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Mark 15:33-41 The Death of Jesus   

 

Discussion: When you consider Creation and the powerful forces in natural events, do you find a 

beauty and awesomeness that inspires you to ponder the presence of God in these things? 

 

Mark 15 Matthew 27 Luke 23 
The death of Jesus 
33 At noon, darkness came 
over the whole land until three 
in the afternoon. 34 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?’).  

The death of Jesus 
45 From noon until three in the 
afternoon darkness came over 
all the land. 46 About three in 
the afternoon Jesus cried out in 
a loud voice, ‘Eli, Eli, lema 
sabachthani?’ (which means 
‘My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?’).  

The death of Jesus 
44 It was now about noon, and 
darkness came over the whole 
land until three in the 
afternoon, 45 for the sun 
stopped shining.  
 
 

35 When some of those 
standing near heard this, they 
said, ‘Listen, he’s calling Elijah.’  

47 When some of those 
standing there heard this, they 
said, ‘He’s calling Elijah.’  

 
 
 

36 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.  

48 Immediately one of them 
ran and got a sponge. He filled 
it with wine vinegar, put it on a 
staff, and offered it to Jesus to 
drink. 49 The rest said, ‘Now 
leave him alone. Let’s see if 
Elijah comes to save him.’  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

37 With a loud cry, Jesus 
breathed his last. 38 The 
curtain of the temple was torn 
in two from top to bottom.  
 
 

50 And when Jesus had cried 
out again in a loud voice, he 
gave up his spirit. 51 At that 
moment the curtain of the 
temple was torn in two from 
top to bottom.  

And the curtain of the temple 
was torn in two. 46 Jesus called 
out with a loud voice, ‘Father, 
into your hands I commit my 
spirit.’ When he had said this, 
he breathed his last. 

  
 
 

The earth shook, the rocks split 
52 and the tombs broke open. 
The bodies of many holy 
people who had died were 
raised to life. 53 They came out 
of the tombs after Jesus’ 
resurrection and went into the 
holy city and appeared to many 
people. 
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Mark 15 Matthew 27 Luke 23 
39 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!’  
 
 
 

54 When the centurion and 
those with him who were 
guarding Jesus saw the 
earthquake and all that had 
happened, they were 
terrified, and exclaimed, 
‘Surely he was the Son of 
God!’  

47 The centurion, seeing what 
had happened, praised God 
and said, ‘Surely this was a 
righteous man.’ 48 When all 
the people who had gathered 
to witness this sight saw what 
took place, they beat their 
breasts and went away.  

40 Some women were watching 
from a distance. Among them 
were Mary Magdalene, Mary the 
mother of James the younger and 
of Joseph, and Salome. 41 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. 

55 Many women were there, 
watching from a distance. 
They had followed Jesus 
from Galilee to care for his 
needs. 56 Among them were 
Mary Magdalene, Mary the 
mother of James and Joseph, 
and the mother of Zebedee’s 
sons. 

49 But all those who knew him, 
including the women who had 
followed him from Galilee, 
stood at a distance, watching 
these things. 

Comparison 
• All three Synoptics report that the sky darkened at noon, three hours after Jesus had 

been placed on the cross. The darkness lasted another three hours until 3 p.m., when 

Jesus was heard to cry out to God the Father. 

• Onlookers believed he began calling out to Elijah. They offered Jesus a drink and then 

waited to see what happened next.  

• When Jesus breathed his last breath, the three Synoptics record that the Temple curtain 

was torn in two, with Mark and Matthew adding that it was from the top to the bottom.  

• Matthew adds further detail about people being raised from their graves and entering 

the city, which many witnessed.  

• The three Synoptics record the reaction of the centurion tasked with guarding Jesus. 

• The women who witnessed the crucifixion are named in the Synoptics. 

John’s Gospel offers further insights into what happened at the cross. 
 

John 19 
25 Near the cross of Jesus stood his mother, his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, 
and Mary Magdalene. 26 When Jesus saw his mother there, and the disciple whom he 
loved standing nearby, he said to her, “Woman, here is your son,” 27 and to the 
disciple, “Here is your mother.” From that time on, this disciple took her into his home. 
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John 19 
The Death of Jesus 
28 Later, knowing that everything had now been finished, and so that Scripture would be 
fulfilled, Jesus said, “I am thirsty.” 29 A jar of wine vinegar was there, so they soaked a 
sponge in it, put the sponge on a stalk of the hyssop plant, and lifted it to Jesus’ 
lips. 30 When he had received the drink, Jesus said, “It is finished.” With that, he bowed 
his head and gave up his spirit. 
31 Now it was the day of Preparation, and the next day was to be a special Sabbath. 
Because the Jewish leaders did not want the bodies left on the crosses during the Sabbath, 
they asked Pilate to have the legs broken and the bodies taken down. 32 The soldiers 
therefore came and broke the legs of the first man who had been crucified with Jesus, and 
then those of the other. 33 But when they came to Jesus and found that he was already 
dead, they did not break his legs. 34 Instead, one of the soldiers pierced Jesus’ side with a 
spear, bringing a sudden flow of blood and water. 35 The man who saw it has given 
testimony, and his testimony is true. He knows that he tells the truth, and he testifies so 
that you also may believe. 36 These things happened so that the scripture would be 
fulfilled: “Not one of his bones will be broken,” 37 and, as another scripture says, “They 
will look on the one they have pierced.” 

• We learn from John’s Gospel that Mary, the mother of Jesus, was present and to 

whom Jesus gave into the care of the beloved disciple John, who was also present.    

• John also mentions the wine vinegar drink offered to Jesus, after which Jesus said, “It 

is finished,” and then he died.  

• There was pressure from the Jewish leaders to remove the bodies of Jesus and those 

crucified with him because of the approaching Sabbath, which would start at 6 pm. 

The legs of the two criminals were broken to hasten their deaths, but Jesus was 

found to be already dead.  To test whether this was the case, Jesus was pierced with 

a spear, and John explains how these events fulfilled scripture.  

Context 
• Earlier, the Sanhedrin had handed Jesus over to Pilate at daybreak (about 6 am), but by 

9 am, Jesus had been nailed to the cross. During those three hours, Pilate questioned 

Jesus and then offered the crowds a choice of freedom for either Jesus or the criminal 

Barabbas. Jesus had then been mocked and scourged by Pilate’s soldiers, and finally, 

Jesus had borne his cross through the streets to the place of execution (15:1-28).  

• For the next three hours until midday, with Jesus now on the cross, he was mocked by 

the passers-by, the Jewish religious leaders and even those crucified alongside him 

(Mark 15:29-32).   
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Key Points 
• At noon, all three Synoptics report that darkness enveloped “the whole land” (which is 

probably best interpreted to refer to “the land of Judea”).67 Darkness is often used 

throughout scripture, both literally and metaphorically, to indicate an act of divine 

judgement (Amos 8:9, Deut. 28:29, Is 13:9-10, 24:23, Jer. 4:28, 13:16, 15:9, Ez. 32:7-8, 

Joel 2:10, 31, 3:15, Zeph. 1:15, Mark 13:24-35, Acts 2:20, Rev 6:12, and so on).68 Mark’s 

account would suggest a literal darkening of the sky, but the Synoptics do not attempt 

to explain its cause other than Luke’s “the sun stopped shining”. A solar eclipse was not 

possible as the Passover occurs at the time of the full moon.69,70 

• After six hours on the cross, Jesus cried out loudly at 3 p.m., ‘Eloi, Eloi, lema 

sabachthani?’ Mark and Matthew translate this from the Aramaic.  
 

Going Deeper:  Psalm 22:1 The Cry of Jesus from the Cross 

The words Jesus cried out are the opening verse of Psalm 22, which means ‘My God, my God, 

why have you forsaken me?’. In this Psalm, King David cried out to God to save him from his 

enemies. At that moment, he felt abandoned by God, and yet as the Psalm progresses, David 

recognised that God did not abandon him, and so it becomes a song of praise from David to 

God for rescuing him. Psalm 22 has been associated with other individuals, such as Esther, and 

more generally the plight of the Jewish people at times of  distress, such as the Exile.  In crying 

out these words, we witness Jesus’ agony on the cross which went beyond the physical pain of 

crucifixion to the far greater experience for Jesus of full alienation from the Father as he bore 

the sins of the world, a ransom for many.71     

 “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the 

righteousness of God.”   2 Cor 5:21 

 

The Psalm demonstrates how God does hear the voice of the afflicted, that he never abandons 

them, and is with them every step of the way. Having started with despair, the servant of God 

finds himself rescued and finally triumphant.  This had always been part of God’s plan:72 
“God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins against 

them.”  2 Cor 5:19a 
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Going Deeper:  Psalm 22 in the Passion of Jesus 

Psalm 22 is woven throughout the narrative of God’s plan being carried out, depicting the 

suffering of God’s faithful servant:73 The Psalm echoes throughout the Passion narrative. 

 Psalm  Mark Matthew Luke John Theme 
22:1 15:34 27:46       Jesus cried “Why have you 

forsaken me?”74 

22:7  15:20 
15:29-30  

27:31 
27:39-40 

     Mocked by Romans, passers-
by, and Jewish leaders .75 

22:7-8  15:31-32 
15:36 

27:42-43  
27:49  

     Will Elijah (or God) save him, 
as he can’t save himself.76 

22:16-17  15:25 27:35 23:33 19:18 
19:37  

 They pierced Jesus hands and 
feet (crucifixion).  

22:18  15:24 27:35  23:34 19:23-24   Diving his clothes by casting 
lots.77 

22:31       19:30   As he died, Jesus declared “It 
is finished” 

  
 

• “Crying out to Elijah” was a Jewish tradition that the prophet would come to rescue the 

righteous in times of crisis (Mal. 4:5, 2Kings 2:11).78,79,80  

• Offering a sponge soaked in wine vinegar on a staff indicates that Jesus was crucified 

sufficiently high off the ground to be beyond reach by hand.81 It may have been offered 

by a Jewish bystander in the hope of keeping Jesus alive to witness the arrival of Elijah, 

but it may well have been simple mockery.82,83,84 

• At the moment of Jesus’ death, the Temple veil was torn in two, a curtain Josephus 

described as a magnificent Babylonian tapestry eighty feet tall.85 While unexplained in 

Mark, it probably signifies the moment after which the followers of Jesus gained direct 

access to the Father.86 This is undoubtedly how the writer of Hebrews perceived it (Heb. 

6:19, 9:3, 10:19-20).87,88 Furthermore, it refuted the mockery of the Jewish leadership 

and foreshadowed the end of the Temple on which their power and influence 

depended.89 No human hand could have torn the curtain downwards from the top. It 

indicates the end of the old system of the Temple and its replacement by the Son of 

Man.90,91 
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• In the same manner that the curtain was torn at the conclusion of Jesus’ earthly 

ministry, we are reminded how that ministry began with the heavens being torn open 

at the moment of Jesus’ baptism and the Holy Spirit descending with a voice from 

heaven declaring Jesus to be God’s Son (Mark 1:10-11).92,93 

• Matthew’s additional text (27:51b-53) does not appear in the other Gospel accounts 

but offers an intriguing insight into events over those few days, where something like 

an earthquake broke open the tombs. Two days later, after Jesus’ resurrection, many 

holy people were raised from death and appeared to people in the city of Jerusalem.94 

This would have been pious Jews or possibly just the followers of Jesus who had already 

died. Matthew doesn’t explain further.  But it does indicate the power behind Jesus’ 

resurrection, that the presence of this power might spill over to others, causing them to 

be raised as well.  

• It is unlikely the centurion (the Greek implies he was the non-Jewish leader of the 

execution squad) would have seen the tearing of the Temple curtain as the site of the 

execution was outside the city walls. It is more likely that his confession of Jesus as the 

Son of God would have been in reaction to the multitude of events, both cosmic and 

geological, that occurred over these hours and particularly at the moment of Jesus’ 

death.95,96,97 Importantly, it is a Gentile declaring that Jesus is the Son of God, the first 

person (other than the Disciples) to do so.98 

• The presence of the women binds together the concluding scenes of Mark’s Gospel; 

they were there to see what happened at the cross, and as we shall see, they observed 

the location of Jesus’ burial and, in Mark, would be the sole witnesses to his 

resurrection.99 Readers of Mark would have been surprised that the primarily male 

followers in the Gospel, so far, are almost entirely supplanted by women in the 

concluding verses of his Gospel.  It points to something new occurring in the movement 

begun by Jesus, which contrasted strongly with the male-dominated culture of the 1st 

century.100 It is to them first that the message of the resurrection is entrusted. 
 

Discussion:  How would Mark’s original readers have reacted to the prominence of Gentiles and 

of women at such an important and transitional moment, as Jesus dies and a new era begins?  

 


