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Mark 15:1–15 And as soon as it was morning, the chief priests held a consultation with 
the elders and scribes and the whole council. And they bound Jesus and led him away 
and delivered him over to Pilate. 2And Pilate asked him, “Are you the King of the 
Jews?” And he answered him, “You have said so.” 3And the chief priests accused him of 
many things. 4And Pilate again asked him, “Have you no answer to make? See how 
many charges they bring against you.” 5But Jesus made no further answer, so that 
Pilate was amazed.  

6Now at the feast he used to release for them one prisoner for whom they asked. 7And 
among the rebels in prison, who had committed murder in the insurrection, there was a 
man called Barabbas. 8And the crowd came up and began to ask Pilate to do as he 
usually did for them. 9And he answered them, saying, “Do you want me to release for 
you the King of the Jews?” 10For he perceived that it was out of envy that the chief 
priests had delivered him up. 11But the chief priests stirred up the crowd to have him 
release for them Barabbas instead. 12And Pilate again said to them, “Then what shall I 
do with the man you call the King of the Jews?” 13And they cried out again, “Crucify 
him.” 14And Pilate said to them, “Why? What evil has he done?” But they shouted all the 
more, “Crucify him.” 15So Pilate, wishing to satisfy the crowd, released for them 
Barabbas, and having scourged Jesus, he delivered him to be crucified.  

Crucifixion – Jesus Before Pilate, Mark 15:1-15 
 
At the center of the Bible is this piece of evidence that if true requires the complete 
overhaul of our presuppositions. Something so dramatic, the only equivalent event 
would be the creation itself. That is the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Not an 
argument, but a person. In the lead up to Easter, we are following the account of the 
crucifixion with our goal being to gaze at this most essential aspect of our faith, the 
only sufficient argument for Christianity, Jesus himself. We will follow him through the 
arrest and trial leading up to his crucifixion, seeing his death on good Friday and his 
resurrection on Easter. All the presuppositions of Christianity hinge on the fact of the 
crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, it is our only hope.  
 
The last sermon in our series, we covered Jesus’s arrest and trial before the Jewish 
council, the Sanhedrin. This week we see at sunrise, that same council delivers Jesus 
over to the higher court to secure a death penalty that they were not able to issue on 
their own. The political and the providential collide in this scene as we see Pontius 
Pilate’s squirming to eradicate an inconvenience result in an expedient decision to kill 
an innocent man to appease a crowd. Amidst the details of Jesus’s trial we see the real 
time manifestation of God’s eternal plan to rescue his people from the consequences 
of their sin.   
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In looking at the account of Jesus in the gospels we must always have in mind both 
the historical facts of the matter and the proper interpretation of what these facts 
mean. In order to understand Jesus we must be able to connect the historical to the 
eternal, without neglecting either. Jesus is unique among religious figures in forcing 
us to couple the historical and the eternal. Buddhism requires no historical fact of the 
matter to be adhered to as it sits above history as a timeless philosophy, in the same 
way the content of Muhammad’s message far transcends the historical facts of its 
reception.  
 
This “scandal of particularity” is unique to Jesus. The very particularity of Jesus is 
scandalous because of how very narrow and angular and specific the life of an 
individual is, and Jesus is saying that it is in his life that we are saved. It is in this person 
of Christ that the fullness of God dwells. The fullness of God is not in Jesus generally 
as the image of God is in all people, but particularly and uniquely the fullness of God 
is in Jesus. This means it is not in you or I, we are not God, and yet Jesus is God. This 
very claim frustrates our democratic sentiment, as it is the ultimate inequality. And 
within it, is the ultimate claim to the inequality of religions. If Jesus is God, then all 
other religions are fundamentally opposed. Yet if Jesus is not God, then we can return 
to the happy conversation of the fundamental sameness of all religions. 
 
Sameness, however, only works for ideas and philosophies - in which the content is 
more important than the event - but gets interrupted by the constraints of space and 
time. I quoted this a couple of Sunday’s ago but I want us to keep remembering it. It is 
Tolstoy, and I found it on the great website Brainpickings.com. It is why this “scandal 
of particularity” which repels so many people away from Christianity, is the very thing 
that ought to draw us towards it. Tolstoy says,  
 

For man to be able to live he must either not see the infinite, or have such an 
explanation of the meaning of life as will connect the finite with the infinite.1 

 
Our lives do not take place in the theoretical or the infinite, and yet our concepts of 
what make a meaningful life, do. Therefore we are always seeking to connect the finite 
with the infinite. If our lives really matter, that means the rights and the wrongs the 
selfishness and hate, those little evils we foster in our hearts, somehow connect to an 
infinite reality. Only in Jesus do we see the finite and the infinite truly in one person. 
Held together perfectly, so that all might be summed up in him, and the real tangible 
salvation we need, plays out not theoretically but in history. As we look closely at the 
details of Jesus’s final hours, we see the eternal ramifications of what he accomplished 
begin to break through like shafts of light, revealing the mystery of Christ’s salvation of 
the elect, chosen before the foundation of the world. With that dual perspective we 
will examine Jesus’s Identity, Jesus’s Substitution, and Jesus’s Mission.  

                                                
1 https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/03/tolstoy-confession/  
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1. Jesus’s Identity 
Mark 15:2-5 And Pilate asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” And 
he answered him, “You have said so.”  

 
Jesus has been delivered up from the Jewish council to the governor of Judea 
Pontius Pilate. It is Pilate who can implement the capital punishment that the 
Jewish council is seeking. While the other gospel writers recount further 
dialogue between Pilate and Jesus, Mark’s gospel zeros in immediately on that 
one piece of evidence that would be most important for Pilate to condemn 
Jesus. Pilate asks Jesus if he is the king of the Jews. This claim although not 
necessarily a crime for the Jewish people would carry over into a political 
crime for the Romans as Jesus’s claim to kingship would be an undermining of 
Roman rule. Therefore if Jesus were to simply say that he was the king of the 
Jews then Pilate would have simple reason to agree with the Sanhedrin and 
eradicate Jesus.  
 
Jesus therefore responds with this complicated statement, that is not a denial 
of his kingship, but is not quite an outright affirmation either. Jesus responds 
by saying, “You have said so.” Pilate’s question does not read as it is translated 
but is rather a statement posed in the form of a question, as in “You’re king of 
the Jews?” Jesus therefore is able to respond to Pilate’s question as though it is 
a statement, a confession that Pilate had made.  
 
By responding in this way Jesus is dealing with the many layers that the 
question has built into it, because a simple answer is yes, Jesus is King of the 
Jews, but also Jesus is King of all peoples, and King means something far 
different and far superior to anything Pilate had in mind. Jesus’s response is as 
though he were stating that Pilate would do well to consider further exactly 
what he means when he says that Jesus is King of the Jews. Jesus’s claim is a 
claim to Kingship, but one that does more than threaten Roman rule over a 
minority group in the far off eastern region of the empire. And the path 
towards Jesus bringing his kingdom, is in fact the very path that he is on now, 
towards suffering and death.  
 
Outstripped by the complexity of the conversation, Pilate adjusts course and 
turns towards the accusations of the chief priests.  
 

Mark 15:3-5 And the chief priests accused him of many things. 4And 
Pilate again asked him, “Have you no answer to make? See how many 
charges they bring against you.” 5But Jesus made no further answer, so 
that Pilate was amazed. 
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Jesus once again remains silent in the face of their accusations, just as he did 
when they tried him alone the night before. But this time we see the 
impression his silence makes on Pilate who stands amazed. As we saw in the 
previous trial, Jesus’s silence is not a defeat, but is his deep commitment to his 
mission, perhaps invisible in the moment, but with eternal ramifications. as 
prophesied. 

 
Isaiah 53:7 He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he opened not his 
mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter and as a sheep before 
her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth. 

 
The King of the Jews is also the suffering servant, it is the story that is 
happening in real time, that the chief priests are staring at, and yet not seeing. 
The sacrificial lamb is set to die for the sins of many. An immediate image is 
provided of Jesus position as the sacrificial lamb in the remaining events 
before pilate. 

2. Jesus’s Substitution 
Mark 15:6-10 Now at the feast he used to release for them one prisoner 
for whom they asked. 7And among the rebels in prison, who had 
committed murder in the insurrection, there was a man called Barabbas. 
8And the crowd came up and began to ask Pilate to do as he usually did 
for them. 9And he answered them, saying, “Do you want me to release 
for you the King of the Jews?” 10For he perceived that it was out of envy 
that the chief priests had delivered him up. 

 
There was a custom established between the Romans and the Jews that the 
Romans would pardon one of their criminals during the time of a Jewish feast. 
It is a sort of good will practice between the occupiers and the occupied. 
When this is brought up by the crowd, Pilate makes an attempt to pardon 
Jesus. In his phrasing we can see that part of the amazement of Jesus’s silence 
had settled in, because he calls him the King of the Jews, and offers him back 
to the crowd. Mark even recounts that Pilate offers Jesus in this way because 
he sees that the chief priests are only seeking Jesus’s crucifixion out of envy. 
The chief priests however are quick to maneuver the crowd towards their 
desired outcome. 
 

Mark 15:11-15 But the chief priests stirred up the crowd to have him 
release for them Barabbas instead. 12And Pilate again said to them, 
“Then what shall I do with the man you call the King of the Jews?” 13And 
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they cried out again, “Crucify him.” 14And Pilate said to them, “Why? 
What evil has he done?” But they shouted all the more, “Crucify him.”  

 
The chief priests call instead for the release of Barabbas, the man noted earlier 
as a murderer and insurrectionist. It is a familiar cry of the stirred up crowd that 
responds to Pilate’s question of what then to do with Jesus if they chose to 
have Barabbas set free, Crucify him! Pilate questions to hear why they want him 
crucified what I the clear description of what Evil it is that Jesus has done, and 
yet there is no answer.  
 

Mark 15:15 So Pilate, wishing to satisfy the crowd, released for them 
Barabbas, and having scourged Jesus, he delivered him to be crucified. 

 
The outcome of this final attempt for Jesus to avoid death by offering up 
Barabbas in his place, is instead that their fates are switched. This is the picture 
that I was referring too. Christ dies in the place of the murderer. The sinless 
dies in the place of the sinful, and by Jesus’s death Barabbas is spared. On the 
way to the cross we see, between two people, what is taking place on a cosmic 
and eternal plane. Jesus is the suffering servant who dies in the place of the 
wicked. Jesus takes on the just punishment that humanity deserves, so that we 
might be set free. Just as Jesus is the substitute for Barabbas, so too is Jesus 
the substitute for the sins of the world.   
 
This is the shaft of light that is breaking through this earthly reality. Jesus is 
shown as the immediate substitute for Barabbas, but we know now that Jesus 
is not merely the temporary substitute for one man, but is rather the substitute 
for mankind. The sins of his entire church, he is moving to take upon himself. 
What is happening here in micro is the connected precisely to the grand 
narrative of all of redemptive history. The sins of the world, beginning in the 
garden with Adam that have wreaked such terrible corruption that we bear in 
our lives today and perpetuate in our own lives today. God shows his love 
towards us by taking the consequences of this sin upon himself in Jesus. This 
story line between Jesus and Barabbas that unfolds on the way to the cross 
serves to highlight the grander story of what is happening in Jesus. Paul 
captures it like this in Romans, 
 

Romans 5:6–8 For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died 
for the ungodly. 7For one will scarcely die for a righteous person—though 
perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die— 8but God 
shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 

 
No one would dare die in place of Barabbas. No one would dare die in place 
of us. Look closely and see the depth of God’s love demonstrated in Christ.  
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3. Jesus’s Mission 
Mark 15:16-20 And the soldiers led him away inside the palace (that is, 
the governor’s headquarters), and they called together the whole 
battalion. 17And they clothed him in a purple cloak, and twisting 
together a crown of thorns, they put it on him. 18And they began to 
salute him, “Hail, King of the Jews!” 19And they were striking his head 
with a reed and spitting on him and kneeling down in homage to him. 
20And when they had mocked him, they stripped him of the purple cloak 
and put his own clothes on him. And they led him out to crucify him.  

 
After the exchange between Barabbas and Jesus is finally made, Pilate delivers 
Jesus over to be crucified. The beginnings of the process take place with a 
battalion of Roman soldiers taking Jesus inside the place walls. The irony of 
this mockery is that they are fulfilling the very expressions they are Mocking 
Jesus with. They clothe him in a Royal purple, place a painful crown of thorns 
upon his head, fake a salute and proclaim his rightful title of king. It is a great 
irony that these men have no idea the greater story that they are in. That the 
path towards certain defeat that they seem to be bringing Jesus down, is 
actually his path towards certain victory. In mocking him as king they are 
moving him towards a greater kingship then they could possibly imagine.  

 
In not neglecting to include these details of Jesus’s mocking and spitting and 
flogging,  Mark is emphasizing the point, that Jesus at this moment of defeat is 
fulfilling his very purpose. In fact the very last time that Jesus predicted his 
death he said this, 

 
Mark 10:33–34 saying, “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son 
of Man will be delivered over to the chief priests and the scribes, and 
they will condemn him to death and deliver him over to the Gentiles. 
34And they will mock him and spit on him, and flog him and kill him. And 
after three days he will rise.” 

 
This crucifixion is going precisely according to plan. Jesus came so that he 
might offer himself as substitution. Someone who dies in the place of sinners 
that we might be forgiven and the world might be restored. Do you see him 
silent before Pilate, do you see yourself in Barabbas. In seeing these details of 
Jesus’s life, and how they connect to the grand nature of his redemption, we 
can see that we require a specific salvation. The very sins of our life are not 
hypothetical but real, and require not a new idea but a time and space 
substitute. 
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