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Mark 15

Jesus Before Pilate — Verses 1-5

1 Very early in the morning, the chief priests, with the elders, the teachers of the law and the
whole Sanhedrin, made their plans. So they bound Jesus, led him away and handed him over
to Pilate. 2“Are you the king of the Jews?” asked Pilate. “You have said so,” Jesus replied.
3The chief priests accused him of many things. 4 So again Pilate asked him, “Aren’t you going
to answer? See how many things they are accusing you of.” >But Jesus still made no
reply, and Pilate was amazed.

15:1 Why did the Jewish leaders send Jesus to Pilate, the Roman governor? The Romans had taken
away the Jews’ right to inflict capital punishment; so in order for Jesus to be condemned to death, he
had to be sentenced by a Roman leader. The Jewish leaders wanted Jesus executed on a cross, a
method of death that they believed brought a curse from God (see Deuteronomy 21:23). They hoped
to persuade the people that Jesus was cursed, not blessed, by God.

15:3-4 The Jewish leaders had to fabricate new accusations against Jesus when they brought him
before Pilate. The charge of blasphemy would mean nothing to the Roman governor, so they accused
Jesus of three other crimes: (1) encouraging the people to not pay their taxes to Rome, (2) claiming
he was a king—"* the king of the Jews,” and (3) causing riots all over the countryside. Tax evasion,
treason, and terrorism— all these would be cause for Pilate’s concern (see also Luke 23:2).

15:5 Why didn’t Jesus answer Pilate’s questions? It would have been futile to answer, and the time
had come to give his life to save the world. Jesus had no reason to try to prolong the trial or save
himself. His was the ultimate example of self-assurance and peace, which no ordinary criminal could
imitate. Nothing would stop him from completing the work he had come to earth to do (Isaiah 53:7).

The Second Audience With Pilate — Verses 6-15

®Now it was the custom at the festival to release a prisoner whom the people requested. ’A
man called Barabbas was in prison with the insurrectionists who had committed murder in the
uprising. 8The crowd came up and asked Pilate to do for them what he usually did. °“Do you
want me to release to you the king of the Jews?” asked Pilate, 1°knowing it was out of self-
interest that the chief priests had handed Jesus over to him. 1 But the chief priests stirred up
the crowd to have Pilate release Barabbas instead. 12 “What shall | do, then, with the one you
call the king of the Jews?” Pilate asked them. 3 “Crucify him!” they shouted. 4 “Why? What
crime has he committed?” asked Pilate. But they shouted all the louder, “Crucify him!”
1SWanting to satisfy the crowd, Pilate released Barabbas to them. He had Jesus flogged, and
handed him over to be crucified.

15:7 Barabbas was arrested for his part in a rebellion against the Roman government, and, although
he had committed a murder, he may have been a hero among the Jews. The fiercely independent
Jews hated to be ruled by pagan Romans. They hated paying taxes to support the despised



government and its gods. Most of the Roman authorities who had to settle Jewish disputes hated the
Jews in return. The time was ripe for rebellion.

15:8 This crowd was most likely a group of people loyal to the Jewish leaders. But where were the
disciples and the crowds who days earlier had shouted, “Hosanna in the highest heaven” (11:10)?
Jesus’ sympathizers were afraid of the Jewish leaders, so they went into hiding. Another possibility is
that the multitude included many people who were in the Palm Sunday parade but who turned against
Jesus when they saw that he was not going to be an earthly conqueror and their deliverer from
Rome.

15:10 The Jewish leaders hated Pilate, but they went to him for the favor of condemning Jesus to
crucifixion. Pilate could see that this was a frame-up. Why else would these people, who hated him
and the Roman Empire he represented, ask him to convict one of their fellow Jews of treason and
give him the death penalty?

15:13 Crucifixion was the Roman penalty for rebellion. Only slaves or those who were not Roman
citizens could be crucified. If Jesus died by crucifixion, he would die the death of a rebel and slave,
not of the king he claimed to be. This is just what the Jewish religious leaders wanted and the reason
they whipped the mob into a frenzy. In addition, crucifixion would put the responsibility for killing
Jesus on the Romans.

15:15 The region of Judea where Pilate ruled as governor was little more than a hot and dusty
outpost of the Roman Empire. Because Judea was so far from Rome, Pilate was given just a small
army. His primary job was to keep the peace. We know from historical records that Pilate had already
been warned about other uprisings in his region. Although he may have seen no guilt in Jesus and no
reason to condemn him to death, Pilate wavered when the Jews in the crowd threatened to report him
to Caesar (John 19:12). Such a report, accompanied by a riot, could cost him his position and hopes
for advancement. Although Jesus was innocent according to Roman law, Pilate caved in to political
pressure. He abandoned what he knew was right. Trying to second-guess the Jewish leaders, Pilate
gave a decision that would please everyone while keeping himself safe. When we ignore God’s clear
statements of right and wrong and make decisions based on the preferences of our audience, we fall
into compromise and lawlessness. God promises to honor those who do right, not those who make
everyone happy.

The Soldiers Mock Jesus — Verses 16-20

16 The soldiers led Jesus away into the palace (that is, the Praetorium) and called together the

whole company of soldiers. 1’ They put a purple robe on him, then twisted together a crown of
thorns and set it on him. 18 And they began to call out to him, “Hail, king of the Jews!” 1° Again
and again they struck him on the head with a staff and spit on him. Falling on their knees, they
paid homage to him. 2° And when they had mocked him, they took off the purple robe and put

his own clothes on him. Then they led him out to crucify him.

15:16-19 The brutal guards, the power-hungry governor, and the conniving religious leaders had the
upper hand. But they did not know the true power and authority of this man they were torturing and
had condemned to death. Worldly powers and philosophies that mock Jesus’ lordship will not be so
arrogant when Jesus returns in judgment (see Philippians 2:10-11). When you feel that unjust people
who have control and viewpoints hostile to Christianity are carrying the day, rest assured that Jesus
holds the highest place and will return in glory.



The Crucifixion Of Jesus — Verses 21-26

2L A certain man from Cyrene, Simon, the father of Alexander and Rufus, was passing by on
his way in from the country, and they forced him to carry the cross. 22 They brought Jesus to
the place called Golgotha (which means “the place of the skull”). 22 Then they offered him wine
mixed with myrrh, but he did not take it. * And they crucified him. Dividing up his clothes, they
cast lots to see what each would get. °It was nine in the morning when they crucified
him. 26 The written notice of the charge against him read: THE KING OF THE JEWS.

15:21 Colonies of Jews existed outside Judea. Simon had made a Passover pilgrimage to Jerusalem
all the way from Cyrene in North Africa. His sons, Alexander and Rufus, are mentioned here probably
because they became well known in the early church (Romans 16:13).

15:24 Casting lots was a way of making a decision by chance, like throwing dice or drawing straws.
The soldiers gambled to decide who would receive Jesus’ clothing. Roman soldiers had the right to
take for themselves the clothing of those crucified. This act fulfilled the prophecy of Psalm 22:18.

15:25-26 Crucifixion was a feared and shameful form of execution. The victim was forced to carry his
cross along the longest possible route to the crucifixion site as a warning to bystanders. There were
several shapes for crosses and several different methods of crucifixion. Jesus was nailed to the
cross; condemned men were sometimes tied to their crosses with ropes. In either case, death came
by suffocation as the person lost strength and the weight of the body made breathing more and more
difficult. A sign stating the condemned man’s crime was often placed on a cross as a warning.
Because Jesus was never found guilty, the only accusation placed on his sign was the “crime” of
being King of the Jews.

Jesus Is Mocked On The Cross — Verses 27-32

2" They crucified two rebels with him, one on his right and one on his left. 281w 22 Those who
passed by hurled insults at him, shaking their heads and saying, “So! You who are going to
destroy the temple and build it in three days, **come down from the cross and save
yourself!” 31 In the same way the chief priests and the teachers of the law mocked him among
themselves. “He saved others,” they said, “but he can’t save himself! 32 et this Messiah, this
king of Israel, come down now from the cross, that we may see and believe.” Those crucified
with him also heaped insults on him.

15:27-31 Luke records that one of these rebels repented before his death, and Jesus promised that
man that he would be with him in paradise (Luke 23:39-43). Jesus could have saved himself, but he
endured this suffering because of his love for us. He could have chosen not to take the pain and
humiliation; he could have killed those who mocked him. But he suffered through it all because he
loved even his enemies. We had a significant part in the drama that dark afternoon because our sins
were on the cross too. Jesus died on that cross for us, and the penalty for our sins was paid by his
death. The only adequate response we can make is to confess our sins and gratefully accept the fact
that Jesus paid for them so we wouldn’t have to. Don’t insult God with indifference toward the
greatest act of genuine love in history.

15:32 When James and John had asked Jesus for the places of honor next to him in his kingdom,
Jesus had told them that they didn’t know what they were asking (10:35-39). Here, as Jesus was
preparing to inaugurate his kingdom through his death, the places on his right and on his left were
taken by dying men— criminals. As Jesus explained to his two power-hungry disciples, a person who
wants to be close to Jesus must be prepared to suffer and die as he himself was doing. The way to


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=mark%2015&version=NIV#fen-NIV-24855a

the kingdom is the way of the cross. If we want the glory of the kingdom, we must be willing to be
united with the crucified Christ.

The Death Of Jesus — Verses 33-37

33 At noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon. 3 And at three in
the afternoon Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” (which means
“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”).u 3> When some of those standing near heard
this, they said, “Listen, he’s calling Elijah.” 3¢ Someone ran, filled a sponge with wine
vinegar, put it on a staff, and offered it to Jesus to drink. “Now leave him alone. Let’s see if
Elijah comes to take him down,” he said. 3’ With a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last.

15:33-37 Jesus did not ask this question in surprise or despair. He was quoting the first line of Psalm
22. The whole psalm is a prophecy expressing the deep agony of the Messiah’s death for the world’s
sin. Jesus knew that he would be temporarily separated from God the moment he took upon himself
the sins of the world. This separation was what he had dreaded as he prayed in Gethsemane. The
physical agony was horrible, but the spiritual alienation from God was the ultimate torture.

The Visible, Immediate Results Of The Death Of Jesus — Verses 38-41

38The curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom.3°And when the
centurion, who stood there in front of Jesus, saw how he died,« he said, “Surely this man was
the Son of God!” “°Some women were watching from a distance. Among them were Mary
Magdalene, Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joseph,« and Salome. #'In Galilee
these women had followed him and cared for his needs. Many other women who had come up
with him to Jerusalem were also there.

15:38-41 A heavy curtain hung in front of the temple room called the Most Holy Place, a place
reserved by God for himself. Symbolically, the curtain separated the holy God from sinful people. The
room was entered only once a year, on the Day of Atonement, by the high priest as he made a
sacrifice to gain forgiveness for the sins of all the people. When Jesus died, the curtain was torn in
two, showing that his death for our sins had opened up the way for us to approach our holy God.

The Burial Of Jesus — Verses 42-47

42|t was Preparation Day (that is, the day before the Sabbath). So as evening approached,
43 Joseph of Arimathea, a prominent member of the Council, who was himself waiting for the
kingdom of God, went boldly to Pilate and asked for Jesus’ body. ** Pilate was surprised to
hear that he was already dead. Summoning the centurion, he asked him if Jesus had already
died. ®*When he learned from the centurion that it was so, he gave the body to Joseph. 46 So
Joseph bought some linen cloth, took down the body, wrapped it in the linen, and placed it in
a tomb cut out of rock. Then he rolled a stone against the entrance of the tomb. 4’ Mary
Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joseph saw where he was laid.

15:42-47 The Sabbath began at sundown on Friday and ended at sundown on Saturday. Jesus died
just a few hours before sundown on Friday. It was against Jewish law to do physical work or to travel
on the Sabbath. It was also against Jewish law to let a dead body remain exposed overnight
(Deuteronomy 21: 23). Joseph came to bury Jesus’ body before the Sabbath began. If Jesus had
died on the Sabbath when Joseph was unavailable, his body would have been taken down by the
Romans. Had the Romans taken Jesus’ body, no Jews could have confirmed his death, and
opponents could have disputed his resurrection.
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15:42 After Jesus died on the cross, Joseph of Arimathea asked for his body and then sealed it in a
new tomb. Although an honored member of the Sanhedrin, Joseph was a secret disciple of Jesus.
Not all the Jewish leaders hated Jesus. Joseph risked his reputation to give a proper burial to his
Lord. It is frightening to risk one’s reputation even for what is right. If your Christian witness
endangers your reputation, remember Joseph. Today he is remembered with admiration in the
Christian church. How many other members of the Sanhedrin can you name?

15:44 Pilate was surprised that Jesus had died so quickly, so he asked an officer to verify the report.
Today, in an effort to deny the Resurrection, there are those who say that Jesus didn’t really die. His
death, however, was confirmed by the centurion, Pilate, Joseph of Arimathea, the religious leaders,
and the women who witnessed his burial. Jesus suffered actual physical death on the cross.

15:46 This tomb was probably a cave carved out from a hill. It was large enough to walk into. Joseph
wrapped Jesus’ body, placed it in the tomb, and rolled a heavy stone across the entrance. The
religious leaders also watched where Jesus was buried. They stationed guards by the tomb and
sealed the stone to make sure that no one would steal Jesus’ body and claim he had risen from the
dead (Matthew 27: 62-66).

15:47 These women could do very little. They couldn’t speak before the Sanhedrin in Jesus’ defense;
they couldn’t appeal to Pilate; they couldn’t stand against the crowds; they couldn’t overpower the
Roman guards. But they did what they could. They stayed at the cross when the disciples had fled,
they followed Jesus’ body to its tomb, and they prepared spices for his body. Because these women
used the opportunities they had, they were the first to witness the Resurrection. God blessed their
devotion and diligence. As believers, we should take advantage of the opportunities we have and do
what we can for Christ, instead of worrying about what we cannot do.



