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The Gospel of Mark

Sermon 68 — Sermon Notes

Title: “Facing the Sanhedrin”
Scripture: Mark 14:53-65
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Scripture: Mark 14:53-65

53 And they led Jesus away to the high priest; and with him were assembled all the chief
priests, the elders, and the scribes. 54 But Peter followed Him at a distance, right into the
courtyard of the high priest. And he sat with the servants and warmed himself at the fire.

55 Now the chief priests and all the council sought testimony against Jesus to put Him to
death, but found none. 56 For many bore false witness against Him, but their testimonies did
not agree.

57 Then some rose up and bore false witness against Him, saying, 58 “We heard Him say, ‘I
will destroy this temple made with hands, and within three days I will build another made
without hands.” ” 59 But not even then did their testimony agree.

60 And the high priest stood up in the midst and asked Jesus, saying, “Do You answer
nothing? What is it these men testify against You?” 61 But He kept silent and answered
nothing.

Again the high priest asked Him, saying to Him, “Are You the Christ, the Son of the
Blessed?”

62 Jesus said, “I am. And you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Power,
and coming with the clouds of heaven.” 63 Then the high priest tore his clothes and said,
“What further need do we have of witnesses? 64 You have heard the blasphemy! What do
you think?”

And they all condemned Him to be deserving of death.

65 Then some began to spit on Him, and to blindfold Him, and to beat Him, and to say to
Him, “Prophesy!” And the officers struck Him with the palms of their hands.
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Before we turn our attention to today's passage of scripture let's take a few moments to review what
we looked at two Sunday's ago. As I hope you remember we looked in some detail at Jesus' arrest.

We found ourselves in the garden of Gethsemane. It is late on the Thursday evening of Passion
Week. Jesus and the disciples had celebrated the Passover meal together. Following this Jesus had
instituted the Lord's Supper. After the meal was over Jesus had lead the disciples up onto the Mount
of Olives to an area known as Gethsemane (the place of the olive press). This quiet and peaceful
place is the ideal location for Jesus to commune in prayer with God the Father. His prayer is that the
cup of suffering; the burden of the cross be taken from Him. What lies ahead weighs heavily upon
Him. He is not only concerned about the physical pain that He will have to endure but also on the
spiritual torment of the cross. However despite His request Jesus fully and willingly submits
Himself to the will of the Father. He will do whatever the Father asks of Him.

The time of prayer and reflection ends with the arrival of Judas and a large body of men who have
come to arrest Jesus. This “small army” made up of the Jewish leaders, temple police and Roman
soldiers arrive heavily armed and ready to take this “dangerous revolutionary” into custody. In the
dark and gloom of the garden Judas betrays the Lord Jesus with a kiss. As they lay their hands upon
Jesus this is the cue for Simon Peter to leap into action. Drawing his sword he lashes out cutting off
the ear of Malchus (a servant of the high priest). Although this man's healing is not recorded in
Mark we know from Luke that Jesus fully restored the ear. This unnecessary incident annoys the
Lord Jesus.

He rebukes the men who have come to arrest Him. He was not a terrorist or criminal who went
about His business at night. He was always open and transparent. Every day He taught freely in the
temple. Therefore there was no need to come in this way; heavily armed and at night. They could
have come during daylight hours, and He would have willingly gone with them. Still this is exactly
what had been prophesied to happen. Jesus is bound and led away. What became of the disciples?
Did they surround Jesus and vow to face whatever He faced?

Sadly not, just as He had predicted all of the disciples scatter at this point. They disappear into the
darkness of the mountain and leave the light of the world alone.

The arrest story is concluded with the strange account of a scantily clad observer fleeing the scene.
It is, when you think about it a very curious way to end this solemn and serious event. It's almost
like a moment of light-hearted comic relief. As I said to you two weeks ago this incident has
provoked much discussion. Is this man Mark? That is what many have concluded. They claim that
he is including this cryptic reference to tell his readers that he was a witness to these events? So is it
Mark? Possibly, but since the bible does not say definitely neither can we.

Today we will pick up the story as Jesus is put through the first of His unfair and unlawful trials.
Before we look at this will you join me in prayer.
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Introduction — Jesus' unfair trials

One of the marks of a civilised, democratic and fair-minded country is reflected in the way its legal
system operates. We regard it as fair that people are allowed to hear the charges against them. It is
also right that people are allowed qualified legal counsel so that they can adequately understand the
complexities of the law. We also expect, or strongly hope that judges are making decisions based on
the evidence presented before them. We certainly hope that they are not being controlled or swayed
by strong political forces in the background. In a fair and honest legal system we desire that the
judiciary not be biased or prejudiced in the rulings they hand down.

Sadly as we shall soon see the Lord Jesus did not receive a fair trial. Those judging Him were not
seeking the truth and carefully weighing up the evidence. Instead, they were very strongly biased
against Him. In fact, they had predetermined His guilt even before the proceedings began.

We know this to be the reality because they flouted a whole array of their own rules and regulations
in order to render their guilty verdict against Jesus. Here are some of their own regulations they
blatantly ignored.
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No decision of guilt or innocence could be made before a trial began.

2 Officials had no authority to make an arrest at night unless someone was caught in the act of
a crime.

Judges were not to be part of an arrest.

4 Capital trials could not be held at night.

A criminal could not be acquitted in one day; a guilty verdict also demanded a night to think
about it.

The judges were to be defenders as well as accusers.

A member of the Sanhedrin was supposed to be assigned to defend the accused.

Hearsay evidence was inadmissible under Hebrew law.

O | 0| Q| D

Circumstantial evidence was discredited; Hebrew law was based upon two or three
witnesses.

10 | The youngest members of the Sanhedrin were to vote first.

11 The Sanhedrin had no authority to originate charges, only to try them.

12 | Court sessions were forbidden on feast days and the eve of the Sabbath.

13 |The accused could not testify against himself.

14 | A high priest was not to rend his clothes.
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What this means in reality was that the Lord Jesus was not permitted to have a fair trial.
Let me say a few brief things on the number of trials Jesus faced.

There were six parts to Jesus’ trial. These can be divided as follows, three stages occurred in a
Jewish religious court and three stages before a Roman civil court.

In the first part (stages 1-3) Jesus was tried before Annas, the former high priest; Caiaphas, the
current high priest; and the Sanhedrin. He was charged in these religious trials with blasphemy,
claiming to be the Son of God, the Messiah.

In the second part (stages 4-6) Jesus appeared before the Roman authorities, the civil court. He
came first to Pilate. He was then sent to Herod Antipas before returning for a second time to Pilate.
The charges here were very different from the charges levelled against Him in His religious trials.
Here He was charged with inciting people to riot, forbidding the people to pay their taxes, and
claiming to be King.

With that important background information covered let us look at today's account.
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53 And they led Jesus away to the high priest; and with him were assembled all the chief
priests, the elders, and the scribes.

The Lord Jesus is arrested and bound. He is then led down the slopes of the Mount of Olives, across
the Kidron valley and back into the city of Jerusalem.

In my introduction I spoke about the three stages that made up the Jewish part of Jesus trial. Mark
does not include stage one the hearing before the former high priest Annas (father in law of
Caiaphas). John is the only gospel writer to include this significant detail (John 18:12-14).

There has been much debate over the centuries about the role Annas played in Caiaphas'
appointment. Was Caiaphas given this very powerful and important position based on merit? It
seems highly unlikely, the fact that Annas played a major part in Jesus' trial strongly indicates that
he may have advised, or even controlled Caiaphas even after he had been formally stripped of the
title.

Mark tells us that Jesus is taken to the house, or residence of the high priest Caiaphas (ruled from
18-36 AD). According to tradition, Caiaphas’s house lay a kilometre to the south-west of
Gethsemane on the slopes of Mt. Zion. This was of course not the usual place for such proceedings
to take place. In fact, it was highly irregular. The official meeting place of the Sanhedrin was the
Hall of Hewn Stone which was located within the Temple precincts. Any decisions made by the
Sanhedrin were not valid unless they were reached in the official meeting place. This regulation was
conveniently waived here.

As I pointed out in my introduction the religious authorities seemed quite happy to break many of
their own laws that governed how trials were to be conducted. The great haste with which things
took place was necessitated by their need to have Jesus found guilty so that He could be tried by the
Roman court at dawn, and then executed before Passover began at dusk. We should also note the
great secrecy that surrounded Jesus' trials. Clearly they didn't want news to spread about what was
happening. They didn't want a public riot or protest to spoil their plans.

At this gathering were all the chief priests, the elders and the scribes. This means that this was the
Sanhedrin who had been called to meet at this unusual time and place. The Sanhedrin consisted

of seventy members plus the high priest. As we have seen throughout Mark's gospel they are highly
critical and antagonistic towards the Lord Jesus. There was no way this group of men would give
Him a fair trial. Let us read on and find out what Peter was doing.
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54 But Peter followed Him at a distance, right into the courtyard of the high priest. And he sat
with the servants and warmed himself at the fire.

As we saw upon Jesus arrest the disciples fled into the night.

Peter however doesn't go too far before he stops and turn backs. It's evident that the authorities are
not really interested in him. It's only Jesus they want.

So Peter follows Jesus at a safe distance perhaps seeking a way or an opportunity to help. When
they arrive at the house of the high priest we get seemingly contradictory accounts. Mark and
Matthew (Matthew 26:58) say Peter goes into the courtyard, while John says he stays outside, by
the gate (John 18:16). Which is correct? I don't think its a difficult problem to solve. Peter probably
lingered by the gate for a short time to make sure it was safe before going inside to warm himself by
the fire. It must have been a cold night and the warmth from the fire would certainly have been
comforting. But think for a moment about what this seemingly minor detail tells us. As this farcical
trial is being played out and Jesus is being “fitted up” for a crime He didn't commit what is Peter
doing? He's warming himself by the fire. What most concerns Peter? His own comfort and ease.
How tragic, and yet how often such criticisms could equally be levelled against us. How often are
we more concerned by our own needs, wants and desires rather than the things of God. Let us
continue and see how the trial is unfolding.
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55 Now the chief priests and all the council sought testimony against Jesus to put Him to
death, but found none. 56 For many bore false witness against Him, but their testimonies did
not agree. 57 Then some rose up and bore false witness against Him, saying, 58 “We heard
Him say, ‘I will destroy this temple made with hands, and within three days I will build
another made without hands.”” 59 But not even then did their testimony agree.

The Sanhedrin are faced with a serious problem. Even in this sham trial they must have some reason
or justification for finding Jesus guilty. If they want Pilate to authorise the death penalty they must
present believable grounds for execution. The problem is that they will never find a valid accusation
that Jesus broke the Law. This is because He never did. Jesus never sinned (1 Peter 2:22). So they
must contrive some “evidence” against Him. This underscores their wickedness. They are not
seeking truth, they have already decided Jesus’s guilt and are only looking for something that will
be either believable or sufficient for the Roman governor.

Some it seems are willing to come forward and give evidence. That such people were available and
ready at night suggests that this had been planned and prepared in advance. In Jewish trials
witnesses came and gave their accounts separately. Since they were simply making up their false
accounts against Jesus they naturally didn't agree. They contradicted each other. Pentateuchal law
required that there be at least two witnesses and that their testimony agree, especially for a capital
offence.

At this point some others stood up and showed they had completely misunderstood Jesus claim
regarding the destruction of the temple. They claim that Jesus had threatened to destroy the temple.
Jesus' claim is recorded in John 2:19, shortly after He cleanses the temple courtyard of merchants.
The Jewish leadership confronts Him, asking for proof that He is authorized to drive out the money-
changers and animal tradesmen. Jesus responds;

19 Jesus answered and said to them, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.”
(John 2:19)

As weak an argument as this is it is at least something to build a case against Jesus upon. It was a
capital offence under Roman law to destroy a place of worship. Again the problem is that the
accusation, that Jesus threatened to destroy the temple, is false. Jesus never stated that He would
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destroy the temple, but if someone else destroyed the temple, He would rebuild it.

And, later, among His own disciples, He does prophesy that the temple will be destroyed, but not by
His own hand (Mark 13:2).

So what these witnesses are claiming is a bold-faced lie. However even in this they cannot produce
a consistent lie. Things are not going well. It is time for Caiaphas, the High Priest to step forward
and try to get Jesus to incriminate Himself.
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60 And the high priest stood up in the midst and asked Jesus, saying, “Do You answer
nothing? What is it these men testify against You?”

Up steps the high priest Caiaphas. The court's witnesses have proven useless. It is clear to all that
they are lying because their testimony does not agree. So Caiaphas wants to try a different
approach. He wants to see what Jesus has to say about all this. In law courts of that day (Greco-
Roman and Jewish) a prisoner was required to make a response to the charges and the witnesses
presented against them. This seems natural and obvious. The defendant should naturally want to
respond to the charges, and refute anything false that has been claimed about them. What does Jesus
have to say to the charges brought against Him? Let's find out.
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61 But He kept silent and answered nothing.
Again the high priest asked Him, saying to Him, “Are You the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?”

62 Jesus said, “I am. And you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Power,
and coming with the clouds of heaven.”

What's our natural response when we are accused of something we did not do? We become
indignant, often we become angry. We want to robustly challenge the false claims made against us.
This is exactly what the Lord Jesus did. He argued vociferously that these witnesses were lying.

No, this is not what our Lord did. Throughout his trials before the Sanhedrin and Pilate, Jesus is
portrayed by Mark as maintaining his silence. I suppose we could say that He had no need to
respond. No one had managed to find any fault in Him. There was nothing for Him to refute. Also
we should remember that any statement He chose to make could be twisted and used against Him.
So in some ways His silence shows His absolute disdain for this phoney trial and the fraudulent
charges they have brought against Him.

However there is of course much more to it. His silence is dictated by more than strategic interests.
Mark highlights Jesus silence because he wants to draw a parallel with the suffering servant
portrayed by the prophet Isaiah. Let me read Isaiah 53 verse 7 for you.

He was oppressed and He was afflicted,
Yet He opened not His mouth;

He was led as a lamb to the slaughter,
And as a sheep before its shearers is silent,
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So He opened not His mouth.

So Mark is highlighting for us how Jesus fulfilled Old Testament prophecy. At only one point does
Jesus break His silence. We might wonder why He chose to do so at this particular moment. Why
did He not maintain His silence? The reason the Lord Jesus spoke up at this point is because He was
put under oath. This detail is not included in Mark but can be found in Matthew. Let me read the
pertinent verse for you.

But Jesus kept silent. And the high priest answered and said to Him, “I put You under oath by
the living God: Tell us if You are the Christ, the Son of God!” (Matt 26:63)

Being put under an oath of this nature obliged the defendant to truthfully answer the question put
before them. So let us imagine the scene. The high priest rises to his feet no doubt in a great show
of pomp and theatricality. He approaches Jesus bound in the middle of the assembly and asks Him a
direct question.

“Are You the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?”

Let us consider what the High Priest is asking. Are you the Christ? He means here the anointed
one of God; the Messiah. Remember that the popular Jewish concept of Messiah was that he would
be a human descendant of David. So Caiaphas was not necessarily asking if Jesus claimed to be
God, but only a human "Messiah." He then asks Him if He is the Son of the blessed. The use of the
expression “blessed” was a common Jewish euphemism for God. Remember they would avoid
using God's proper name for fear of offending Him. So the question that Caiaphas is asking is, are
you claiming to be God's Son?

How does Jesus answer? You will recall that frequently throughout Mark's gospel Jesus has tried to
restrict the true knowledge of who He is from spreading. He has frequently commanded people not
to share publicly the miracles they have seen Him do. The reason for this was that He sought to
avoid a crisis. But now its late, the time of crisis has arrived. There is no longer any need to keep
the truth a secret.

“I am,” He tells them. He is direct and straightforward. You asked me if I am the Christ and I tell
you that I AM. He then goes on to testify clearly that he was indeed the Son of God. The title “Son
of man” is messianic. The Son of Man was a character in one of Daniel's visions. In the future, the
Ancient of Days will give the Son of Man an everlasting kingdom and dominion over all peoples,
nations, and languages (Daniel 7:13—14). Jesus has called Himself the "Son of Man" throughout His
ministry (Mark 2:10, 28; 8:31, 38; 9:9). Here it has a special meaning.

The Lord Jesus is reminding His hearers that though at this moment in time they stand in judgment

of Him, He will be the ultimate judge. Or to put it another way. From a human perspective it looked
as if Jesus was losing. The trial was not going well. But nothing could be further from the truth. He

had won.

How will the council respond to Jesus words? Let's find out.
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63 Then the high priest tore his clothes and said, “What further need do we have of witnesses?
64 You have heard the blasphemy! What do you think?”

And they all condemned Him to be deserving of death.

The members of the council knew exactly what Jesus was saying. He was claiming to be God come
in human flesh! This claim was blasphemy to the Jews. Let me read to you from the book of
Leviticus.

15 “Then you shall speak to the children of Israel, saying: ‘Whoever curses his God shall bear
his sin. 16 And whoever blasphemes the name of the LoRrDp shall surely be put to death. All the
congregation shall certainly stone him, the stranger as well as him who is born in the land.
When he blasphemes the name of the Lorp, he shall be put to death. (Lev. 24:15-16)

The Jews regarded blasphemy as any serious affront to God. This naturally included speech that
insulted God, but also embraced any claim one made for oneself about having a unique or special
relationship with God. So to claim that you had the right or privilege to sit at God's right was an act
of blasphemy.

The High Priest is deeply offended. He tears his clothes in a visible sign of shock, indignation, grief
or mourning. Of course, we do not know whether Caiaphas was truly outraged at Jesus' statements,
or if he's trying to emotionally manipulate the members of the Sanhedrin. The position of High
Priest was a religious one, but over time it had become increasingly political. The High Priest
instead of being solely focused on guiding people towards God spent most of his time trying to gain
advantages from or appease the Romans. So this may have been just an act designed to sway the
rest of the council in his favour.

As an aside it was actually against God's law for him to tear his priestly garments (Lev. 21:10). But
as we have seen these wicked men do not seem averse to breaking God's laws when it suits them.

The High Priest asks the other council members how they judge Jesus. Mark tells us that all of them
found Him guilty and deserving of death. The Torah demanded the death penalty for blasphemy,
and Jesus by His own admission was, in their eyes guilty. This is exactly what Jesus had predicted
would happen. In the third passion prediction (Mark 10:33) Jesus prophesied that he would be
“condemned to death,” and that has now been fulfilled. Let us discover how this whole sorry
incident concludes.
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65 Then some began to spit on Him, and to blindfold Him, and to beat Him, and to say to
Him, “Prophesy!” And the officers struck Him with the palms of their hands.

Has anyone ever spat in your face? I hope not. I remember at middle school someone I had never
interacted with and did not know coming up to me and spitting in my face. I never did find out why
he did it. It was a horrible moment in my school life.

Spitting is universally decried as a terrible insult. There is no nation on this planet that finds it
acceptable to spit in other people's faces. We'd only ever spit on someone we absolutely despised or
had great contempt for. But this was exactly how these supposedly wise and educated leaders of
Israel reacted to the Lord Jesus. It's hard for us to imagine members of parliament or elected
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government officials acting in this way. But this was how the members of the Sanhedrin, the leaders
of the nation of Israel responded.

They seemed unable to show any self restraint or decorum. Our innocent Lord and saviour was
physically abused. Some men spat in His face. Others blindfolded Him before hitting him. What
exactly was going on here. Well this practice was linked with the idea held at that time that the
messiah would not need to see but would be able to judge by smell. So whilst He was blindfolded
members of the Sanhedrin and officers from the temple police struck Him and asked Him to
identify who it was. They of course didn't belive Him to be the messiah they were simply mocking
Him. It was shocking and shameful behaviour.

Once again the Old Testament had predicted this type of abuse for the Messiah (Isa. 50:6)

I gave My back to those who struck Me,

And My cheeks to those who plucked out the beard;
I did not hide My face from shame and spitting.
(Isaiah 50:6)

But what is interesting is Jesus response. It was grossly unfair and Jesus had ever right to object or
protest. Even someone who is guilty deserves to be treated humanely. Jesus was innocent of all the
charges levelled against Him, so He had every reason to protest. But this was not what He did.
Through all this suffering, Jesus did not protest or retaliate. This is what Peter writes,

21 For to this you were called, because Christ also suffered for us, leaving us an example, that
you should follow His steps: 22 “Who committed no sin,

Nor was deceit found in His mouth”; 23 who, when He was reviled, did not revile in return;
when He suffered, He did not threaten, but committed Himself to Him who judges
righteously; (1 Peter 2:21-23)

What a wonderful example He left us. I shall speak more about this in a moment.

Next week Lord willing we will look at Peter's denial.
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Things to think about
I have two comments to make on today's passage of scripture.

As 25 A4 A tal 7 7 e AA Skl As U

1 Our proper place is by Christ's side

Let's consider Peter. In some ways we could say he showed some courage. The rest of the disciples
disappeared into the night. Only peter stayed. So let us commend him at least for this act of bravery.
But when we examine in detail the rest of Peter's conduct we see that there is little else to
commend. The first thing to note is that he followed Jesus at a distance.

He hung back in the shadows. He wanted to follow, but in a cautious, reserved way. He didn't want
to be associated with Jesus. The next thing to note is his behaviour at the high priests house. I
suppose we could argue about what he could have done. He could hardly have stormed the house
and tried to rescue Jesus. This would have been a suicide mission and more importantly wasn't
God's plan. But what he chose to do seems even worse. He made his way to the fire and made
himself comfortable. Whilst Jesus was being falsely tried, beaten and humiliated Peter was nice and
cosy by the fire.

I wonder how many of us are in many ways just like Peter. How many of us are following Jesus
from a “safe distance.” How many of us are more concerned about our own comfort than in being
faithful to our Lord and saviour.

I have spoken to you before about reading the obituary of a close friend's father and being shocked
and surprised that he was apparently a “committed Christian.” In all the years I had known the man
he had never once spoken of his faith, or given any indication that he followed Christ. Just like
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Peter he followed Christ at a safe distance.

So what about you? How many of your family members and work colleagues know that you are a
Christian? If your answer is just a few then you are following Christ at a distance. How many of
your family members or friends can see in your words and actions that you are shaped by, and
trying to live up to God's standards. Again if the answer is just a few then you are following Christ
at a distance.

Perhaps following from a distance seems easy or comfortable. Maybe being half-hearted and
focusing more on what's good for you is more satisfying. But think about it this way. When you
were a child and were walking into some dark or scary place where did you want to be? Thirty
meters behind your father or next to him holding his hand. You might have made a pretence of
being brave but really you wanted your little hand inside his. You wanted the comfort and assurance
of being next to him.

The same principle applies to our Christian life. When things get difficult, when the storms of life
buffet and toss us where do you want to be? Trailing far behind our saviour or standing by His side?
The answer should be obvious.
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2 Following Jesus example

No one like injustice. None of us should be content to see people treated unfairly. Today the media
is full of people screaming for social justice. Often these people are not interested in genuine social
justice, but only in the justice of those on their side or who meet their criteria. For example the
feminist movement is vociferous about women's rights to kill their unborn babies. It is, so they
claim a fundamental right for women to be able to choose to murder their unborn babies. But they're
not quite so vocal about the rights of the unborn children, including baby girls. In fact when it
comes to these victims there is a deafening silence.

The Lord Jesus had every right to protest and argue about the abuses He faced. An unfair and
unlawful trial followed by physical abuse and torment. And yet He did not fight back or even call
down curses on His abusers. He bravely bore all that was thrown upon Him.

We too are called upon to follow our Lord's example. What we have to face is paltry by comparison.
We may be called upon to take some ridicule or mocking. We may receive some ribbing for
believing in “pie in the sky” or a “fairy-tale.” We may in some circumstances have to endure verbal
or even physical abuse. In some places Christians are called upon to be tortured and killed.

If, or when such circumstances arise how are we to respond? We are of course as always left with
our Lord's example. He endured His torment in silence. He didn't argue or fight back. He quietly
allowed these things to take place knowing that through them God would receive the glory. The
same holds true for us. When we respond as Christ did God is pleased, and He receives the glory.
We can in the moment of discomfort look ahead to the rewards He has for His good and faithful
children. Let us all in our own small way joyfully follow Christ's example.
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