As far as we know, he took his sudden freedom for what it was, an

undeserved gift. Someone tossed him a life preserver and he grabbed it, no

questions asked. You couldn't imagine him pulling some of our stunts.

We take our free gift and try to earn it or diagnose it or pay for it instead of

simply saying "thank you" and accepting it.

Ironic as it may appear, one of the hardest things to do is to be saved by

grace.  There's something in us that reacts to God's free gift.  We have some

weird compulsion to create laws, systems, and regulations that will make us

"worthy" of our gift.

Why do we do that? The only reason I can figure is pride. To accept grace

means to accept its necessity, and most folks don't like to do that. To accept

grace also means that one realizes his despair, and most people aren't too keen

on doing that either.

Barabbas, though, knew better. Maybe he didn't understand mercy and

surely he didn't deserve it, but he wasn't about to refuse it.

We might do well to realize that our plight isn't too different than that of

Barabbas's. We, too, are prisoners with no chance for appeal.

But why some prefer to stay in prison while the cell door has been unlocked

is a mystery worth pondering.

"End of quotation"
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Later that day Barabbas gazed upon the man in agony on the middle cross and realized

anew He was there for him.  He deserved to die.  This mad died in his place.

Brothers and sisters, that's the story of redemption.  We were sunk down in the miry clay.

Our feet were in a horrible pit.  We were guilty before God.  We deserve to die for our sins.

Then this man Jesus reached down, drew us out of that pit, placed us on the solid rock and

established our goings.  Then He willingly submitted to the cross to pay for our sins.

Hallelujah, what a savior!

Are you thankful?

Do you eagerly take the opportunities the Holy Spirit gives you to share the good news

with those you come in contact with?

Did Barabbas' life change?  Did he become a follower of the crucified/risen Christ?  We

don't know, but today it is possible to see vast multitudes of people whose lives were

changed by their encounters with the risen Christ.

Have you met and been changed by Him?

It seems incredible to us that the crowd who were shouting hosannas when Jesus rode into

Jerusalem now called for His blood.

Two observations about that crowd:

First, it may well have been a different crowd.  The arrest of Jesus was done in secret.  No

one could have known that the Sanhedrin was going to violate its own laws and carry out a

travesty of a trial by night.  There were probably not many of Jesus' supporters in this crowd.

It's possible that they were supporters of Barabbas.  They knew that the governor would

release a prisoner.  Perhaps they gathered to demand that it be Barabbas.

They probably were infuriated when they saw that possibly Jesus and not Barabbas would

be released.

This was an incredible opportunity for the rulers.  They fanned the popular clamor for

Barabbas.  The crowd was eager to do away with Christ if it meant Barabbas would be

released.

The second observation is that if it was the same crowd, we see again the fickleness of

human nature and the susceptibility of being swayed by mob mentality.

It is so easy to get caught up in mob mentality.  We must guard against situations like this

where we would be tempted to go against our beliefs because of the crowd.
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It is interesting to think about the choice this crowd made.  Like us they had the

opportunity to choose good and right.

William Barclay points out three choices they made:

1. They chose lawlessness instead of law.

The chose the lawbreaker instead of Christ.

In the human heart there is a streak that resents law.  It desires to do as it pleases.

It wants to smash the barriers and kick over the traces and refuse all discipline.

The mob was the representative of men when it chose lawlessness instead of law.

2. They chose war instead of peace.

They chose the man of blood instead of the prince of peace.  In around 3,000 years of

history there have been less than 130 years where there wasn't a war or wars raging

somewhere.  The mob was doing what men have so often done when they chose the warrior

and rejected the man of peace.

3. They chose hatred and violence instead of love.

Barabbas stood for the heart of hate, the stab of the dagger, the violence of bitterness.

Jesus stood for the way of love.

Men insisted on taking their own way to conquest and refused to see that the only true

conquest was the conquest of love.

Reminds us of the eternal conflict that rages between the Arabs and the Jews.  For totally

illogical reasons Arab and Jew continue to this day to fight and kill one another.  How they

need the way of forgiveness and love.

v 10 gives us the true motive of the rulers.  It was because of envy that they sought to

destroy Jesus.  How powerful a force envy can be.  How we need to be sure envy does not

color our choices and relationships.

We need to remember Paul's words in Philippians 2:3-8:
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3 Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard
one another as more important than yourselves;
4 do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests
of others.
5 Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus,
6 who, although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a
thing to be grasped,
7 but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the
likeness of men.
8 Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient
to the point of death, even death on a cross.4

In v 12 Pilate desperately grasps for options.  His plaintive cry, “Then what shall I do with

Him whom you call the King of the Jews?”5 rings down through the ages as the cry of a

weak, vacillating man who knew what was right but did not have the courage to follow

through with it.

Pilate was the governor!  He held the power.  The choice was his.  He could have followed

the urging of his conscience.  But he was too concerned for the opinion of the crowd and for

keeping his job.  He was not true to himself.

We have looked at some of the intrigue behind the pressure of the crowd.  Surely it was

God's will for Pilate to make the choice he did.  But none of that can absolve Pilate from the

sacrifice of his conscience.

Someone has written, "To thine own self be true."  You and I have the choice of doing

what we know to be right or of sacrificing our conscience and honor on the altar of

compromise and popularity.  Let's choose wisely.  Let's make the right choices.

We may on our deathbeds regret making the wrong choices; none of us will regret making

the right choices.

v 15… Wishing to please the crowd, Pilate gives in.  He releases Barabbas and turns Jesus

over for scourging and crucifixion.

Scourging preceded crucifixion.  Sometimes it was called the living death.  It was

incredibly painful and humiliating.  It was designed to take a man to within an inch of his

                                                          
4New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Php 2:2 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
5New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Mk 15:12 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).



10

life without actually killing him.  Many men went mad.  Many died.  The whip contained

bits of bone, glass, stone and other sharp pieces.

The prisoner was stripped, tied to a low post and beaten till his flesh was a mass of

quivering, broken flesh.

No part of the body was excluded.  There were no minimum number of lashes.  Only

when the centurion feared death did he order the insanity to stop.

The Jews used rods for beatings.  They only administered 39 lashes.  The Romans used the

flagellum, and there was no limit on the number of lashes.

We can't even begin to imagine His suffering.

Historical biographer Jim Bishop captures some of the agony of scourging…

"Quote"

The soldier who performed flagellations for the Jerusalem garrison

approached and, out of curiosity, bent down to see the face of the victim.  He

then moved to a position about six feet behind Jesus, and spread his legs.  The

flagellum was brought all the way back and whistled forward and made a dull

drum sound as the strips of leather smashed against the back of the rib cage.

The bits of bone and chain curled around the right side of the body and raised

small subcutaneous hemorrhages on the chest…

…The flagellum came back again, aimed slightly lower, and it crashed

against skin and flesh.  The lips of Jesus seemed to be moving in prayer.  The

flagellum now moved in slow heavy rhythm.

"End of quotation"

He did it for me!  For you!

Do you love Him?

Do you thank Him?

vv 16-20 detail the abuse by the soldiers.  This was after He was near death from

scourging.  He had already endured 3 Jewish and 3 Roman trials.  He had lost an enormous

amount of blood.  This would shut down his kidneys and would cause an incredible thirst.
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These soldiers were burly, battle-hardened Roman legionnaires.  They were from all over

the empire.  Nowhere in the bunch was a Jewish face.  These guys hated the Jews.  Now that

hatred and bile spilled out onto the hapless Christ.

The Praetorium refers to the headquarters of the Commander-in-Chief.  In this context it

refers to the magnificent Herodian palace where Pilate resided.

Bringing Christ there they called the whole band together.  This was between 200-600

soldiers, all spoiling to inflict pain on a Jew.

They dressed Him in a purple robe of a centurion.  They roughly placed a crown of sharp

thorns on His head.

Then they began to mock Him. “Hail, King of the Jews! What a king you are."

v 19, NAS… They kept beating His head with a reed, and spitting on Him, and

kneeling and bowing before Him.

They struck Him hard with their fists.

His noble face ran with their filthy spittle.  They hit the crown with the reed, driving the

thorns into his scalp.  This would cause copious bleeding.

The king of the universe was the recipient of spit, fists and jeers.

v 20… They ripped off the robe.  It had probably crusted fast to the bloody wounds.  The

ripping of it caused intense pain and renewed bleeding.  They led Him away to crucify Him.

Quickly before we finish let's look at some lessons:

From Pilate we can learn:

• Have the courage of your convictions.

• Don't compromise what you believe because of pressure.

• Trying to please everyone will get you into trouble.  You will please no one when

you compromise to do it.

• It's never ok to do the right thing the wrong way.  It is never ok to do evil so that

good might come.

From the chief priests we can learn:

• Hatred, jealousy, envy are deadly.
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They will lead to physical and spiritual damage.

• We will destroy ourselves if we hang on to hatred, jealousy and envy.

• Those of us who lead must be careful not to allow personal biases and prejudices to

influence our leadership of our people.

From the crowd we can learn:

• Be careful you aren't in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Stay away from

people, places, things that may lead you into trouble.

• Be careful of mob mentality.

• Be careful of peer pressure.

• It's not always right to be with the crowd; sometimes we must stand alone.

From Barabbas we can learn:

• Salvation is a gift; it is unearned and undeserved.  It is offered to us through faith in

Jesus Christ.

We can do nothing to deserve or earn it.

• We must accept the gift of eternal life through faith.

• If we reject the offer of salvation we forfeit our right to eternal life.

• The choice to accept or reject is always ours.

From Christ the messiah we can learn:

• We need to choose the way of forgiveness and love in all our human relationships.

• We need to accept God's offer of salvation through the gift of His son Jesus Christ.

• There is no other way to salvation and eternal life than through Jesus Christ.

If you are here without salvation through Jesus Christ, we would like to give you Christ's

invitation as we sing.
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