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Mark 15:1-15 Jesus is tried by Pilate   

 

Discussion: Have you ever been unjustly accused of something? How did you react?  

 
 

Mark 15 Matthew 27 Luke 23 
Jesus before Pilate 
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.  

Jesus before Pilate 
1 Early in the morning, all the 
chief priests and the elders of 
the people made their plans 
how to have Jesus executed. 
2 So they bound him, led him 
away and handed him over to 
Pilate the governor.  

 
1 Then the whole assembly rose 
and led him off to Pilate. 2 And 
they began to accuse him, 
saying, ‘We have found this man 
subverting our nation. He 
opposes payment of taxes to 
Caesar and claims to be 
Messiah, a king.’  

2 ‘Are you the king of the Jews?’ 
asked Pilate. ‘You have said so,’ 
Jesus replied.  
 

11 Meanwhile Jesus stood 
before the governor, and the 
governor asked him, ‘Are you 
the king of the Jews?’ ‘You have 
said so,’ Jesus replied.  

3 So Pilate asked Jesus, ‘Are you 
the king of the Jews?’ ‘You have 
said so,’ Jesus replied.  

3 The 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.’ 5 But 
Jesus still made no reply, and 
Pilate was amazed.   

12 When he was accused by the 
chief priests and the elders, he 
gave no answer. 13 Then Pilate 
asked him, ‘Don’t you hear the 
testimony they are bringing 
against you?’ 14 But Jesus made 
no reply, not even to a single 
charge – to the great 
amazement of the governor.  

 
4 Then Pilate announced to the 
chief priests and the crowd, ‘I 
find no basis for a charge 
against this man.’ 5 But they 
insisted, ‘He stirs up the people 
all over Judea by his teaching. 
He started in Galilee and has 
come all the way here.’  

6 Now it was the custom at the 
festival to release a prisoner 
whom the people requested. 
7 A man called Barabbas was in 
prison with the rebels who had 
committed murder in the 
uprising. 8 The crowd came up 
and asked Pilate to do for them 
what he usually did. 9 ‘Do you 
want me to release to you the 
king of the Jews?’ asked Pilate, 
10 knowing it was out of self-
interest that the chief priests 
had handed Jesus over to him.    

 15 Now it was the governor’s 
custom at the festival to release 
a prisoner chosen by the crowd. 
16 At that time they had a well-
known prisoner whose name 
was Jesus Barabbas. 17 So when 
the crowd had gathered, Pilate 
asked them, ‘Which one do you 
want me to release to you: Jesus 
Barabbas, or Jesus who is called 
the Messiah?’ 18 For he knew it 
was out of self-interest that 
they had handed Jesus over to 
him. 

 13 Pilate called together the 
chief priests, the rulers and the 
people, 14 and said to them, 
‘You brought me this man as 
one who was inciting the people 
to rebellion. I have examined 
him in your presence and have 
found no basis for your charges 
against him. 15 Neither has 
Herod, for he sent him back to 
us; as you can see, he has done 
nothing to deserve death. 
16 Therefore, I will punish him 
and then release him.’    

 67 
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Mark 15 Matthew 27 Luke 23 
 
 
 
   
  

19 While Pilate was sitting on the 
judge’s seat, his wife sent him this 
message: ‘Don’t have anything to 
do with that innocent man, for I 
have suffered a great deal today in 
a dream because of him.’  

  
 
 
 
 
 

11 But the chief priests 
stirred up the crowd to get 
Pilate to release Barabbas 
instead. 12 ‘What shall I do, 
then, with the one you call 
the king of the Jews?’ Pilate 
asked them. 13 ‘Crucify 
him!’ they shouted.  
 

20 But the chief priests and the 
elders persuaded the crowd to ask 
for Barabbas and to have Jesus 
executed. 21 ‘Which of the two do 
you want me to release to you?’ 
asked the governor. ‘Barabbas,’ 
they answered. 22 ‘What shall I do, 
then, with Jesus who is called the 
Messiah?’ Pilate asked. They all 
answered, ‘Crucify him!’  

18 But the whole crowd 
shouted, ‘Away with this man! 
Release Barabbas to us!’ 
19 (Barabbas had been thrown 
into prison for an insurrection 
in the city, and for murder.) 
20 Wanting to release Jesus, 
Pilate appealed to them again. 
21 But they kept shouting, 
‘Crucify him! Crucify him!’  

14 ‘Why? What crime has 
he committed?’ asked 
Pilate. But they shouted all 
the louder, ‘Crucify him!’  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

23 ‘Why? What crime has he 
committed?’ asked Pilate. But they 
shouted all the louder, ‘Crucify 
him!’ 24 When Pilate saw that he 
was getting nowhere, but that 
instead an uproar was starting, he 
took water and washed his hands 
in front of the crowd. ‘I am 
innocent of this man’s blood,’ he 
said. ‘It is your responsibility!’  

22 For the third time he spoke 
to them: ‘Why? What crime 
has this man committed? I 
have found in him no grounds 
for the death penalty. 
Therefore I will have him 
punished and then release 
him.’ 23 But with loud shouts 
they insistently demanded that 
he be crucified, and their 
shouts prevailed.   

  25 All the people answered, ‘His 
blood is on us and on our children!’  

 

15 Wanting to satisfy the 
crowd, Pilate released 
Barabbas to them. He had 
Jesus flogged, and handed 
him over to be crucified.   

26 Then he released Barabbas to 
them. But he had Jesus flogged, 
and handed him over to be 
crucified. 
 
 

24 So Pilate decided to grant 
their demand. 25 He released 
the man who had been thrown 
into prison for insurrection and 
murder, the one they asked 
for, and surrendered Jesus to 
their will.  

Comparison 
• Mark and Matthew state that it was very early in the morning when the Sanhedrin had 

Jesus bound and sent to Pilate. Luke informs us of the false charges that would justify 

the interest of the Romans rather than it being simply a Jewish matter.  

• Matt 27:3-10 contains additional verses where we learn that Judas hung himself. 
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• In all three Synoptics, these accusations prompt Pilate to ask whether Jesus is “king of 

the Jews”. However, Jesus refuses to respond to any of the accusations brought by the 

Jewish leaders who are present. Luke 23:6-12 adds that Pilate also sent Jesus to Herod 

for his opinion. Luke tells us that Pilate found no basis for the charges brought against 

Jesus and intended to release him.  

• In Mark and Matthew, Pilate attempts to release Jesus based on the Passover custom of 

freeing a prisoner, offering Barabbas and Jesus to the gathered crowd. Matthew reports 

on the intervention of Pilate’s wife, who had a dream about Jesus. 

• The three Synoptics continue to show Pilate’s wish to release Jesus. Still, the Jewish 

leadership stirred up the crowd such that they demanded the release of Barabbas and 

the crucifixion of Jesus. Ultimately, Pilate gives way to the demands of the crowd and 

hands Jesus over to his soldiers for flogging and then crucifixion.  

• The parallel verses from John’s Gospel add further insights into these events: 

John 18:28 Then the Jewish leaders took Jesus from Caiaphas to the palace of the Roman 
governor. By now it was early morning, and to avoid ceremonial uncleanness they did not enter the 
palace, because they wanted to be able to eat the Passover. 29 So Pilate came out to them and 
asked, “What charges are you bringing against this man?” 30 “If he were not a criminal,” they 
replied, “we would not have handed him over to you.” 31 Pilate said, “Take him yourselves and 
judge him by your own law.” “But we have no right to execute anyone,” they objected. 32 This took 
place to fulfill what Jesus had said about the kind of death he was going to die.  
33 Pilate then went back inside the palace, summoned Jesus and asked him, “Are you the king of 
the Jews?” 34 “Is that your own idea,” Jesus asked, “or did others talk to you about me?” 35 “Am I a 
Jew?” Pilate replied. “Your own people and chief priests handed you over to me. What is it you have 
done?” 36 Jesus said, “My kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight to 
prevent my arrest by the Jewish leaders. But now my kingdom is from another place.” 37 “You are a 
king, then!” said Pilate. Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. In fact, the reason I was born 
and came into the world is to testify to the truth. Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.” 
38 “What is truth?” retorted Pilate.  
With this he went out again to the Jews gathered there and said, “I find no basis for a charge 
against him. 39 But it is your custom for me to release to you one prisoner at the time of the 
Passover. Do you want me to release ‘the king of the Jews’?” 40 They shouted back, “No, not him! 
Give us Barabbas!” Now Barabbas had taken part in an uprising.  
John 19:1 Then Pilate took Jesus and had him flogged…. 4 Once more Pilate came out and said to 
the Jews gathered there, “Look, I am bringing him out to you to let you know that I find no basis for 
a charge against him.” 5 When Jesus came out wearing the crown of thorns and the purple 
robe, Pilate said to them, “Here is the man!” 6 As soon as the chief priests and their officials saw 
him, they shouted, “Crucify! Crucify!” But Pilate answered, “You take him and crucify him. As for 
me, I find no basis for a charge against him.”  
7 The Jewish leaders insisted, “We have a law, and according to that law he must die, because he 
claimed to be the Son of God.” 8 When Pilate heard this, he was even more afraid, 9 and he went 
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back inside the palace. “Where do you come from?” he asked Jesus, but Jesus gave him no 
answer. 10 “Do you refuse to speak to me?” Pilate said. “Don’t you realize I have power either to 
free you or to crucify you?” 11 Jesus answered, “You would have no power over me if it were not 
given to you from above. Therefore the one who handed me over to you is guilty of a greater sin.”  
12 From then on, Pilate tried to set Jesus free, but the Jewish leaders kept shouting, “If you let this 
man go, you are no friend of Caesar. Anyone who claims to be a king opposes Caesar.” 13 When 
Pilate heard this, he brought Jesus out and sat down on the judge’s seat at a place known as the 
Stone Pavement (which in Aramaic is Gabbatha).  
14 It was the day of Preparation of the Passover; it was about noon. “Here is your king,” Pilate said 
to the Jews. 15 But they shouted, “Take him away! Take him away! Crucify him!” “Shall I crucify 
your king?” Pilate asked. “We have no king but Caesar,” the chief priests answered. 16 Finally Pilate 
handed him over to them to be crucified. 

• John’s Gospel echoes the Synoptic theme of Pilate looking for ways to release Jesus, 

having found no basis for the charges against him. The choice of Jesus versus Barabbas 

is also presented, but Pilate finds himself caught by the Jewish leaders’ assertion that 

any declaration of kingship is to take a stand against Caesar. We also observe further 

discussion between Pilate and Jesus about the nature of that kingship.       

Context 
• The Roman workday began at dawn, including trials (held shortly after sunrise).1,2,3 

• Pilate governed Judea from AD 26 until AD 36 and had the official title of Prefect.4,5 He 

usually resided in the Roman regional capital city of Caesarea Maritima on the 

Mediterranean coast but came to Jerusalem for the Passover festival, probably staying 

at Herod’s palace during his visit.6,7 He was a harsh and dogmatic leader, brutal and 

often insensitive to Jewish customs, which resulted in many uprisings and riots 

throughout his tenure.8 His portrayal in the Gospels may have understated these 

characteristics so as not to offend Rome, as Mark was written later to the Christians in 

Rome who were under even greater persecution by Nero.9  

Key Points 
• Judas’s betrayal of Jesus and the other Disciples’ denial now recede into the 

background as the Gospel concentrates on Jesus.10    

• The charge of blasphemy would have been of no significance to Pilate, but a charge of 

someone proclaiming themselves “king” would have gained Pilate’s attention.11 Luke 

notes that the religious charges were translated into treasonable ones.12,13,14 
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• When Pilate asked, “Are you King of the Jews?” Jesus’ answer was neither a denial nor 

an affirmation. It is possibly best understood as saying, “You would do well to consider 

the question” or “Yes, but not quite in the sense you have asked it.”15 More of that 

theological discussion is recorded in John’s Gospel. 

• When Jesus refused to respond to the accusations brought by the Jewish leaders, Pilate 

marvelled at his silence. He offered no defence, reminding us again of Isaiah 53:7.16   

• The uprising by Barabbas is not recorded outside the gospels, nor the tradition of 

releasing a prisoner at the festival, although Pilate certainly had the sole authority to 

decide as he saw fit.17,18 Pilate likely saw this as an opportunity to release Jesus.19 

• Pilate recognised that it was out of envy (not zeal) that the Sanhedrin wished to be rid 

of Jesus and had therefore brought these charges (v10), spearheaded by the chief 

priests who incited the crowds instead to demand the release of Barabbas (v11).20  

• Although there was only a single chief priest in office, previous people who had held the 

role retained the title. Annas, who held the position from AD 6 to AD 15, had five sons, 

all of whom held the post. Caiaphas, his son-in-law, had the position from AD 18 to AD 

36. This was a very influential family representing a very considerable power bloc.21 

• Mark 15:13 is the first explicit mention of crucifixion in Mark’s Gospel.22 

• Finally, Pilate gives in to the demands of the crowd, demonstrating that for all his 

apparent power, it made politically more sense to acquiesce to the schemes of the 

Jewish leadership and have Jesus killed, first handing him over to the savagery of 

Roman flogging.23,24,25 It was intended to speed up death on a cross, but it was itself 

such a brutal punishment that some prisoners died before reaching the cross.26,27 

• Blaming the outcome on the Jews, however, does not exonerate the Romans from 

blame. Pilate allowed the execution even though he sensed Jesus was innocent.28,29 

• In his trial before the Sanhedrin, Jesus acknowledged that he was the Christ, the 

Messiah, and the Son of God, and then Pilate referred to him as the King of the Jews. 

We note the common elements of questions, silence, and affirmation in both 

encounters.30 Jesus is innocent and goes to the cross; Barabbas is guilty and goes free. 

Discussion:  Can you think of any public figures, good and bad, where the crowds seem to support 

the wrong one, regardless of the weight of evidence (as happened with Jesus and Barabbas)? 
 


