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Mark 14:53-15:20 Commentary & Notes 

1. The Big Picture 

 Theological Theme: Jesus is presented as the true, suffering Messiah and the prophesied 
Son of Man who submits to unjust human judgment, knowing he will ultimately be their 
divine judge. 

 Historical Setting: The passage covers the chaotic, final hours before the crucifixion, 
detailing Jesus’ religious trial before the Jewish Sanhedrin at night, followed immediately by 
his civil trial before the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, at dawn. 

2. Cultural Context & Key Terms 

 Sanhedrin: The ruling religious court or senate of Israel, primarily made up of chief priests, 
elders, and scribes. 

 Tearing of Clothes: An expression of extreme mourning or indignation. It was legally 
required of a high priest upon hearing the sacred name of God blasphemed. 

 Galilean Accent: Regional dialects existed in ancient Israel. Peter’s Galilean pronunciation 
gave away his identity to the Judean bystanders in the courtyard. 

 Flogging: A brutal Roman whipping using leather straps studded with bone or metal. It was 
designed to slowly torture and humiliate, and it often preceded crucifixion. 

 Barabbas: His name ironically means "son of the father." He was a violent, nationalistic 
revolutionary who committed murder during an uprising against Rome. 

3. Key Insights (Verse-by-Verse) 

 The Search for False Evidence (14:53-59): The religious leaders’ primary goal was not 
justice, but finding a way to execute Jesus. Jewish law required two witnesses to agree 
precisely for a death penalty, but the false witnesses continually contradicted each other. 

 Jesus’ Silence and Confession (14:60-65): Fulfilling prophecy, Jesus initially refuses to 
answer false charges. However, when asked directly if he is the Messiah, he boldly answers "I 
am," claiming he will one day return on the clouds as their cosmic judge. 

 The Tragic Contrast of Peter (14:66-72): While Jesus boldly confesses his identity upstairs, 
Peter cowardly denies his association with Jesus downstairs. Peter escalates from 
pretending not to understand, to formally denying Jesus, to ultimately placing a curse upon 
himself. 



Page 2 of 3 
 

 The Political Pivot (15:1-5): Because the Romans would not execute someone over a Jewish 
religious dispute like "blasphemy," the Sanhedrin changes their charge to high treason, 
accusing Jesus of claiming to be a rival political "King of the Jews." 

 Pilate’s Cowardice (15:6-15): Pilate recognizes Jesus is innocent and that the religious 
leaders are motivated by envy. However, to prevent a riot and protect his own political 
career, he caves to the mob, releasing a guilty murderer and condemning an innocent 
man. 

 The Irony of the Mockery (15:16-20): The Roman soldiers dress Jesus in a purple robe and a 
crown of thorns (likely mimicking the wreath of a Hellenistic vassal king). In their brutal 
mockery, they are unwittingly bowing to the true King. 

4. Navigating Difficult Questions 

 Why didn't Jesus defend himself against the false charges? Modern readers might view 
Jesus' silence as an admission of guilt or a sign of weakness. However, his silence fulfilled Old 
Testament prophecy about the suffering servant (Isaiah 53). Furthermore, refusing to 
answer was an established ancient model for a martyr showing contempt for a corrupt 
judge and an illegitimate trial. 

 Did Peter use foul language when he denied Jesus? The text notes that Peter began to 
"curse and swear." Modern readers might assume he was using profanity. In reality, he was 
using a legal oath formula—invoking a divine curse upon his own head to swear to God that 
he was not lying about his ignorance of Jesus. 

 Why was Jesus' response considered blasphemy? A modern listener might wonder why 
simply claiming to be the Messiah was a death-penalty offense. Jesus did more than claim 
a royal title; by stating he would sit at the right hand of "Power" and ride on the clouds 
(combining Daniel 7 and Psalm 110), he was claiming cosmic, divine authority. The high priest 
viewed this as dishonoring God by claiming rights belonging exclusively to Yahweh. 

 Who is actually responsible for Jesus' death? The interplay between the Jewish leaders, the 
crowd, and Pilate can be confusing and historically sensitive. The text points to a corrupt 
religious aristocracy acting out of envy to protect their temple establishment. The crowd 
shouting "Crucify him" was likely made up of local Judeans swayed by these leaders, not the 
Galilean pilgrims who had welcomed Jesus earlier in the week. Finally, Pilate—historically 
known as a cruel governor who despised the Jews—ultimately ordered the execution not 
out of justice, but out of political expedience to prevent a riot. 

5. Application Angles 
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 The Contrast in Dealing with Pressure: The narrative sets up a stark contrast between 
Jesus, who remains faithful to the truth even when it costs him his life, and both Peter and 
Pilate, who compromise the truth due to fear and political convenience. This highlights the 
universal human temptation to abandon convictions when faced with public pressure, 
physical danger, or the desire to save face. 

 The Gospel of Substitution: The exchange of Jesus for Barabbas provides a vivid, real-life 
picture of substitutionary grace. Barabbas, a guilty and violent rebel who actually 
committed the crimes Jesus is accused of, is granted absolute freedom. In his place, Jesus, 
the innocent Son of God, takes the punishment of the cross, illustrating the core mechanism 
of the gospel. 


