
Scene 4: Portraits of Sin and Salvation 
Mark 15:1-15 

 

 

Turn in your Bibles to Mark 15.  Today I welcome you to Scene 4 in 24 Hours That Changed World.  If you 

are visiting with us today, we’ve been on a journey following Jesus through the various scenes in the great 

redemption drama that unfolded on Good Friday. 

 

Scene 1 was the Last Supper; 2 was the prayer of agony in the Garden of Gethsemane; Scene 3 was Jesus’ 

midnight trial and condemnation of Jesus at the home of the high priest.   

 

That brings us to Scene 4 at the Antonia Fortress before Pilate.  The Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council 

pertaining to religious affairs, found Jesus worthy of death because they believed He was guilty of blasphemy.  

He had made claims to be not only the Messiah and Son of God, but to be the One of whom the prophetic 

scriptures spoke who had divine position, nature, and authority.  The problem was the Sanhedrin did not have 

the authority to carry out the death sentence.  For that, they would have to convince Pilate that by His claim to 

be Messiah He was proclaiming Himself a rival to Caesar, a crime punishable by death. 

 

In this text Mark holds up to his Gentile readers various portraits of sin and salvation.  He helps them and us to 

see Jesus fulfilling the role of Savior of Sinners, both Jewish and Gentile.  We will see selfless love of Christ for 

sinners, and man’s selfish rejection of God’s Savior.  It’s almost as if Mark is calling his Gentile audience to put 

themselves in the scene that unfolded a few decades earlier and render their decision.  And as I read and teach, I 

hope to do the same for all of us. 

 

So Mark 15:1.  Let’s read and let’s witness these “Portraits of Sin and Salvation” 

 

Mark 15:1-15 Early in the morning the chief priests with the elders and scribes and the whole Council, 

immediately held a consultation; and binding Jesus, they led Him away and delivered Him to Pilate. 2 Pilate 

questioned Him, "Are You the King of the Jews?" And He answered him, "It is as you say."  3 The chief priests 

began to accuse Him harshly. 4 Then Pilate questioned Him again, saying, "Do You not answer? See how many 

charges they bring against You!" 5 But Jesus made no further answer; so Pilate was amazed.  

 

6 Now at the feast he used to release for them any one prisoner whom they requested. 7 The man named 

Barabbas had been imprisoned with the insurrectionists who had committed murder in the insurrection. 8 The 

crowd went up and began asking him to do as he had been accustomed to do for them. 9 Pilate answered them, 

saying, "Do you want me to release for you the King of the Jews?" 10 For he was aware that the chief priests 

had handed Him over because of envy. 11 But the chief priests stirred up the crowd to ask him to release 

Barabbas for them instead. 12 Answering again, Pilate said to them, "Then what shall I do with Him whom you 

call the King of the Jews?" 13 They shouted back, "Crucify Him!" 14 But Pilate said to them, "Why, what evil 

has He done?" But they shouted all the more, "Crucify Him!" 15 Wishing to satisfy the crowd, Pilate released 

Barabbas for them, and after having Jesus scourged, he handed Him over to be crucified. NASU 

 

Now, through Mark’s brief description of this scene, I want to highlight what I see as several portraits of sin and 

salvation.  And each portrait has a message.  

 

Portrait #1:  Sacrificial Love - Jesus loved us more than His own life. 

 

This portrait comes from Jesus’ unwillingness to defend Himself.  He is unashamed of His true identity, but 

unwilling to mount a self-defense.  This is what is being emphasized in vs. 3-5 

 



Mark 15:3—5 The chief priests began to accuse Him harshly. 4 Then Pilate questioned Him again, saying, "Do 

You not answer? See how many charges they bring against You!" 5 But Jesus made no further answer; so Pilate 

was amazed. 

 

Jesus is speaking loudly from His silence.  He has told His disciples many times that the Son of Man must 

suffer and die.  Even at the beginning of His ministry three years earlier, He indicated this awareness when He 

said to Nicodemus in John 3 “as the Serpent was lifted up in the wilderness so the son of man must be lifted up 

so that he can provide eternal life to all who believe in Him.”  (John 3:15) 

 

Naturally, Pilate was amazed that He was unwilling to respond to the accusations, probably because Pilate was 

a politician who looked out for number one.  Pilate’s amazement seems to be that Jesus was not concerned with 

self-perseveration. 

 

The portrait that this scene is holding up for those who seek its meaning is one of Jesus yielding Himself to God 

and to us in sacrificial love.  He loved us more than His own life.  He was making a way for His life to be given 

for our life.   

 

The previous night at Gethsemane Jesus had already resigned Himself to this, once and for all! 

 

It is perhaps this image, or portrait, that the great apostle has in mind when he says to the Corinthian church  

“For the love of Christ controls us, having concluded this, that one died for all, therefore all died; 15 and He 

died for all, so that they who live might no longer live for themselves, but for Him who died and rose again on 

their behalf. 2 Cor 5:14-15 

 

For those who have believed upon Jesus Christ and have surrendered their lives to follow Him, we are reminded 

by such portraits of Jesus’ sacrifice that to follow Jesus is to yield ourselves and our very lives to God, loving 

Him and loving sinners more than our own life. 

 

The second portrait that this scene holds up for us to consider is: 

 

Portrait #2:  Spiritual Weakness - Sin renders us too spiritually weak to do what we know is right. 

 

Pilate knows that Jesus is not an insurrectionist.  He knows that Jesus is not a threat to peace or any kind of 

political upheaval.  He knows that if He puts Him to death for His type of kingship, he is doing so 

unnecessarily.  His job is to keep things on an even keel.  Control Jerusalem, the Jewish people and the region. 

 

Pilate’s wife had warned him not to have anything to do with Jesus as a result of a dream she had.  It seems he 

had a real sense that giving the chief priests what they were asking for was way out of line, but when they had 

stirred up the crowd he was caught. 

 

The portrait of spiritual weakness, which I’m quite sure we can all see ourselves, as if it were a mirror becomes 

the sharpest with those famous final words of Mark’s description…   

 

Mark 15:15 Wishing to satisfy the crowd, Pilate released Barabbas for them, and after having Jesus scourged, 

he handed Him over to be crucified. 

 

You know there is not a person in this room who hasn’t found themselves in some kind of situation where we 

did not possess the spiritual strength to do what was right.  For whatever reason it might be, the appeal of sin, 

the desire to protect ourselves, to keep something we fear we’ll lose, whatever.  This is the internal battle 

between doing right and doing wrong.  And it’s not about ignorance.   

 



We can all think of a time when we lied, stole, lashed back, or broke some of kind of rule or policy that we were 

fully aware of.  We knew better.  I think Mark means for us to see Pilate, and not condemn him, but identify 

with him.   

 

I think God would have us see the portrait of Jesus refusing to protect Himself, contrasted with Pilate refusing 

to judge rightly against his own wishes. 

 

The portrait of spiritual weakness and self-interest against the backdrop of the portrait of sacrificial love.   

 

There is a third portrait I’d like to help you to lay your eyes on this morning.   

 

Portrait # 3: Spiritual Blindness - Sinners too spiritually blind to see their true Savior. 

 

This portrait is of the crowd.  Now while Pilate is hoping they will choose to release Jesus, he puts the crowd in 

a very different position than he probably intended.  To see this clearly we must understand who Barabbas was. 

 

Notice Marks words about Barabbas.   

 

Mark 15:7 The man named Barabbas had been imprisoned with the insurrectionists who had committed 

murder in the insurrection. 

 

See reading from 

Hamilton, Adam.  24 Hours That Changed the World. Abingdon Press, 2009 (Pgs 69-71) 
 
To understand, we need to look at who the people thought Jesus was and what they thought he was going to be like. When he 
rode into town on the donkey and they welcomed him in a palm-waving frenzy, the people on that first Palm Sunday were 
harking back to a similar episode 190 years earlier, when another government oppressed the Jews. That had been the Greek 
Seleucid dynasty, which had killed many of the Jewish people and, in the midst of their oppression, set up an altar to Zeus in the 
Jewish Temple and slaughtered pigs on it.  
 
Then, in 165 BC, a family of Jews, the Maccabees, brought together enough like-minded compatriots to incite an insurrection. 
They routed the Greeks and forced them out of Jerusalem and the Holy Land. They cleansed the Temple, an occasion our 
Jewish friends still celebrate as Hanukkah. When Simon Maccabee returned to Jerusalem, he was hailed as the great deliverer; 
and the people took palm branches and waved them in front of him as a sign of victory.  “You have freed us from the Greeks,” 
they cried. “Hail to you.” 
 
The idea of waving palm branches for Simon Maccabee and the deliverance of Jerusalem was likely drawn from the Festival of 
Tabernacles or Booths, called Succoth.  During this annual week-long feast, the Jewish people were commanded to remember 
their sojourn in the wilderness.  Each day the people would wave branches as a part of their celebration.  On the last day of the 
feast, a day called Hosanna Rabbah, the people would circle the altar at the Temple seven times, offering up prayers of 
“Hosanna”—a word that is loosely translated as “Save us now!”  On this day the people would ask God to deliver them.  They 
would recite the words of Psalm 118:26, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD,”  As they contemplated God’s future 
deliverance of his people.  Simon’s entrance into Jerusalem as deliverer was seen as an answer to the prayers offered annually 
during the Feast of Tabernacles. 
 
So when the Jews waved palm branches as Jesus came down from the Mount of Olives, they were saying, “Jesus, be our 
deliverer.  Save us from the Romans (as Simon saved our forebears).  Cast out our enemies, and free us from their awful 
oppression.”  That is what they were looking for in Jesus: a messiah, which means “anointed one” or king.  David was a messiah.  
Solomon was a messiah.  Any of the ancient kings anointed by the priests were said to be messiahs.  We can see, therefore, 
that these people had very specific expectations about what the Messiah would be like.   
 
During the years between Jesus’ birth and the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in AD 70, at least eight people, and 
perhaps as many as thirteen, called themselves messiah or were hailed as messiah by some of the Jewish people.  Josephus, 
the first-century Roman historian, tells us about a few of them.  Some were murderers and thieves.  Some were earnest in their 
desire to reign for God.  Some gathered a dozen followers, or maybe a few hundred.  In the case of one man, six thousand 
people joined him to become a fighting force.  Every one of these would-be messiahs used the sword in trying to drive out the 
Romans and establish a new kingdom of Israel.  Each understood this to be the task of the Messiah, as did the people.  And 
every one of these supposed messiahs was sentenced to death.   



 
Hamilton, Adam.  24 Hours That Changed the World. Abingdon Press, 2009 (Pg 73) 
 

Matthew tells us Barabbas’ name was actually “Jesus Barabbas” (Matthew 27:16).  The name “Barabbas” means “son of the Father,” and 
the name “Jesus” means “Savior”; so Matthew makes it clear the crowd was being given a choice between two messianic figures.  If you 
picture yourself a part of that crowd, which one do you pick?  One is going to lead by force; throw out the Romans; reclaim your tax money, 
wealth, and prosperity; and restore the strength of the Jewish kingdom.  The other’s leadership involves loving these same oppressors, 
serving them as they dwell among you, doubling the service they demand of you.  Whom do you wish to see freed?  Whom do you wish to 
see destroyed? 
 
When we see the choice in that way, it is not so difficult to understand the crowd’s choice of Barabbas over Jesus.  They chose the path of 
physical strength, military might, and lower taxes over the path of peace through sacrificial love.  

 
 

So Barabbas had already proven by his participation in a previous insurrection attempt the kind of deliverance 

he would work for, and many no doubt thought we need more like him.  And, evidently, between the time Jesus 

entered the city on what we call Palm Sunday and the Friday morning, it had become pretty clear that this Jesus 

was not the kind of messiah they wanted.   

 

This portrait reminds me of the spiritual blindness of sinners unable to see Jesus Christ for the Savior He is.  

Unable to put their confidence in His ability to save them and deliver them from their oppression. 

 

Sinners, blind in their sin, foolishly choose to put their trust in themselves; to be their own god and savior.  

Sinners think they will make up for their sins, they will do better, or simply don’t need God’s kind of savior.  

All that is merely spiritual blindness. So often sinners do not see themselves as they really are.    

 

Some people put their trust in flesh, like this crowd did.  This is a form of secular humanism -- trusting in man’s 

ability, through might and war, technology, knowledge or any kind of human ability rather than the sacrificial 

love of God.   

 

But many of us, by God’s grace, have come to humbly recognize the futility of trusting either in ourselves, 

some other leader, or some source of human power.  At some point, the futility of man trying to save himself 

has to become clear.  There were some, including the disciples, who still believed in Jesus.  Though they may 

have been bewildered by all that was transpiring, they were still hanging in there after the resurrection. 

 

This is a good point to ask you what your faith is in.  Is it in yourself?  Is it in the government?  Is it in a 

particular set of political views or social views?  What is your faith really in?   

 

This portrait of the crowd asking for Barabbas is held up to you by Mark for you to consider for yourself 

whether or not you believe the love of God can be the most powerful force in the world.  You know Christianity 

did eventually change Rome and its disposition toward the Holy Land, the people of God, and even of Jesus 

Christ.  A few centuries later the love of the Christian faith changed Rome inside out, and eventually Rome 

became the center of Christianity. 

 

So cast your decision.  Who is your messiah? 

 

Mark has a fourth portrait for all of us to consider, which brings us fully back to a picture of salvation. 

 

Portrait #4: Grace - Jesus paid the penalty we deserve; while we get the rewards only He deserves. 

 

Barabbas was guilty both of murder and insurrection.  But what did he get?  He got freedom.  Jesus was guilty 

of neither, yet He was convicted.  Jesus was innocent of any charges against Roman law.  The only thing that 

Jesus was “guilty” of was telling the truth about His identity.   



 

In the freeing of Barabbas and the condemnation of Jesus we have the portrait of God’s grace.  Man gets what 

he doesn’t deserve.  God takes upon Himself what man does deserve.  That is grace. 

 

And Mark and the other gospel writers definitely would want us to see that God is that kind of gracious God.  

He is righteous and holy, not allowing sin to go unpunished.  But He is loving and full of grace, stepping into 

the world to take our penalty on Himself. 

 

Conclusion: This scene on Good Friday has a message to both unredeemed sinners as well as to followers of 

Christ. 

 

First to Sinners: Through witnessing this scene in the passion of Christ, sinners are called to recognize their 

spiritual weakness and vulnerability to the power of sin.  Sinners are exposed to their spiritual blindness, which 

has contributed to their ongoing rejection of God’s love and rebellion against God’s will.   

 

But it shows us in no uncertain terms that like Barrabas, Jesus’ sentence of death was what we all deserved but 

He suffered for us.  God, through this scene on the way to the cross, shows us that He desires to be gracious to 

sinners and that grace is found in Jesus Christ. 

 

But like it was that day in the Antonia Fortress, it will only be a minority of people who recognize their true 

Messiah and Savior as the One God the Father sent in the person of Jesus Christ. 

 

If God has opened your eyes to see Jesus as your savior and only hope for forgiveness and deliverance from the 

power of sin into a peaceful relationship with God, you need only to acknowledge that before God today.  

Putting your faith in Jesus Christ, receiving God’s gracious offer of forgiveness, and surrendering to Jesus as 

your Lord and God is all that stands between you and your salvation.   

 

Christian man or woman, how do you respond to this scene?  You are reminded that you are God’s because of 

grace.  Jesus stepped into your place of judgment.  God opened your eyes to see Jesus and as the Son of God 

and your Savior.  God opened and softened your heart to become receptive to His gracious work.   

 

And God calls you to love Him and His kingdom work more than your own life. 

 


