5

Kent A. Webber

March 28, 2010

“WHO WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR JESUS’ DEATH?”

Matthew 26:1- 35; 47-67; 27:1-2, 11-26, 38-50 

Among historians and scholars the one most widely agreed upon fact concerning the life of Jesus of Nazareth was that he was crucified by order of Roman Governor Pontius Pilate.  An important question that arises from a reading of Matthew’s Gospel is “Who was really responsible for Jesus’ death?”  With that question in mind, let’s look at Matthew’s narrative concerning Jesus’ death. 

Who was responsible for Jesus’ death?  Let’s look at the options.  One possible choice is the disciple who betrayed Jesus, Judas Iscariot.  He had a private meeting with the chief priests and agreed for thirty pieces of silver to lead an arresting party to Jesus in the deep of the night, out of public sight when his arrest would not cause an uproar.

Later that evening Judas sat at table with Jesus and the twelve.  Jesus spoke about one who would betray him and identified Judas, though the others didn’t catch on at the time.  Jesus said of his betrayer, “It would have been better for that one not to have been born” (26:24).  Later, following Jesus’ arrest Judas repented of his act of treachery by returning the silver and then in despair hanged himself (27:5)!  

What may have motivated Judas?  We don’t really know.  Perhaps greed, or disillusionment, or perhaps impatience with Jesus’ failure to inaugurate the kingdom?  We can’t be certain.  

Another candidate would be the Roman Procurator Pontius Pilate.  He appears as a sympathetic figure in Matthew’s narrative.  He is bullied by the Jewish religious leaders and the mob which has gathered outside his palace.  Matthew alone records that Pilate’s wife had a dream about Jesus.  She sent a message to her husband, “Have nothing to do with that innocent man, for today I have suffered a great deal because of a dream about him” (27:19).  So here a Gentile advocates on behalf of Jesus while his own people do not!

Matthew says that Pilate gave the crowd a choice hoping it would provide him the opportunity to free Jesus.  He offered a Passover pardon to either Barabbas, a zealot revolutionary, or Jesus.  That was an unwise choice.  The crowd chose the real revolutionary and let Jesus be crucified as an insurrectionist, a charge of which he was totally innocent.  Matthew records, “So when Pilate saw that he could do nothing, but rather than a riot was beginning, he took some water and washed his hands before the crowd, saying, “I am innocent of this man’s blood; see to it yourselves.” Then he ordered Jesus scourged (savagely whipped) and crucified.  In spite of his symbolic act of handwashing, claiming innocence in the matter, Pilate had the power to rescue Jesus, but only at the cost of civil unrest and the threat of a negative report reaching Rome.  What motivated Pilate in this situation?   He gave in to the angry mob because of his career ambitions and because he wanted to protect his position.

Another option as we consider the person or persons responsible for Jesus death were the high priests and elders and scribes – the Jewish religious leaders, along with the blood-thirsty mob they assembled on Friday morning outside the Pilate’s palace.  The leaders conspired to have Jesus arrested and paid Judas to lead them to him.  After they arrested Jesus they examined him and found him guilty of the religious crime of blasphemy, something Rome would find irrelevant.  But then they charged him with sedition as they brought him to Pilate, as if he was a threat to Roman power and authority (27:11), accusing him of claiming to be “the King of the Jews” – the same phrase used by the magi to celebrate Jesus’ birth at the beginning of this gospel.  


After they brought Jesus to Pontius Pilate the leaders whipped up the crowd so that they demanded the release of Barabbas and that Jesus be crucified!  After Pilate washed his hands of the matter, the crowd as a whole answered, “His blood be on us and on our children!”  This tragic cry has been misused in Christian history by those who called Jews “Christ-killers.”  The passage says that the leaders of the Jewish people rejected Jesus as Messiah in a final and definitive way.  Everyone in this narrative except Pilate and his soldiers are Jews.  In its earliest phase the Christian church was a totally Jewish movement, so to use this passage to be anti-Semitic is absurd!

What motivated the actions of the Jewish religious leaders against Jesus?  They were jealous of his popularity and influence with the people.  The priests were furious about Jesus’ demonstration in the temple.  Many were afraid that Jesus’ popularity would upset the status quo and threaten their positions of privilege and power.


So – one could blame Judas, Pilate, or the Jewish relgious leaders for Jesus’ death.  One could argue that Jesus was responsible for his own death!   Whether it was his decision not  to call on God for divine assistance at his arrest, or his refusal to offer a vigorous defense before the Sanhedrin and later before Pontius Pilate, Jesus could have saved himself, but chose not to!  Scottish theologian Donald Baillie writes, “. . . it is important to realize, Jesus did not die as a helpless victim:  He could have escaped, and He went on with His eyes open.  Not only in the Galilean days, but even in Jerusalem, almost up to the last, He could have steered clear of the trouble and danger by changing His course.  If He had been content to give up His troublesome activities and retire into private life, the authorities would doubtless have been glad to let Him do it: indeed that was precisely what, by opposition and intimidation of various kinds, they tried to make Him do.  It would have saved them a great deal of trouble.  And He would have saved His life.  That was the choice He had to face.  But though even His own disciples would have liked Him to take a safe course – which added greatly to the stress of the choice – He could not hesitate.  ‘He that saveth his life shall lose it’; so He had taught.  He could have saved His own life, but it would have meant the loss of all that He had lived for.  So He would not turn aside from the path that was leading Him to suffering, shame and death” (p.182; God Was in Christ; c.1948; New York; Charles Scribners’ Sons).
On the sociological level one could argue that Judas, Pontius Pilate, the Jewish religious leaders, and Jesus himself all share responsibility and blame for his death!  If that were the case however, Jesus’ death might be classified as ‘an accident of history.’

Running through Matthew’s narrative is another thought about the one responsible for Jesus’ death – God Himself!  On the human level we can impose our will on another only by some form of coercion that violates the freedom of the other individual.  But with God and people it’s different.  Both Jesus and the Scriptures teaches double-agency – that while humans have freedom to act, God also has freedom to act and can use our actions to fulfill His divine plan without violating our freedom.

Jesus himself gives voice to that conviction.  It is after all Jesus himself who predicts his approaching suffering and death four times in advance of the event in Matthew’s Gospel (16:21; 17:22-23; 20:18-19; 26:1-2).  At the last supper at table with his disciples when he talks about one who will betray him, he said, “The Son of Man goes as it is written of him, but woe to the one by whom the Son of Man is betrayed (26:24)!”  Here Jesus himself asserts double-agency.  Judas is a free and responsible agent who must suffer the consequences of his sinful actions, and yet God’s can make use of our actions to fulfill his will without destroying Judas’ freedom.  

Immediately following dinner Jesus warned the disciples that they would all desert him by quoting Zechariah (13:7), “You will all become deserters because of me this night; for it is written, ‘I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.’ (26:31). Who will strike the shepherd?  Almighty God.  And that’s what happened the next day on the cross.

At his arrest in the Garden of Gethsemane, when his disciples wanted to use swords to defend him and prevent his arrest Jesus told his disciples to put their swords away. “Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once send me more than twelve legions of angels?  But how then would the scriptures be fulfilled, which say it must happen in this way?”  Then Jesus spoke to the arresting crowd and said in part, “. . . all this has taken place, so that the scriptures of the prophets may be fulfilled” (26:52-55).  So twice during his arrest Jesus mentions that these events are foreordained by God.

Finally, on the cross Jesus died with the first verse of Psalm 22, a psalm of lament on his lips, asking God, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  Perhaps the closest experience to hell on earth is to be abandoned by someone you thought loved you.  Jesus was abandoned by his closest friends and followers and finally by his Heavenly Father!    

Jesus interpreted his approaching death at the Last Supper with his words over the cup, “This is my blood of the new covenant, which poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (26:28).  So while not minimizing the participation of a number of people plotting against Jesus to take his life, in the end their sinful actions also fulfilled God’s plan to redeem us, to offer a once-for-all sacrifice for the sin of humankind!


What does Jesus’ death mean for you personally?  It is just an historic event or is it the pinnacle of the expression of God’s love for you, Christ’s self-offering for each of us?  For Matthew Jesus’ death is the means by which God offers us forgiveness, reconciliation, redemption, and eternal life.  What is your response to Jesus’ redeeming death?
Let us pray:  Loving God, thank You for sending Jesus to absorb our sin on the cross in order to provide the ultimate sacrifice for sin for all humankind and to reconcile us to Yourself!  We pray in His powerful name.  Amen.
Hill

51 – 2 curtains in the Temple; an outer one, and a second one before the Holy of Holies (Ex. 26:31-5; 40:21).  Probably the inner curtain is meant, and the evangelist may be alluding to the new approach to God’s presence available to people by reason of the death of Jesus (Heb. 6:19; 9:12, 24; 10:19-22); it could be that Matthew intends this as a sign of how the Temple and all it stood for will be destroyed.  The earthquake may symbolize the demonstration of God’s judgment.
52-3 – with Christ the general resurrection has begun; the power of death is now vanquished
Schweizer

v.24 – according to Deut. 21:6-7, the leaders of a city in the vicinity in which a man has been slain are to use the ritual of handwashing to disavow the crime.

25 – the covenant people call God’s judgment on upon themselves, so terrible is their blindness.

The contrast between the two Jesuses is emphasized one last time.  Focus – incomprehensible choice made by the blind peple of God’s covenant.  The only ray of light in this story is God’s revelation to the Gentile woman and her response.  In her we find a hint of why Jesus must go on his agozing way, silent as the Servant of God in Isaiah, to whom Matt. 12:17ff has already referred.

46 – Jesus cry given in Hebrew: “Eli, Eli.”  This is an accurate tradition, because only in Hebrew is the confusion with Elijah possible, not in the Aramaic form “Eloi” given by Mark.

51 – God with his new world breaks into the old world, just as in 1 Kings 19:11 his appearance caused the earth to quake and the rocks of Horeb to split.  While the bystanders look on unmoved, mocking and uncertain, the very rocks reel and shatter.

52 – What is more graves open and people are restored to life.  . . .Jerusalem with the Mount of Olives is the palce where the resurrection is one day to begin; here the bones of all the Israelites will assemble, wherever they may lie buried.  Therefore aristocratic Jews have their tombs located there so as to be first at the resurrection.

53 – These resurrected “saints” wander thru the city and appear to people as public signs against their mockery and lack of faith. . . .Jesus is the first of all people to be raised to life (1 Cor. 15:20; Rom. 8:29; Col. 1:18); therefore it is impossible for any of the dead to rise before him.

54 – The special mark of this death, in fact, is suffering through the sense of having been abandoned by God.  Unlike Mark, however, Matthew already glimpses of the victory God has achieved.  Not only the darkness but the earthquake, open graves, and dead men walking the streets show that what has taken place here is in the truest sense of the word earthshaking.  Death has already been robbed of its power and the course of the world has been interrupted.

R. E. Brown

Matt. inherited from Mark 2 eschatological phenomena (darkness over all the earth at noon and rent veil of the sanctuary) as signs of divine judgment in reaction to the death of the Messiah, God’s Son.  To them he added another six phenomena, also signs eschatological or even apocalyptic in nature.  Four of them are found in 27:51b-52b in a poetic quatrain in two couplets – one threatening (earth shake, rocks rent) and later encouraging (tombs opened, bodies of the holy ones raised).  

Matthew’s motives:

1 – Jesus’ priority in resurrection

2 – the fulfillment of Scripture; Ezek. 37:12-13; also Isa. 26:19

Veil rent –passive “was rent” makes God he agent

The shame of the religious leaders can no longer be covered; express anger at those who decreed death for God’s Son.  Also to vindicate Jesus whom God has not  forsaken.  

According to Ezek. 10 the glory of God left the temple in anger at the idolatries practiced there, just before God employed the Bbylonians as instruments in destroying the temple.  In 2 Baruch, a Jewish apocryphon describing the destruction of Jerusalem by Romans (whom it portrays as the Babylonians), an angel takes away the veil and other furniture of the Holy of Holies before the voice is head inviting, “Enter enemies and come adversaries, for he who guarded the house has left it.”(8:2).  As a negative sign, after Jesus’ death, the rending stands parallel to the darkness before Jesus’ death.  The day of the Lord with its burden of judgment was being heralded.

Shaking of the earth and rending of rocks is added by Matthew to intensify this image of judgment.  On the other hand the opening of the tombs, and the raising of many bodies of the saints, and their being made visible to many in Jerusalem, are positive signs.  Matthew is showing that the divine judgment has begun with both the negative and the positive.

p.1120ff

There is a progression of signs in the heavens (darkness) to signs on the earth (rent sanctuary veil, earth shaken, rocks rent) to signs under the earth (opening of the tombs and raising of the dead0.  Those who surrounded the cross mockingly demanded a sign from heaven in the coming of Elijah (27:49); God, who refused that sign, has now amply responded in a majestic way appropriate to the divine power.

Earth shaken – in Matt. alone a star greeted the birth of “the king of theJews” (2:2,9); and so it is not surprising by way of inclusion that at the death, besides darkness coming over all the earth (27:45), the earth itself would shake.  There are numerous OT examples of shaking the earth as a sign of divine judgment or of the last times.  A description of the Day of the Lord in Joel 2:10;  “Before them the earth shall tremble and the heavensk shake; the sun and moon shall be darkned, and the stars whall withdraw their light.”

In matt. 24:7-8 earthquakes mark the beginning of the travails of the last times.  As for readers with primarily a Greco-Roman background, Virgil reported that the Alps quaked at the murder of Caesar.  

Rocks rent – Nahum 1:5-6 reports that when the wrath of God is let loose, the mountains are shaken and the rocks are smashed asunder.

Tombs opened – Rocks are rent, thus opening up tombs burrowed into the sides of the mountain (Mt. of Olives) and exposing the bodies of the dead and their parts.  Ezek 37:12-13 as the key passage; for it offers the only opening of tombs (as disctinct from the simple raising of the dead) described in the OT.  

Holy Ones Raised – must be Jews who had died after a saintly life.  Prior to this the apocalyptic signs have been negative (darkness, rent sanctuary veil, earthquake), but this sign shows the positive side of the divine judgment, centered on the death of God’s Son: The good are rewarded as well as the evil punished.


Jews who believed in bodily resurrection would have expected that all the holy ones (just) should have been rasied and received the kingdom (Dan. 7:22; Luke 14:140, or even that all human beings should have been raised and been assigned different fates by God (Dan. 12:2; John 5:28-29).  A selective raising as here is very peculiar and has led to speculation.  What tombs were opened and which holy ones were raised?

Coming of the K. in the ministry of Jesus an inbreaking of God’s power signifying that the last times have begun and the judgment has been inaugurated.  Matt. 26:64 – partial fulfillment of that promised divine judgment implied in that prophetic warning, as the All-Powerful One responds to the death of the Son of Man who is the Son of God.

Is not Jesus “the first fruits of the fallen-asleep?” (1 Cor. 15:20), “the first-born from the dead” (Col. 1:18)?  Does not the oldest preserved Christian writing on the subject (1 Thess. 4:14) give the proper order:  “Jesus died and rose; so through Jesus God will lead out with him those asleep?”  How then, can the many bodies of the fallen-asleep holy ones have been raised (Matt. 27:52b) before Jesus himself was raised?
“And having come out from their tombs (on Friday), after Jesus’ resurrection (Sunday) they entered into the holy city; and they . . . “

Interp – “To v. 51b-52b, a poetic piece describing 4 eschatological phenomena associated with Jesus’ death, Matt had added two other interrelated eschatological phenomena associated with Jesus’ resurrection, namely, saints emerging from the tombs to enter Jerusalem and being made visible to many.  Thus, those who were raised to eternal life at the death of Jesus made their appearances after his resurrection.  These holy ones entered Jerusalem, the holy city near which God will judge all at the end of time; and their appearances both attested that Jesus had conquered death and promised that eventually all the holy ones would be raised.   

D. Hare

“His blood be upon us and our children” – Since this text has been so sinfully misused in Christian history for those who cried “Christ killers!” and murdered and pillaged as “avengers of Christ’s death,” it is imperative that we understand Matthew’s intention.  He does not mean the words as a self-curse, as if Israel were collectively declaring, “We acknowledge that we are accursed murderers and that all our descendants should be treated as murderers.”  The statement gives voice rather to the theological conviction that Israel as a whole has rejected its Messiah in a final and definitive way and in consequence deserves to be deselected as God’s special people.  An apology for the Gentile mission.
Since it is followed by a Gentile confession of faith in Jesus, the tearing of the curtain of the temple symbolizes the dissolution of the cultic system that prevented Gentiles from having access to God.

Matthew does not intend to present the appearance of the saints as an event but as a sign only.  

M. has not only the centurion alone but the other soldiers under him in their confession of Jesus as “the Son of God.”  In so doing, they vindicate Jesus over against all the mockers who had employed the same title in derision while Jesus was dying.  The soldiers represent the vast Gentile multitudes to whom the gospel will be preached after the resurrection (28:19).

