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Life of Christ
BLOG

—by Marc Turnage

This week we will walk through the events that the Gospels, and the 
entire New Testament, focus on more than any other in Jesus’ life: His 
death and resurrection. This is the cornerstone of our faith and the 
foundation of who we are as Christ-followers. 

The setting of the story is Passover, one of the three pilgrimage holidays 
within Judaism that brought Jews from all over the world into Jerusalem. 
God commanded in the Law of Moses that every able-bodied male would 
come to Jerusalem for the festivals of Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles. 
Josephus, the first-century Jewish writer, says that the population would 
swell to three times its normal size during these festivals. In the first century, 
the average population of Jerusalem was roughly 30-40,000, so the crowds 
within the city during Passover would hit over 100,000 people.

The first-century celebration of Passover centered on sacrificing and eating 
the Passover lamb to commemorate God’s deliverance of the Israelites 
from Egypt. Jews would travel from all parts of Israel, buy a sacrifice, then 
slaughter it. Luke tells us this very thing, beginning in Luke 22:7: 

Then the day came of the unleavened bread on which the 
Passover Lamb was sacrificed. 

The main celebration was slaughtering the lamb and eating it that night. 
The Passover sacrifice was the only sacrifice that was slaughtered by 
the person who brought it. The priest didn’t do it. So when Jesus tells 
Peter and John to go and prepare the Passover, He’s not just saying, “Get 
ready for the party!” He’s telling them to slaughter the lamb, then roast it. 

Death and Resurrection



2

Passover, Then and Now
The Law of Moses originally commanded that the Passover be eaten in 
the presence of the Lord, meaning in the Tabernacle or Temple. But in the 
first-century, logistics did not permit every pilgrim in Jerusalem to crowd 
into the Temple courts on the Temple Mount. There simply wasn’t enough 
room. Because of that, the Pharisees declared that the Temple’s sanctity 
extended to the walled city of Jerusalem. As long as you ate the Passover 
in Jerusalem, you have fulfilled your obligation to God. And that’s 
precisely what Jesus does. He and His disciples come together to eat the 
meal—prepared to eat it completely, which the Law of Moses required.

In the centuries after Jerusalem’s destruction in AD 70, the Passover 
Seder meal developed within the Jewish community with its own liturgy, 
called the Haggadah. This is the telling of the Passover tale, with symbolic 
acts throughout the meal and eating a meal together. However, that did 
not exist in the first century. In the first century, it was all about eating 
the lamb—all of it. So what is practiced today in the Jewish community 
does not parallel the Passover festival of the first century. Let me give 
you a quick example. 

Today, there are four symbolic cups of wine strategically drank 
throughout the meal. In the first century, there were only two. So during 
the first-century meal, Jesus gives His disciples an object lesson based 
on one of the cups and the brokenness of the bread. We remember this 
every time we take communion. 

The week before the Passover meal, Jesus had been staying in Bethany. 
But after finishing the meal, Jesus and His disciples go out to the Mount 
of Olives at the eastern boundary of Jerusalem. Why didn’t they return 
to Bethany that night? Because it was further than a Jew could travel on 
a holiday or the Sabbath. So while they are at the Mount of Olives, Jesus 
prays, “Father, if it’s possible, let this cup pass from Me, but not My will 
but Your will be done,” (Luke 22:42). 

Ordinary Obedience
We need to understand a little bit about the geography of Jerusalem. 
Just east of the Mount of Olives, over the brow of the hill, begins the 
wilderness. When David fled from his son, Absalom, he went over the 
Mount of Olives and disappeared into the wilderness. 

If Jesus had walked east less than one hour, He would be in the wilderness, 
and Pilate and Caiaphas would never have caught Him. In other words, as 
Jesus prayed His prayer, He wrestled with the will of God for His life, with 
His hand on the door of escape. Think about that moment. Jesus wrestled 
with God’s will. The One who taught His disciples to pray, “May Your will be 
done on Earth as it is in heaven,” was in a pivotal moment of obedience. 
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Let’s put ourselves in Jesus’ place. We are fully aware of the suffering, 
the torture, the agony, and the death that awaits us. We know what’s 
coming, and we’re right at the door of escape. What do we do? 

Often we think that being spiritual means stepping up at significant 
times. Instead, it’s the common, ordinary, and mundane moments of 
life that prepare us to answer the bell in the big moments. As Jesus was 
growing up, He would have recited every day, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord 
Our God, the Lord is one, and you will love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, all your soul, and all your strength.” His recitation of that prayer 
was His acceptance upon Himself of God’s rule and reign. 

What impact on Jesus’ life do you think the decision to submit to God’s 
rule and reign a daily habit from the first moment He could remember 
made? Had He not done that, things may have turned out differently. 
Because Jesus disciplined Himself in the common, ordinary, and 
mundane moments of His life, He is ready when the most crucial moment 
in human history presented itself. He turns His back on the door of 
escape and turns instead to face the cross. 

Jesus’ Popularity
After Jesus finishes praying, Judas leads the temple guard of the chief 
priests out to arrest Him. Remember, they do this under the cloak of 
darkness because the crowds in Jerusalem hang on Jesus’ every word. 
When they arrive, Jesus highlights their duplicity with, “I was teaching 
every day in the Temple. Why didn’t you arrest Me then?” 

What was His implication? They couldn’t arrest Him because of His 
popularity with the people. They never turned against Him. We see this 
even in the Book of Acts when the people of Jerusalem continue to 
support Jesus’ followers and movement against the chief priests, their 
scribes, and the Sadducean aristocracy of Jerusalem—the same unholy 
trinity we find responsible here. 

To continue: One of Jesus’ disciples grabs the sword and strikes the ear 
of the servant of the high priest. What did the One who commanded us to 
love our enemies do at that moment? He healed this man’s ear. I find it 
fascinating that in Jesus’ final hours, He presents to us a model of how to 
live in obedience with everything that He had taught up to this point. 

After, He is taken away to the high priest’s house, where He spends the 
rest of the night sitting in the courtyard. Not only is the guard there with 
Him, but so is Peter. With Jesus sitting right there, Peter denies Him three 
times. Jesus had told Peter this would happen, that “Before cock crow, 
you will deny Me three times,” (Luke 22:34). One of the things I love the 
most is when we begin to understand the Gospels’ world. It gives us so 
much detail that we would typically miss! One of those details is “cock 
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crow.” We know from Jewish sources that you could not raise roosters 
and chickens in Jerusalem due to purity issues. 

So, this is not some random rooster crowing in Jerusalem. Instead, 
“cock crow” refers to a specific moment in the pre-dawn hours, when a 
priest would blow the trumpet from the Temple as a wake-up call to all 
the priests in Jerusalem. At that sound, they would go to the Temple to 
begin preparations for daily worship. So, Jesus is telling Peter, “Before 
this trumpet blasts, you will deny Me;” and of course, Peter does. When 
the cock crow happens, Jesus looks knowingly at Peter as they’re seated 
together in this courtyard. 

Pilate The Butcher
Finally, Jesus is taken into the council chamber, where Caiaphas and 
his cronies ask a fundamental question: “Do you or do you not believe 
yourself to be God’s Messiah?” Of course, Jesus does. They now have 
what they need to hand Him over to the Roman Governor. They want 
Pilate to do their dirty work, so they take Jesus to him, laying out three 
charges: one, He forbids paying taxes to Caesar; two, He stirs up the 
people; and three, He proclaims Himself a king. All three are saying the 
same thing: He is a political enemy of Rome. 

Pilate asks, “Are you the King of the Jews, then?” To which Jesus 
responds, “You say that I am.” Pilate does not see Jesus as an imminent 
threat as the chief priests do, mainly because they understand 
the implications of Jesus and His movement, while Pilate does not. 
Additionally, He is a direct threat to the priests. 

So, Pilate tries to pawn Jesus off on Herod Antipas, the son of Herod the 
Great, who is ruling Galilee during Jesus’ ministry. This is the man who 
removed John the Baptist’s head. Antipas previously had wanted to see 
Jesus, but He didn’t play the dog and pony show for him. So Antipas and 
his soldiers dressed Jesus up in rich robes; mocked Him with, “This is what 
we think about you as the king of the Jews;” and sent Him back to Pilate. 

Of all the first-century Roman governors of Judea, Pilate had the longest 
tenure. The first-century Jewish writers, Josephus and Phyllo, both 
described Pilate’s brutality and weakness. He would often do things to 
provoke his Jewish subjects, then respond with extreme brutality. In fact, 
the Jewish sources describe him with the name “Butcher.” 

For a long time, people struggled with this description until archaeologists 
discovered a stone in Caesarea, a Mediterranean coastal city in Israel. 
This stone bore an inscription from Pontius Pilate that dedicated a 
small temple to the Emperor, Tiberius. Most people who see this stone 
are excited to see the name Pontius Pilate! However, they fail to realize 
that this stone gives us the bridge between the Pilate that we find in the 
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Gospels and Pilate the Butcher because it opens a window into Pilate’s 
psychology. Let me explain. 

Roman citizens like Pilate did not worship living emperors. The only 
evidence we find in archaeological remains and ancient sources of any 
Roman citizen worshiping a living emperor is this one stone, dedicating this 
temple to the Roman Emperor Tiberius. In other words, Pilate is displaying 
an exaggerated devotion that is unheard of within ancient Roman culture. 
The Roman historian, Suetonius, tells us Tiberius himself questioned the 
cult of emperor worship. So, here we have Pilate building a temple for a 
living emperor—something unheard of for a Roman to do for the living—for 
an emperor who openly questions the worship of an emperor. 

What does this say? This tells us that Pilate is a very weak individual who 
wants to ingratiate himself into the halls of power. When someone with 
that degree of weakness is put in a position of power, they often abuse 
their power and compensate for their weakness with brutality. Stories tell 
of Pilate trying to provoke his Jewish subjects, then getting backed into a 
corner and thus backing down. That’s exactly what we find in the Gospels.

The coins that Pilate mints depict pagan symbols connected with the 
worship of the emperor cult. Again, this is something unheard of for 
a Roman governor of Judea to do. The chief priests are well aware of 
Pilate’s weakness and know that he wants to be Caesar’s friend. They 
even push his buttons with, “If you do not kill this man, you are no friend 
of Caesar’s,” (see John 19). 

As Jesus’ trial moves forward, the Gospel writers mention another man. 
Barabbas is a Jewish rebel who idealizes Jewish hopes of redemption 
and the expulsion of Rome. He is facing death as a punishment from 
Pilate. One of the questions we never ask is, “Why is Pilate crucifying 
anybody in connection with Passover?” Keep in mind that Passover is the 
Jewish festival of liberty, essentially the Jewish Fourth of July. 

What we find happening here is that Pilate is crucifying not just some 
random person, but someone who identifies with Jewish hopes of liberty 
and liberation. It’s as if Pilate is saying, “You guys celebrated your 
deliverance from Egypt yesterday, but let me remind you who’s in control.” 

Even the two thieves crucified with Jesus aren’t just pickpockets or 
larcenists. A specific term describes them that means they also belong to 
such a movement—they also represent Jewish hopes of liberty. How did 
people who belonged to groups like Barabbas respond when Rome shed 
their blood? Do you think they turned the other cheek, as Jesus said? No, 
they picked up the sword and fought. 

It could be that part of the reason Pilate wants to crucify Barabbas is that 
he knows how Barrabas and his followers will respond, which would let 
Pilate take the gloves off. But the chief priests continue to press for Jesus, 
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so he gives them what they want. He turns Jesus over to be crucified, and 
Jesus is given first to a brutal beating. Roman historians note that many 
people died during this beating on their way to be crucified. 

Notice, too, that after Pilate chooses to condemn Jesus, he participates 
in his soldiers’ mock coronation of Jesus, when they fixed the title onto 
Jesus’ cross. They also would have placed it around Jesus’ neck as He 
goes to the place of execution. This is the crime for which Jesus is being 
condemned: “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews;” it is not Pilate’s 
profession of faith. And this is not just His crime; it’s an open mocking of 
the Jewish people’s desire for God’s redemption. Again, Rome is saying, 
“This is what we do to your redeemers.” 

The Crucifixion 
Crucifixion was one of the most gruesome forms of execution ever 
invented. Ultimately, it’s about crowd control, creating such a grisly and 
terrible scene that people who walk by think, “Note to self. This is what 
happens when you mess with Rome.” Jesus was taken from Pilate—who 
was most likely in the Jerusalem palace built by Herod the Great—led out 
of the city, and fixed to the cross along the road.

Excavations in Jerusalem in the 1970s uncovered an ankle bone of a 
man who had been crucified, a nail still in his ankle. This tells us a lot 
about the anatomy of crucifixion. The upright beam would have been 
permanently fixed in place, which is probably why this place is called 
Golgotha, the place of the skull. It has nothing to do with it being a hill. In 
fact, the Gospels never say it is a hill. Moreover, it has nothing to do with 
it looking like a skull. Rather, it is a known place of execution. 

After being beaten savagely, the condemned would have been taken 
here. What we now know is that they would have the individual stripped 
completely naked and straddle the upright pole. They would place a 
piece of wood on the outside of the ankle to increase the surface area 
of the nail head. Then they would drive the nail through each ankle on 
either side of the pole. A small piece of wood would be placed under 
the buttocks to give a little bit of a seat; and, in this position, all of the 
person’s weight could be supported by their legs. Now, another nail could 
be placed through the palms or wrists. In this position, the crucified 
person would have been able to breathe. 

Sometimes you hear that Jesus died of asphyxiation, but that doesn’t 
seem to be the case. He most likely died from extensive blood loss. This 
is called hypovolemic shock, when the blood pressure bottoms out, and 
the person simply dies. 

Jesus’ crucifixion and death happen on Friday, the day the Jewish people 
are preparing for the Sabbath. Since they don’t have time to prepare the 
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body, they simply lay Him on one of the preparation benches inside a new 
tomb and seal the entrance, most likely with a stone called a “blocking 
stone,” like a cork that goes into a bottle. This particular type of stone 
is called a golel in Hebrew, which means “to roll.” It’s where we get this 
idea when the women ask, “Who will roll away the stone for us?” (See 
Mark 16). Jesus’ followers then go and celebrate the Sabbath. 

A Surprise Ending
Early the first morning of the week, they return to finish preparing the 
body for burial. Notice that none of the gospels say that Jesus was 
buried. That’s fascinating because these Gospels, written after Jesus’s 
life, are preserving precise, technical details. Jesus was dead, and His 
body was placed in a tomb. In our culture, we assume that’s burial, but 
not within Judaism in the land of Israel. 

In first-century Judaism, someone is not considered buried until the 
whole burial process is complete. Notice that even in this little detail, our 
Gospels got it right. The women come to the tomb early in the morning on 
the first day of the week (which is why we celebrate on Sunday) and find 
the stone removed and His body not there. 

Jesus first appears to His disciples, then to disciples walking from 
Jerusalem to a town called Emmaus, and then the Apostle Paul says that 
Jesus appears to over 400 more people. The foundation of our faith is the 
historical reality that Jesus walked out of the tomb. 

There were thousands of Jews who died on Roman crosses 
in the first century, but only One who walked out of the tomb 

by the power of God.

There were thousands of Jews who died on Roman crosses in the first 
century, but only one walked out of the tomb by the power of God. 

This is why Paul says in Romans 1 that Jesus was the Son of David according 
to the flesh, but by the power of the Holy Spirit through the resurrection, He 
is proclaimed the Son of God. This is also why Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15, 
“If Christ be not raised from the dead, then our faith is in vain.” 

This event is the bedrock of who we are. Jesus walked out of the tomb. God 
accepted His obedient sacrifice, and as proof of that, raised Him from the 
dead. And the New Testament proclaims that because Jesus walked out of 
the tomb, as we are faithful to God, we, too, do not have to fear death. We, 
too, will rise from the dead. This is our story. This is who we are.
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Question   Why is Jesus’ death and resurrection so foundational for our 
faith today? For your faith today?

Prayer Starter   Jesus, thank You for—.

Family Chat    As a family, discuss who in your circle needs to know 
about Jesus. How can you share the good news of Jesus with them?

Take Action   Tell someone why you trust Jesus as your Lord and Savior. 
Ask someone if they know Jesus personally.


