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Mark 15:1-20 Two kings

Today we continue our journey to the cross with Jesus as witnessed by Peter and told
to the writer Mark. We took a detour away from Jesus in our last sermon as we saw
Peter at his greatest point of failure as three times he denied that he knew Jesus. But
today we return to what is happening to Jesus in Mark 15:1-20 and we find him at the
second trial which takes place immediately before his crucifixion. In this second trial we
see two rulers, one human and one God, and the weak human ruler sends the king of the
universe to his death, as the people of God reject their true king. To set the stage for
this trial, remember that Jesus has been arrested the night before. He is taken to an
illegal religious trial conducted by the Jewish leaders. That trial ended with Jesus himself
giving them the religious justification that they needed to condemn him to death by
proclaiming what they interpreted as blasphemy. We read his response in Mark 14:61-
62, Again the high priest asked him, “Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?” 62
And Jesus said, “| am, and you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of
Power, and coming with the clouds of heaven.” Jesus was clearly claiming to be God as
well as the Messiah, and this led to Jesus being condemned to die. The problem was
that the Sanhedrin didn’t actually have the right legally to condemn someone to death,
so they needed the Roman governor to approve Jesus’s death and actually sentence him
to die. With that said, let’s look at this passage.

We’ll begin by reading verses 1-5 of Mark 15 where we see Jesus, the king of the
universe in silence. 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. > And Pilate asked him, “Are you the
King of the Jews?” And he answered him, “You have said so.” > And the chief priests
accused him of many things. * And Pilate again asked him, “Have you no answer to
make? See how many charges they bring against you.” ° But Jesus made no further
answer, so that Pilate was amazed. Since the Sanhedrin, the Jewish leaders, did not
have the right to put Jesus to death, they decide to take him right away to the leader
who could, the Roman governor, Pilate. Now, Pilate is a man that history does not look
well upon. He was the Roman governor for 10 years from AD26-36. The Jewish
population already did not like the rule of the Roman government, but Pilate added to
that animosity by his actions. He was a Roman citizen who was from the Roman upper
middle class from the clan of Pontii, which is why you see him named as Pontius Pilate in
other gospel accounts. He did things that offended the Jews like parade a military
insignia into the city of Jerusalem with the Emperor’s image on it. He also confiscated or
stole money from the temple’s funds and used them to fund an aqueduct. Jewish
historians Philo and Josephus both portray him as corrupt and cruel. He had full control
of all the local Roman military assets and would use them to respond to the smallest
issue. Eventually that overreaction would lead to the Roman government removing him
from his position and recalling him to Rome, where some records indicate he may have
been executed by Nero.

This was the Roman governor who Jesus now stood before. This cruel man had one job
in the eyes of the Roman government who he reported to - keep peace in the region. He
was to stop insurrection against the Roman government. So, although it was not a crime
to claim to be the Messiah as | mentioned 3 weeks ago, the Jewish authorities could use
the popular understanding of a political Messiah coming to free Israel from the grip of
Rome to levee charges of political sedition against Jesus. The Messiah by popular



understanding would be the king from David’s line that would be the true king of Israel,
the king of the Jews. We see this clearly in the more detailed description of what verse
3 calls “many things” they accused Jesus of in Luke 23:2. And they began to accuse
him, saying, “We found this man misleading our nation and forbidding us to give tribute
to Caesar, and saying that he himself is Christ, a king.” Remember Christ is the term for
Messiah. Of course, any king that would come against Rome would need to be destroyed
to keep peace within the Roman Empire, this “Pax Romana” that they had built. So Pilate
hearing the charges that this man had proclaimed himself to be what the Jewish
religious leaders were characterizing as king who had come to free Israel from Rome ask
Jesus about this in a direct way. “Are you the King of the Jews?” Now we know from the
other gospels that Jesus makes more statements before his death, but Mark uniquely
shows him as silent before the ones who crucify him. In fact after his answer to Pilate,
Jesus will not say another word in the book of Mark until verse 34 when he is hanging
on the cross and says his final words just before dying. So Jesus gives his last response
he will give and after that silence in verse 2, You have said so.” The focus on his
response is the pronoun, “You.” It is more a provocative remark along the lines of “You
yourself should consider this.” Jesus didn’t deny that he was the Messiah, the king of
the Jews, but he was challenging Pilate to consider what it would mean if that was true.
But after that, the king of the universe was silent until he willingly laid down his life on a
cross. So, we read in verse 5, But Jesus made no further answer, so that Pilate was
amazed. An ancient church Pastor and martyr, Justin said this was “not a silence of
defeat, but a silence of surrender to God’s sovereignty in the passion” This was about
following God’s will, not an earthly ruler exerting his authority over Jesus. Just as it was
prophesied about the Messiah in Isaiah 53:7, He was oppressed, and he was afflicted,
yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep
that before its shearers is silent, so he opened not his mouth.

With Jesus, as the silent king on trial before those whom he created, the focus is now all
on this human ruler, Pilate. And what we see in this cruel man is a reluctance to put
Jesus to death, but a weakness at his core that cares more about the will of the people
rather than doing what is right, because this human king is weak. Let’s read verses 6-
15 together. °Now at the feast he used to release for them one prisoner for whom they
asked. " And among the rebels in prison, who had committed murder in the insurrection,
there was a man called Barabbas. 8 And the crowd came up and began to ask Pilate to
do as he usually did for them.® And he answered them, saying, “Do you want me to
release for you the King of the Jews?” '°For he perceived that it was out of envy that
the chief priests had delivered him up. ' But the chief priests stirred up the crowd to
have him release for them Barabbas instead.'? And Pilate again said to them, “Then what
shall | do with the man you call the King of the Jews?” '° And they cried out again,
“Crucify him.” "* And Pilate said to them, “Why? What evil has he done?” But they
shouted all the more, “Crucify him.” '°So Pilate, wishing to satisfy the crowd, released
for them Barabbas, and having scourged Jesus, he delivered him to be crucified. What
we don’t see here in Mark is that there is an additional trial that happens at the next
higher level of Roman government between verses 5-6. Luke tells us that Pilate tries to
get himself out of this situation by sending Jesus to King Herod, who rules over the area
of Galilee instead. But Herod also wants nothing to do with this, and says he can’t find
any reason to put him to death and sends him back to Pilate. That is where verse 6
picks up. It seems like there is a tradition where the local ruler can pardon a prisoner at
this time each year, so Pilate sees another way out of this situation. The problem is that



he clearly sees that Jesus is not guilty of what the religious leaders are accusing him of.
He is not trying to overthrow the government and proclaim himself king, and the
religious leaders are twisting what he said to paint him as a rebel leading an insurrection.

So, these religious leaders stir up the crowds against the Messiah they claim to look for
and the God they claim to worship. And they convince them to call for the release not of
Jesus, but an actual insurrectionist who committed murder trying to overthrow the
government. Mark wants to make it clear that Pilate does not believe that Jesus is guilty
of anything deserving crucifixion, but he is a morally weak man, without the courage to
stand against the injustice being stirred up by the Jewish religious leaders. So, he tells
us in verse 10, For he perceived that it was out of envy that the chief priests had
delivered him up. So, he gives in to the crowds and releases Barabbas while ordering the
crucifixion of Jesus. But he does not turn over Jesus to the military for crucifixion before
also scourging him. We should not miss the torture that takes place even before the
crucifixion. Flogging or Scourging someone was the cruel and savage way that the
Romans would prepare someone to be killed by crucifixion. My goal is not to give
children nightmares today, but because we live a modern society that has rejected the
inhumane ways that people were executed in years past, we need to understand what
was happening here. The prisoner, in this case Jesus, would have been stripped of their
clothing and tied to a post. While tied and unable to move, they would be beaten with a
leather whip which had bits of bone or metal woven into the strips of leather. There was
no limit on how many strokes could be delivered by the one delivering the punishment,
and people often died from this torture alone. The whip was long and would wrap
around the person’s body and as it was pulled back would tear off flesh and leave open
and bleeding wounds. It was so gruesome to even watch that women would never be
forced to watch it nor would they subject women to it ever. It was done so that the
process of death from crucifixion would come sooner.

And this was not the end of the torture even leading up to the cross, as Jesus the
silent but true king is rejected and mocked. Look at verses 16-20."° And the soldiers
led him away inside the palace (that is, the governor's headquarters),” and they called
together the whole battalion.” '” And they clothed him in a purple cloak, and twisting
together a crown of thorns, they put it on him. '* And they began to salute him, “Hail,
King of the Jews!” '® And they were striking his head with a reed and spitting on him
and kneeling down in homage to him. ** And 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. Before leading him away for crucifixion, the Roman soldiers now mock the king of
the universe with a crown made out of middle eastern thorns probably 5 centimeters in
length beat down into his head with multiple blows of a stick, a reed... think something
like bamboo. They place a purple cloak, the color of royalty on his torn and bleeding
back and sides in order to mock the one they saw as a fake and self-proclaimed king.
This isn’t just a few soldiers involved in this action. This group described as a battalion
in verse 16 is about 600 soldiers. The focus here in Mark, though, is not actually the
physical pain, but this mocking spectacle that is made of Jesus. This is more than just
carrying out an execution, it is a mockery of God’s Son, a rejection of who he is by all of
those involved.

And why is all of this happening? Acts 2:23 tells us. This Jesus, delivered up according
to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of
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lawless men. Jesus is being delivered up to Pilate, delivered over to the soldiers, beaten,
mocked, rejected, because God the Father himself has planned for this to happen to his
only son for one singular purpose. John 3:16 tells us, 16 “For God so loved the world,
that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have
eternal life. That purpose is to glorify himself by saving people from their sin. His love
for those he created and predestined to be his people drove the Father’s plan and the
Son’s obedience to that plan that would be complete on the cross and proclaimed by the
resurrection. You and | all have a problem. We were created by a holy and righteous
God, who made us in his image and called us to bring glory to himself as image bearers
caring for this world He created. But the first human sinned and as our “federal head”
representing all of humanity brought the curse of sin and with it death on all of us.
Romans 5:12 says, 12 Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and
death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned— But from the
very beginning, starting with the Adamic covenant, God promised this first sinner, Adam,
that Messiah a Savior would come who would crush Satan’s head for us all. Just as
Adam failed, that Savior would succeed as a perfectly holy human who would represent
us before a holy God and perfectly keep God’s law. And all through the Old Testament
time after time we learn more and more about this Savior until finally in the New
Testament he is revealed as Jesus Christ who the apostle John describes in John 1:29
as “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.” And the reason he can take
away our sin is because when he hangs on that cross, God the father places on his
perfect holy son all the sin of humanity, everything that you and | have ever thought said
or done that was not perfectly obedient to God our creator and aligned with his glory.
1Peter 2:24 says, He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to
sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. As the second head,
the second man to represent humanity, but this time as perfectly holy and without sin,
God put our sin on Jesus. Every stripe of blood from that whip, every thorn from that
crown was for our healing, our salvation from sin. Because those were the stripes that
we deserved to suffer under God’s wrath, his anger against us for our sin. Instead he
poured out that wrath and anger against his own son through the hands of ungodly
religious leaders, a weak king and a mocking army, so that we can look to Jesus and find
salvation. So don’t run away from this brutal picture of our suffering Savior. Instead,
repent of those sins that sent him to those soldiers and to that cross, and follow by faith
the one who took the punishment for all those sins on himself. If you have done that,
accepted Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior and taken that first step of obedience in
baptism, then | invite you to join today in remembering that sacrifice, that broken body,
that spilled blood, in this sacrament and ordinance of the Lord’s Supper. This is a meal
we take together because Christ’s sacrifice unites all of us who know him, regardless of
language or culture, we all stand as sinners in need of a Savior. After | pray, the
Deacons will serve the bread and cup and we will eat and drink together. If you don’t
know this Savior Jesus today, then | ask you to watch rather than participate and
consider why Jesus made this sacrifice for you. Perhaps today can be the day of your
salvation and freedom from sin as you accept his sacrifice by repenting of your sin and
accepting Jesus as your Lord, your king, and your Savior. Let’s pray.



