
Gospel     Mark 15: 1–39 (shorter version)  
 

The trial and death of Jesus 
 

The account of the Passion of Jesus is the culmination of St Mark’s 
Gospel. It covers two chapters (14 and 15), some 119 verses in full.  
The focus here is on Chapter 15 alone (the shorter Gospel alternative). 
Jesus before Pilate 
The Sanhedrin is the Jewish supreme court made up of 71 members: 
elders of the main family clans, high priests, and Scribes, who were 
mostly Pharisees. They decide to take Jesus to Pilate’s house.  
Pontius Pilate governed Judea, Samaria and Idumaea for ten years (26
–36 AD). Although based in Caesarea Maritima he came to Jerusalem, 
some 70 miles away, during main festivals. 
The Jews needed Pilate to carry out the decision they had taken but 
which, according to Roman law, they could not implement: executing Jesus. 
Mark clearly shows the Jewish authorities (and in particular the chief 
priests) as the prime movers with regard to Jesus’s death.  
‘Are you the King of the Jews?’ 
This title has clear political overtones. The accusation is not one 
concerning blasphemy but sedition. 
At the time, being silent when asked a question during a trial was 
equivalent to assenting to the proposition. With his silence, it could be 
said that Jesus is claiming the status of Messiah as described by Isaiah 
in the fourth Song of the Suffering Servant (Isaiah 53: 7). 
Barabbas 
The custom of releasing a prisoner during Passover is not found in any 
other documents of the period. The literal meaning of his name bar-
abba, ‘Son of the Father’, is somewhat ironic. It is possible that 
Barabbas is only mentioned to account for the presence of the crowds. 
Jesus is scourged 
This was done using leather whips bearing pieces of bone or metal. 
Mockery and degradation 
This takes place in the Praetorium, the official name of the Governor’s 
residence in Jerusalem, in front of the whole cohort, some 300–500 
Palestinian or Syrian soldiers recruited by the Romans. 

 

The purple cloak 
This colour is reserved for kings. (Compare Matthew 27: 27–28 where 
Jesus wears a scarlet robe, perhaps the colour of the soldiers’ own 
cloaks.) 

 

The crown of thorns 
It is likely that the crown had long thorns coming outwards and 
upwards, rather like the crown on the Statue of Liberty in New York. 

First Reading   Isaiah 50: 4–7 

The passage from Isaiah read this week forms part of the third Song of 
the Suffering Servant. There are four songs in all, with the fourth song
(Isaiah 52: 13—53: 12)  read on Good Friday. It is the Servant who is 
speaking. 

Isaiah addresses people who have been exiled in Babylon for many 
years and are totally despondent and weary. Today’s Christians, who 
see the plight of displaced peoples in the Middle East reported daily by 
the media, will have no difficulty in imagining their trouble. 

The main role of the Servant here is to provide encouragement and 
support to the ‘wearied’. He is a good listener and completely faithful. 
God has given him the message and he must deliver it whatever the 
cost to himself, confident that God will eventually prove him right. 

In a culture where honour is all important, all the aggressions the 
Servant is subjected to – striking, beard pulling, insults, spitting – are 
designed to bring about shame and humiliation. However, he will not 
be disgraced or discouraged, because as he says: ‘The Lord comes to my 
help’. He is confident that the Lord is with him even in the worst of 
circumstances, and his faith remains steadfast. 

 

 

Prego Plus: Background Notes 
  

Palm Sunday of the Passion of Our Lord – Year B 

Although it is unclear 
who exactly the Servant 
represents, Christians, 
from the outset, have 
seen in him Christ and 
the suffering he 
endured during his 
Passion.  


