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At Mark 14:64, at the conclusion of Jesus’ “trial” before the Sanhedrin, Mark has Jesus’ chief interrogator

and judge, the (here unnamed) High Priest,  proclaim that Jesus has committed the crime of  blasfhmi/a,

the wilful and arrogant derision of the power and majesty of the God of Israel.1    The judgment, which

secures a death sentence for Jesus from the rest of the Sanhedrin,2  is issued after, and in direct response to,

Jesus’ announcement in Mk. 14:62 that he is indeed “the Christ, the Son of the Blessed” whom his

interrogator and all the Sanhedrin will eventually “see”  being exalted by the God of Israel to this God’s

“right hand” and (if  kai\ e)rxo/menon meta\ tw=n nefelw=n tou= ou)ranou=  is a separate claim  -- see

below,  note 8) also as one invested and acting with the authority to judge Israel and the world.3  

Of the many questions that surround the interpretation of this passage, the one that I wish to deal

with here is one that has not only long intrigued interpreters, but which (if I judge things aright) has recently

received renewed attention due to the publication in 2000 of Darrell Bock’s Blasphemy and Exaltation in

Judaism.4  Why it is that Mark presents the High Priest and the Sanhedrin as responding in the way they do

to Jesus’ declaration? What, according to Mark, is the reason  the High Priest and those gathered with him

pronounce Jesus  a blasphemer and worthy of death?

One answer that has long been given (and which Bock’s work on blasphemy and exaltation in

Judaism ultimately attempts  to show, if not to prove, is a  real possibility) is, of course, that historically this

is exactly what the High Priest did. Jesus was actually pronounced guilty of the crime of blasphemy during

a “trial” before the Sanhedrin and Mark is here simply passing on historical tradition. 5 

But critical scholarship has tended to reject this answer for a variety of reasons, among which (and

for our purposes, perhaps the most crucial)  is the observation, grounded in both narrow and wide studies

of the idea of “blasphemy” in first century Judaism,  that nothing that Mark reports Jesus as saying at Mk.

14:62 would or could have been characterized as Mark says it was.  As Raymond Brown and others have

argued, the claim to be Christ/Messiah (or Son of God  -- if a separate title here6) was never considered

blasphemous.7  And given that (as Bock himself has  demonstrated) Judaism recognized that certain human

figures, including the Messiah and the one designated by Daniel and Enoch as “(the) Son of Man,” had been

or could be divinely called “to sit”  at God’s right hand and to exercise judgement over Israel and the

nations,  neither was a claim such as we find Jesus apparently making about his heavenly enthronement.8

Given this, it would seem that if we are to answer the question I wish to deal with here, we must

move away from historical investigation about what was and was not considered blasphemous in Judaism

in the first century and how this does or does not square with what Mark says is the occasion and cause of



the charge leveled against Jesus, and adopt some other approach. 

The one that I will explore here involves following the lead given us when we take into consideration

what Ernst Lohmeyer,  Vincent Taylor,  and other scholars have noted is indicated by the fact that the

question from the High Priest which begins the portion of Jesus’ interrogation that culminates in the

blasphemy charge (i.e.,  ei)= o( Xristo\j o( ui(o\j tou= eu)loghtou=))  is fronted with an unnecessary  su.

According to Lohmeyer and Taylor, this su is “emphatic and contemptuous,” and since ei)= by itself in this

interrogative context would mean “are you”,  the sense of the question Mark has the High Priest ask is not

“Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed”,  but  “Are you of all people [God forbid!] the Christ ...?”.9 

If so, then, for Mark, what lies at the heart of the blasphemy charge -- what offends the High Priest’s and

the Sanhedrin’s sensibilities and makes them feel that the God of Israel has been denigrated and insulted --

 is not what Jesus claims about himself, but that it is Jesus who is making Messianic claims. 

But why, according to Mark, would the High Priest and the Sanhedrin feel so strongly not only that

Jesus of all people is not someone whom God would ever ordain as his Messiah (or make judge of Israel

and the nations), but that the claim on the part of Jesus to the contrary convicts Jesus of blasphemy? The

answer lies, I think, in establishing six  things. 

1. Who,  according to Mark, God was in the eyes of the Sanhedrin.  The Sanhedrin judgement that Jesus is

a blasphemer means, after all, that Jesus has offended their conception of who God is.

2. What, according to Mark, the Temple -- the edifice whose destruction the Markan Jesus, claiming divine

warrant, symbolically enacted in Mk. 11:15-17 before astonished and enraged Sanhedrinists10 -- represented

to the members of the Sanhedrin. 

3. What, if anything,  the Christology of the Sanhedrin was -- that is to say, who and what in Mark’s eyes

the Temple Aristocracy believed the Messiah was to be, what the God of Israel has called him to do, and

what the means were that this God had ordained as fitting for the accomplishment of the Messianic task. 

4. Who it is, according to the Sanhedrin, who gets to do what Jesus apparently claims is his right to do ,

namely, to sit at God’s right hand. 

5.  What, if anything,  the Markan Sanhedrin thought to be the case with respect to the question of what

period in Israel’s remembered and anticipated national history they and the rest of Israel now stood.

6.  Who or what, at the point of Jesus’ “trial”, the Markan Sandedrin know Jesus to be.



God in the Eyes of the Sanhedrin

There seems little reason to doubt that with respect to their vision of God,  Mark intends us to see that those

who condemn Jesus as a blasphemer accept and profess what is asserted in the most famous of all Jewish

prayers, the Shema:

Hear O Israel, Yahweh our God, Yahweh is one (Deut 6:4)

as well as  in the Psalms that are derived from or grounded in it, such as Ps. 96, which note that

... great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised;

     he is to be revered above all gods

For all the gods of the peoples are idols,

     but the LORD made the heavens ...

Say among the nations “The LORD is King!” (NRSV)

That is to say, the Markan Sanhedrinists believe that the God of Israel, the creator God, was alone Lord of

the universe and that he had entered into covenant with Israel, electing her to be his people for the express

purpose of making his name known among the nations who were in rebellion against him.11

There is also little doubt that Mark intends us to see that for the Sanhedrinists, Yahweh was one who

had not only chosen to dwell among his people on the mount named Zion where the Temple in which they

worshiped their god now stood and that he would defend this hill against all attackers and usurpers; he was

also  was irrevocably committed to defending and vindicating his people when they were rendered desolate

by the nations who refused to accept his sovereignty.12

Perhaps most important of all was their belief that Yahweh had called Israel to announce and sustain

her identity as his people through obedience to a code of “purity” -- or, as Marcus Borg has labeled it, a

“politics of holiness” --  that stressed  (a) “separation”, first from  “the polutions of the nations” and then

from those Jews who had rendered themselves as “sinners” by going over to the ways of the nations,  and

(b) the necessity of strict adherence to, observation of, and zeal for certain practices and institutions which

marked off Jew from Gentile, especially Temple,  Sabbath, fasts, food laws, and “cleanliness”.13 

The Temple in the Eyes of the Sanhedrin

Our main source for understanding what, according to Mark,  the Temple represented to the members of the

body which condemns Jesus as a blasphemer is the statement that Mark has Jesus utter immediately



following, and as the  justification of, what has traditionally but wrongly (at least for Mark)  been called the

“cleansing of the Temple”. As is well known, the statement is a composite quotation, the elements of which

are taken from Isaiah 56:7 and Jeremiah 7:11,  which charges the Temple aristocracy with turning the

Temple from its divinely intended and final purpose of being a “house” where the outcasts of Israel  and all

the nations will join together in prayer and worship with those whom the God of Israel has already gathered

to be joyful in his presence14 into a “den of thieves”.

Contrary to a long standing view that is still frequently mooted15, for Mark the target of the statement

is not some real or imagined economic exploitation on the part of the Temple aristocracy of those who

bought sacrificial animals from the Temple stock or who traded foreign currency for the coinage acceptable

for the payment of temple taxes, let alone  the Temple’s commercialization.16   Rather, the target, in Mark’s

presentation of things, is the fact  that, as in Jeremiah’s day, the Temple had been made over by those

responsible for insuring that it would fulfil the purpose for which God had intended it – to bring blessings

to the nations -- into a focal point of the hope of national liberation from those nations and was now being

put forward as a  symbol both of a divine guarantee of security against Israel’s enemies when Israel was

beset by them and of God’s ultimate subjugation of the nations to Israel.17 It is the ground of the claim,

against which the elect must guard themselves, that at Mk. 13:6, 21-22  the Markan Jesus notes will come

from false Christs and false prophets, that flight from Jerusalem and the Temple is not necessary even when

the “abomination of desolation” appears and Jerusalem is on the verge of being laid waste. 

     For the Sanhedrin, then, the Temple represents a warrant for pursuing a path of religious exclusivism and

revolutionary zeal.

The Christ and his work according to the Sanhedrin.

There are at least three places in Mark’s Gospel where Sanhedrinist Christology is  revealed: (1) in the

notice of the Chief Priests mocking  Jesus on the cross at Mk. 15:24-32; and (2)  in the story of Peter’s

“confession” at Caesarea Philippi (Mk. 8:27-31) where, according to Mark,  Peter gives voice to the

Christological views of “men”; and (3) in Jesus’ question about the Son of David at Mk. 12:35-37.

1. The Chief Priests’ mockery

Within the larger story of Jesus’ crucifixion --  a story linked inextricably with Mark’s accounts of Jesus’

Sanhedrin “trial” through the repetition there of this “trial’s” major motifs of Temple charge, mockery, Jesus

as Messiah, and blasphemy18 -- Mark presents members of the Sanhedrin as moved, when seeing Jesus upon

a Roman cross where he is openly proclaimed as Israel’s King, to exchange among themselves a particular

jibe against him. This jibe both takes up and follows on from the public recrimination derisive passers-by

have just hurled at Jesus after noting that he was one who supposedly claimed the ability to destroy and



rebuild the Temple.19  It also extends that recrimination  to include both a taunt over the fact that “this

Christ, this King of Israel”  

... saved others ... but he can't save  himself! 

and a call to Jesus to provide for them a display of power which would both reverse and repudiate as

unfitting for him the fortune he is suffering at the hands of the enemies of Israel and show him to be God’s

Christ.

Let this Christ, this King of Israel, come down now from the  cross, that we may see and believe.20

It is unlikely, as is sometimes thought,  that what is expressed in all of this, especially in the adversative

contrast between “he saved others” and “he cannot save himself,”  is a sense on the part of the Sanhedrinists

of how ironic it is that one who has been able to heal others and restore their physical well being, cannot

preserve his own life.  For Mark not only casts the wording of the taunt in terms of themes found in his story

of Jesus’ “trial” and in scenes paralleling the cross mockery  (Jesus as Messiah and as judge of the nations,

Jesus as King); he likens the taunt’s origin and character to the vindictive and sarcastic remarks of the

passers-by,21 the substance of which is rooted in and calls to mind the Temple charge of Mk. 14:58,.22  By

this he makes clear that the claims that the Sanhedrinists here focus on, react to,  and are intent to skewer

and deride are those made by or about Jesus during his Sanhedrin “trial”.  Notably, neither Jesus’  healings

nor his role as a miracle worker were ever  taken up or mentioned as an issue in that “trial” (or even in the

mockery which followed it), let alone seized upon as things  which laid the ground for any charge or insult

made against him.23  Rather,  what we have here is an inverse expression of a fundamental belief of the

Sanhedrinists  -- that a God-sent “deliverer” who cannot or will not secure his own survival, and even more

importantly, who allows himself to be subjected to humiliation and defeat by the nations, and who will not

rule over them, cannot be God’s  Xristoj.24

     This is noteworthy. For its implication is that what Markan Sanhedrinists do believe about God’s Christ

is that he is one who will reveal himself in might and that he will be both divinely enjoined to resist those

who stand against him and God’s elect and divinely empowered to rule as a king who defeats the nations

when they attempt to subjugate him to their power.

2. The “confession” at Caesarea Philippi

In his story of Peter’s “confession” at Caesarea Philippi, Mark presents Jesus and Peter as engaged in a



heated dispute over the question of the means by which Jesus as Messiah is to achieve the fulfillment of his

Messianic vocation.25 In Mk 8.31 Jesus declares in the first of three passion predictions, or, to use the

phraseology of C. Myers, “death portents”,26  that in accordance with his understanding of the will of God

in this regard, the Messianic task (which is portrayed by Mark as the decisive victory of God's sovereignty

over the world)27 is to be accomplished only through suffering and a willingness to be subjected to death

(polla\ paqei=n kai\ a)podokimasqh=nai) at the hands of enemies.28 But at Mk 8.32 Peter disdains this

declaration. In his demeanour towards Jesus and in his reaction to Jesus' announcement, he [Peter] not only

vociferously asserts that, on the contrary, suffering and death are not God's plans for his Messiah. He also

implicitly proposes that Jesus as Messiah should deny what he has just said and adopt some other means

to execute his divine commission29 -- which, as I have argued elsewhere, Mark goes on in Mk. 8:34-9:1  and

in Mk. 9:30-37 and Mk. 10:32-45 to explicate as involving the Messiah acting  as a triumphalistic warrior

king who saves Israel and brings it to its destiny by waging wars of deliverance.30   Then, as is well known,

Mark has Jesus declare that the Christology that Peter shows himself believing in and holding to, the

Christology out of which his rebuke of Jesus arises,  is specifically that “of men” ( (tw=n a)nqrw/pwn,  Mk.

8:33).  In doing this, Mark not only labels  Peter’s Christology as false and misguided and in opposition to

God’s own decree.  He, through Jesus,  identifies it with the Christology held and espoused by the

Sanhedrin. For, as Mark’s use of the expression tw=n a)nqrw/pwn

his readers to the fact that, when used as it is here as an antonym for  “of God”31 and in a context of debate

about God’s will, the phrase stands as a cipher for positions held by the Jewish religious authorities who

stand in opposition to Jesus.32 

Here then the Christology of the Markan Sanhedrin is revealed as one grounded in a triumphalist

vision of the Messiah and the Messianic task.

3.  The Question about the Son of David

Mark reports that at the end of a series of debates with the Temple aristocracy and their retainers that arises

out of Jesus’ explicit challenge to their Zion ideology, Jesus asks a question that notes not only that the

Sanhedrin has a Christology, but that this Christology is explicit. The Messiah is ui(o\j Daui/d, the Son

of David. 

Now, as Lohse and others have demonstrated, in Mark’s time Son of David Christology was rooted

in a set of Messianic expectations that finds its preeminent expression in such texts as  Ps. Solomon 17 and

4 Ezr. 12 in which the work that the  ui(o\j Daui/d, the “Lord’s anointed”,  would do on the commission of

the God of Israel is centered in three things:

 



(a) in gathering a people from among ethnic Israel and leading them in the ways of

righteousness; 

(b) in ensuring that there was among them none of the “arrogance” displayed by the children

of the covenant who, when persecuted by one who “did in Jerusalem all the things the

gentiles do for their god in their cities” for obedience to the practices which kept Israel

distinct from the nations and ensured deliverance from oppression, went over to the Gentiles

and  adopted their ways;   and

 (c) in “shattering unrighteous rulers,”  “purging Jerusalem from nations that trample (her)

down to  destruction” by “destroying them with a rod of iron”.33

Accordingly, what Jesus’ declaration that the Sanhedrin believes the Messiah to be David’s Son shows us

regarding Mark’s presentation of  Sanhedrinist Christology is that it is one that is grounded in the view that

the Messiah is to be a warrior king of Israel who is to be raised up and elected by God for a particular dual

purpose:   (1) to maintain and reinforce  the traditional ethnic and ultimately national boundaries between

Israel and the nations  by enforcing, ruthlessly if necessary,  obedience on the part of Jews to the practices

and institutions by which her god-ordained separateness had historically been announced and sustained,

and (2) to purge the land of Israel, and especially Jerusalem and the Temple, of Gentiles through holy war.

The Sanhedrinist View of Who Gets to “Sit at God’s Right Hand”?

At first glance, given the data available to us,  it appears that the only answer that we can give to the

question of who the Markan Sanhedrinists believe gets to “sit” in God’s presence  is a negative one: not

Jesus.  But is this really all that can be said? Before we come to any conclusion on the matter, let us first

take note of the answer to our present question that, as Bock has shown,  was given in the Judaism of Mark’s

day.  Besides certain angelic figures, those who were perceived as having the right and authority to “sit at

the right hand of God” were first and foremost the major luminaries of Israel’s history  (Abraham, Moses,

David, Elijah, and Ezra)  who were remembered either as those who had been instrumental in bringing Israel

into existence or who had helped to maintain Israel as faithful people by calling  it to be obedient to the Law

and to uphold its distinctiveness among the nations.  But this group also included, notably,   the Maccabean

martyrs who “consecrated themselves for the sake of God” in order to bring about punishment of the

enemies of Israel and the purification of the land from the pollution of the nations, the Enochian Son of Man

who comes to the rescue of the righteous, and the Davidic deliverer who is dedicated to giving  to the Sons

of Light “rest from all the sons of Belial who will seek to cause them to stumble that they may destroy them



and swallow them up” [4Q174. 7-8].34  Is this catalogue something the Markan Sanhedrin would endorse?

Are these figures the ones who, in their eyes, would be enthroned with God?  To a large extent, the final

answer to these questions depends on whether or not these figures are in any way the antitheses of  who,

according to Mark,  the Sanhedrin knows Jesus to be.  But since, as we have seen, Mark presents the

Sanhedrin as believing that the Messiah was to be one of the figures which Judaism perceived as ultimately

having the right and authority to “sit” in the presence of Israel’s God, then we may state preliminarily that

the answer is yes.

Where Israel Was according to the Sanhedrin

Notably it is Mark’s presentation of the Christological beliefs of the Markan Sanhedrin which allows us to

pinpoint where, according to Mark, the Sanhedrin viewed Israel within the scheme of its remembered and

anticipated history.  Since no one hopes, as the Markan Sanhedrin obviously does,   for a deliver from

national oppression unless one is under it, or for a king who will free his nation from Gentile domination

unless it is subjected to it, or for a ruler who leads his people into a land purged of the pollution of profane

enemies unless they are deprived of it, the Markan Sanhedrin believes, as apparently many Jews of Mark’s

period actually did35, that (to use Tom Wright’s summation of things)  the nation was (still) “in exile”. But

it is not only here that Mark shows us this.  That the Markan Sanhedrinists hold to this belief is also what

Mark indicates, if not underscores,  in his notice at 1:5 that “all the people from the region of Judea,

including all the inhabitants of Jerusalem”,  traveled out to and accepted, while confessing their sins,” the

“the baptism of  repentance” being administered by one whom Mark specifically portrays as announcing

the end of Israel’s exile and the beginning of a new exodus.

We should not miss the import of this last point.  For it signals that, according to Mark, the

Sanhedrinists  believed that the God of Israel was now setting things in motion to liberate his people from

their present bondage.

Jesus according to the Sanhedrin

Who is Jesus in the view of the Markan Sanhedrinists?  He is  -- and this Mark shows the Sanhedrinists

knew before Jesus’ open declaration of his identity at his “trial” -- one who has claimed to be authorized

and empowered by the God of Israel to act and speak on his behalf specifically with respect to the question

of the divine plan for the liberation of Israel from its exile. More importantly, he is, according to Mark,  one

whose claim to act on God’s behalf and speak in his name  they were initially convinced was true.   We see

this in Mark’s notice at Mk. 2:12 that constituent and representative members of the Markan Sanhedrin, give

“glory to god” after Jesus proves through a “sign” that he does not, as they first think, engage in blasphemy

when he claims the right and ability to forgive sins, but is, as he claims, God’s agent, appointed and



empowered to heal and restore.

But, as is shown in their (and their retainers’)  expressions of concern over what Jesus says and does

subsequent to their initial acceptance of him as God’s agent,  he is also one who does not go on to do what

they think one so appointed and empowered should do.  Rather than enforce the boundary markers by which

Israel’s distinctiveness is maintained, he breaks them down. Rather than maintain the practices by which

Israel announces its determination to remain separate (food laws, not eating with the “unclean,” purity) and

shields itself from becoming polluted by the nations, he abandons them and goes so far as to proclaim that

they are no longer in force (Mk. 7). Rather than support the Temple and the Zion ideology behind it, he

declares that the Temple is now superfluous and that reliance on it as surety against Israel’s destruction is

the very thing that will bring its destruction about.  Rather than proclaim that the Gentiles are doomed, he

declares that they are the object of God’s favour.  Rather than  call Israel to engage in holy war, he calls it

to the cross. And most notable of all,   he does all of this in the name of Israel’s God.

The Reason for the Charge

With all of this before us, we are now in a position to answer the question of why it was, according to Mark,

that Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin accuse Jesus of the crime of blasphemy.  It is because in stating that he is

Messiah, the Son of the Blessed, Jesus deprives God of  his  righteousness.  By affirming that he has been

elected to sit at God’s right hand, Jesus claims that God has no intention, as the Sahedrinists believe God

has, of fulfilling his covenant promises to Israel to restore her fortunes, to bring her home, and to make her

renowned and praised among all the peoples of the earth by “turning away her  enemies,” repaying them

in kind for their oppressions against his people, and establishing her as ruler and judge over them.  For by

their lights,  the path that Jesus advocates as divinely mandated for Israel is not only one that God does not

endorse. It is one that, if followed,  will bring his elect to ruin and make God’s name a mockery among the

Gentiles.

II.

But why does Mark tell us this? It is, I contend, because Mark wished to present those who brought Jesus

to his death as fellow travelers with, if not actually members, of the faction within Judaism which fermented

and fostered the Jewish rebellion against Rome.

Several considerations favour this contention.   First, the views on God, the election of Israel, on how

God would demonstrate his covenant faithfulness to Israel, and on the nature and work of the Messiah that,

in Mark’s eyes, were held by the Sanhedrin are those of the Zealots. Second, the Temple ideology that Mark

identifies as that of the Sanhedrin is that which was propounded by the Zealots.36  Third, those whom the



Sanhedrin regard as worthy of sitting at God’s right hand are  figures who for the Zealots were the

embodiment of their ideal of zeal.37   Fourth, the display of disdain and hostility that the Markan Sanhedrin

shows towards those who hold the view  that God does not wish the triumph of his people was something

for which the Zealots were known and which they placarded as a badge of their zeal.38

          But what most strongly indicates Mark’s intent to identify those who condemn Jesus to death  with

the Zealots is the fact that at an astounding number of points, Mark’s narrative of the trial of Jesus recalls

an event  that occurred  at the beginning of the War, and notably, shortly after the victory over Cestius

Gallus, whose defeat was interpreted not only by the Zealots, but also by many who until then had stood

against the war, as a sign that God fully endorsed the Zealot cause and sanctioned the newly begun holy war.

This was the trial of Zacharias, the son of Baris, by a Zealot Sanhedrin.  According to the report of Josephus,

...  the Zealots set up sham courts and faked trials. They had decided to liquidate one of the most

distinguished citizens, Zachariah, son of Baruch, as they were annoyed by his burning hatred of

wrong and love of freedom, and his wealth made them hope not only to plunder his property but also

to get rid of a man capable of destroying them. They therefore issued a categorical order, summoning

seventy men in public positions to the Temple, where they turned them into a stage jury with no

authority. Then they charged Zachariah with trying to betray their country to Rome  and sending an

offer of treason to Vespasian. There was no proof of the charges, no evidence at all, but they said that

they themselves were quite convinced of his guilt and claimed that that should satisfy anyone.

Zachariah realized that his fate was sealed: he had been treacherously summoned to a prison, not a

court. But certain death was not going to deprive him of free speech - he stood up, scoffed at the

incredibility of the charges, and in a few words disposed of the whole indictment. Then, turning the

tables on his accusers, he methodically detailed all their illegalities and mercilessly exposed their

mismanagement of affairs. The Zealots howled with rage and could hardly keep their hands off their

swords, determined as they were to play out this farce, this sham trial to the end, and eager also, to

find out whether the jurors would risk their own lives in the cause of justice. But the seventy brought

in a unanimous verdict of Not Guilty, choosing to die with the defendant rather than bear the

responsibility for his destruction. The Zealots greeted his acquittal with shouts of indignation, and

were all enraged with the jury for not realizing that the authority bestowed on them was a mere sham.

Two of the most unscrupulous fell upon Zachariah, murdered him in the middle of the Temple, and

jested over his dead body: 'Now you have got our verdict too, and your trials are over.' With that they

threw him out of the Temple and into the valley beneath. Then they showed their contempt for the

jurors by belabouring them with the backs of their swords and driving them from the precincts. For

one purpose only they refrained from murdering them - that they might go into every part of the City

and let all the citizens know that they were slaves (B.J. 4.334-344).39



Here, as in Mk 14:54-63, we have a capital trial before a hastily summoned Sanhedrin.  Here, as in Mk.

14:54-63, the trial occurs in the Temple precincts and in an atmosphere not only of crisis but of

eschatological expectation centering in the God of Israel’s imminent deliverance of his people from

oppression and the destruction of Israel’s enemies.  Here, as in Mk. 14:54-63,  those who convene the trial

believe in holy war.  Here, as in Mark, we have the appearance of false witnesses and the sounding of the

theme of a predetermined verdict.  Here, as in Mark, the one brought into court is a figure who is known

and identified as standing in opposition to the ideology of those who have convened his trial. Here, as in

Mark, the accused  speaks out forcefully against the ideology of those who would condemn him. Here, as

in Mark, the remarks of the accused evoke from his accusers both physical and verbal expressions of rage

and indignation.  Here, as in Mark, we  find an outworking of a theme that standing on the side of the

accused creates risks for those who might do so. And here, as in Mark,  the one accused is handed over to

mockery and an ignominious death.

           In the light of these parallels, it seems difficult to escape the conclusion that Mark has cast his story

of Jesus’ Sanhedrin “trial” and condemnation so as to call to mind the Zealot trial and condemnation of

Zacharias. If so, then another conclusion follows: Mark wishes to identify those who tried and condemned

Jesus with those who tried and condemned Zacharias.

III

But why would Mark wish to make such an identification?  One answer seems obvious: to account for the

rejection of Jesus by the representatives of his own people by laying bare the ideology that was that

rejection’s ground and motivation.  But I think there is more to it than this. As I have argued elsewhere40 --

 assuming with Joel Marcus and others that the Sitz-im-Leben of Mark’s Gospel was the Jewish War,41   and

working from clues given in Mk. 13 in Jesus’ warnings about being led astray by false Christs and false

prophets  who, on the basis of Dan. 9:26-27 and 11:31-35 (with their notices  that those who are loyal to

God shall not flee but stand firm and take action when a pagan ruler begins to set up in the Temple the

abomination that makes desolate), proclaim that divine deliverance of Jerusalem from its enemies was

imminent -- there is a very strong case for seeing that the occasion for the Gospel of Mark was Mark’s

perception that those for whom he writes were being seduced into thinking that God authorized his faithful

to disdain as foolishness the way of the cross that Jesus had demanded of them and to join with the Zealot

cause,  embracing as “of God” the ideology and the praxis of holy war.   If this is so, then Mark’s

identification of the Sanhedrin with the Zealots and his portrayal of why it was that the Sanhedrin viewed

as blasphemous Jesus’ claim to be the one whom God would vindicate as his true Christ, was to make plain

something that the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews says his readers would become guilty of should they
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