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 Americans are enamored with the courtroom.  This obsession with the trials of the accused is evidenced by the number of television programs given to the theme of law and/or crime investigations: three different CSI’s, Canterbury’s Law, Cold Case, Criminal Minds, Dexter, NCIS, Without a Trace, three different Law & Order’s, Crime Scene, Monk, Eli Stone, Boston Legal.  These are just the current programs on the five major networks.  Add the cable networks and there are numerous others, including a crime and law stand alone channel, Tru TV, formerly Court TV, dedicated to crime investigations, forensics, and the courtroom.  Of course, all of America noticed this obsession with the courtroom in the famous O. J. Simpson trial.  Johnny Cochran and Robert Shapiro, Christopher Darden and Marcia Clark, the defense and prosecution attorneys in that trial became household names.  Simpson’s trial was followed by others that fed America’s passion for the courts.  

Why are Americans, and the rest of the world, so obsessed with the legal system in our country?  Why can networks make millions in capitalizing on this passion?  I believe the obsession is because America, presumably more than any other nation in the history of the world, is the one place where a person can get a fair trial.  The words “innocent until proven guilty” are known by all Americans.  “The presumption of innocence states that no person shall be considered guilty until finally convicted by a court.  The burden of proof lies with the prosecution, which has to collect and present enough proving evidence, legally obtained, to convince the judge and jury that the accused is guilty beyond a reasonable doubt.  In case of any doubt, the accused is to be acquitted.”


This presumption of innocence is not unique to us.  Notice I said my belief that our obsession with the courts was based on the presumption that America is the first to have such a “fair trial” system of checks and balances.  However, this idea of presumption of innocence and fair trial existed long before our nation was founded.  It existed long before even our mother country England.  It existed in our text this morning.  The Jewish legal system was based upon God’s civil laws given in the Old Testament.  These civil laws were quite detailed, spelling out the requirements for a conviction of a criminal that included a “burden of proof,” the greatest of these proofs being eyewitnesses.  Concerning eyewitnesses, Deuteronomy 17:6 states, “On the evidence of two witnesses or three witnesses, he who is to die shall be put to death; he shall not be put to death on the evidence of one witness.”  This burden of proof is spelled out in greater detail in Deuteronomy 19:15-21 where the entire trial order is given:

15 A single witness shall not rise up against a man on account of any iniquity or any sin which he has committed; on the evidence of two or three witnesses a matter shall be confirmed. 16 If a malicious witness rises up against a man to accuse him of wrongdoing, 17 then both the men who have the dispute shall stand before the Lord, before the priests and the judges who will be in office in those days. 18 The judges shall investigate thoroughly, and if the witness is a false witness and he has accused his brother falsely, 19 then you shall do to him just as he had intended to do to his brother. Thus you shall purge the evil from among you. 20 The rest will hear and be afraid, and will never again do such an evil thing among you. 21 Thus you shall not show pity: life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot.


Why do I draw our attention to these things?  Because what we need to recognize this morning as we begin to look at the trial of Jesus is that He was in the one place in the world where He should have been given a fair trial.  He stood before the very judges that Deuteronomy 19 designated as “the priests and the judges who will be in office in those days” (19:17).  Yet, He received the greatest injustice ever known or ever to be known by men.
I.   Jesus Examined (14:53-59) 


We last saw Jesus betrayed by Judas and arrested by the authorities in the Garden of Gethsemane.  It is interesting to note at this point that though He was arrested, no charge had yet been brought against Him.  Nevertheless, we read that Jesus was brought before the very men who had been seeking to have Him put to death, “all the chief priests and the elders and the scribes.”  They had gathered together informally, at night, to begin the trial of Jesus.  Much like His arrest at night, this is important to note because their coming together at night shows how willing they were to twist and distort the Law to suit their purposes.  The deck was stacked against Jesus.  The premeditated plans of these men would not be stopped.  They would be satisfied with nothing less than the death of Christ.  So bean what is known as Jesus’ Jewish or ecclesiastical trial, followed by His civil trial before Pilate and Herod that we will look at next week.  His ecclesiastical trial consisted of two stages:

1.  Before Annas (v. 53; John 18:12-24)


Mark tells us that Jesus was taken “to the high priest.”  The order of Jesus’ trial has caused all sorts of confusion when trying to reconcile the gospel accounts because of this first stage.  Did Jesus appear before Annas, Caiaphas, the acting high priest, or both?  The answer is both.  John tells us that Jesus was brought to Annas first (Jn. 18:13) and questioned by him as the high priest.  The confusion is settled by Luke early on in his gospel when we read that Annas and Caiaphas both served as high priests (Lk. 3:2).  According to John, Annas was Caiaphas father-in-law.  Annas had served as high priest and the reigns had recently been turned over to Caiaphas that year.  Evidently, the judgment of Annas was important to the Sanhedrin and Caiaphas.  So Jesus is first brought before him.  Annas began by sort of feeling Jesus’ out, questioning Him about His disciples and His teaching (Jn. 18:19).  
John 18:20-24 – 20 Jesus answered him, “I have spoken openly to the world; I always taught in synagogues and in the temple, where all the Jews come together; and I spoke nothing in secret.  21 Why do you question Me? Question those who have heard what I spoke to them; they know what I said.”  22 When He had said this, one of the officers standing nearby struck Jesus, saying, “Is that the way You answer the high priest?” 23 Jesus answered him, “If I have spoken wrongly, testify of the wrong; but if rightly, why do you strike Me?”  24 So Annas sent Him bound to Caiaphas the high priest.

James Boice helps clarify Jesus’ appearance to Annas first.  

According to Jewish law, the high priest held his high office for life but the Romans, under whose indulgence the Jewish system of government was allowed to function… had displaced high priests who were not to their liking and had others put in their place. Thus, at the time of Christ’s arrest, there were: Caiaphas (the Roman appointee), and Annas (the elder high priest, who would have been recognized as the true high priest by all Jews)… Apparently, John describes the appearance of Jesus before Annas, at which time Jesus refused to testify against himself and was therefore unjustly struck by a minor court officer.


Boice’s rendering appears correct.  However, Jesus’ response to Annas left Annas in a quandary.  Jesus would not accuse Himself.  He suggested to Annas that he question those who had heard what He taught.  Jesus knew that Annas lacked witnesses, witnesses that were required by Law to accuse Him justly.  So Jesus said, “Why don’t you ask those who really know what I said, the real eyewitnesses.  Not this band of bozos who seek to indict Me unjustly and have no witnesses.”  But Annas was unwilling to know the truth because he, like the others, wanted Jesus put to death.  So rather than taking Jesus advice, which would have cleared Him of any charges, whatever they were, Annas handed Him over to Caiaphas and “the whole Council.”  Simply put, Annas, having fully examined Jesus, had no accusation.

2.  Before the Sanhedrin (vv. 55-59)


The premeditated efforts of the Court are clearly spelled out by Mark, “The whole Council kept trying to obtain testimony against Jesus to put Him to death, and they were not finding any.”  Do you see their predicament?  They had arrested Jesus without any charge against Him with no witnesses to any criminal act.  It is not that they had no testimony.  They had plenty who came forward, but their testimonies were known to be false.  According to Jewish law, these testimonies would be given by each individual in private before the Council.  Once one was heard, the next would be ushered in.  This was done to protect the one being accused from inconsistencies between two testimonies.  The Council was to go to great lengths to make sure that the testimonies were sure.  It is more difficult to corroborate falsehood than truth.  In the normal routine, the rules of the Sanhedrin gave the benefit of the doubt to the accused, a presumption of innocence.  But this was not the normal routine.

I am reminded of an incident we had with the band at Hoover High School.  Prior to one of our performances, we had a group of four boys that showed up late for our call time to board the buses.  Rumors were flying around as to what these boys had been doing prior.  When they arrived, their reason for being late was a flat tire.  Seeming as how they were the only witnesses as to whether this was true or not, it was suggested that they be allowed to share their testimony, one at a time.  The question they were asked in private, one-by-one, “Which tire was flat?”  Would you believe that they all gave a different answer!  Their testimonies were false, and their innocence was questioned because of their false witness.  They accused themselves.

That is what was happening with these witnesses against Jesus.  One-by-one they came, but none of their stories lined up.  They were “not consistent.”  The Sanhedrin had nothing to go on, certainly not enough to have Jesus put to death.  So they waited.  Finally, two came forward.  Matthew records the first testimony in Matthew 26:61, “This man stated, ‘I am able to destroy the temple of God and to rebuild it in three days.’”  In our text Mark gives the testimony of the second, “We heard Him say, ‘I will destroy this temple made with hands, and in three days I will build another made without hands.’”  Do you see the difference?  One said that Jesus said that He was able to destroy the temple.  The other said that Jesus said that He would destroy the temple.  That is why Mark concluded, “Not even in this respect was their testimony consistent.”  Interestingly, both of these testimonies were false.  What Jesus actually said is found in John 2:19, “You destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up,” “you” being these wicked Jewish leaders.  Jesus there was not referring to the physical temple at all, but prophesying His own destruction at the hands of these wicked men, the destruction of His bodily temple, and His consequent resurrection.  This was the sign that Jesus gave that would ultimately prove His authority, an authority vindicated by His Father in raising Him from the grave.  But it was this very authority that these men despised.
II.  Jesus Condemned (14:60-65)


  The false testimony of these men was significant when we look again at Jewish law.  At this point, having nothing to accuse Him of, Jesus should have been released.  Not only that, but as we read earlier in Deuteronomy 19:18, “If the witness is a false witness and he has accused his brother falsely, then you shall do to him just as he had intended to do to his brother.  Thus you shall purge the evil from among you.”  What these wicked rulers had in store for Jesus should have been brought upon these men that gave false witness about Christ.  But all of this only incited His opponents more as demonstrated by their condemning Jesus.

1.  By Caiaphas (vv. 60-63)

Caiaphas was a wicked high priest.  William Hendriksen described him as “a rude, a sly manipulator, an opportunist, who did not know the meaning of fairness or justice and who was bent on having his own way ‘by hook or by crook.’  He did not shrink from shedding innocent blood.  What he himself ardently craved for selfish purposes, he made it to look as if it were the one thing needful for the welfare of the people.”
  Note his actions in condemning Jesus.
First, he tried to get Jesus to accuse himself.  He asked, “Do You not answer?  What is it that these men are testifying against You?”  According to B. H. Carroll, this was a violation of Jewish law by asking Jesus to speak.  He noted, “It was a principle of Jewish law that one should not be forced to testify against himself.  A man might testify for himself, but he is protected by a judge who sits on the bench from giving evidence against himself.”
  Caiaphas, totally disregarding this principle, tried to extort an answer from Jesus concerning these false allegations.  But false allegations have no need to be defended.  So Jesus remained silent and did not answer because He had no need to respond.  The prophecy of Isaiah 53:7 was fulfilled by this silence, “He was oppressed and He was afflicted, yet He did not open His mouth; like a lamb that is led to slaughter, and like a sheep that is silent before its shearers, so He did not open His mouth.”

So an incensed Caiaphas tried a different angle.  He totally jettisoned the prior testimonies, which were false anyway, and the quorum of the courtroom, and asked the question that was on all of their minds, and, according to Matthew, put Jesus under an oath.  In Matthew 26:63 we read, “And the high priest said to Him, ‘I adjure You by the living God, that You tell us whether You are the Christ, the Son of God.’”  Now if we were in a courtroom today, the defense would have immediately cried, “Objection your Honor!” and it no doubt would have been sustained.  Caiaphas asked Jesus two questions of accusation: if He was the Messiah, the Deliverer, the Promised One, and if He was God.  


However, unlike the prior questions that needed no defense, this Jesus answered and His answer was both a confession and a warning.  His first response, “I am.”  Jesus was clear and lucid in His confession, a confession sworn by oath to the living God before whom Caiaphas now stood.  He proclaimed the very truth of Himself that had set these men against Him in the first place.  He proclaimed to be One with the covenant God.  
John 7:25-30 – 26 So some of the people of Jerusalem were saying, “Is this not the man whom they are seeking to kill?  26 Look, He is speaking publicly, and they are saying nothing to Him. The rulers do not really know that this is the Christ, do they?  27 However, we know where this man is from; but whenever the Christ may come, no one knows where He is from.”  28 Then Jesus cried out in the temple, teaching and saying, “You both know Me and know where I am from; and I have not come of Myself, but He who sent Me is true, whom you do not know.  29 I know Him, because I am from Him, and He sent Me.”  30 So they were seeking to seize Him; and no man laid his hand on Him, because His hour had not yet come.


Now, the hour had come, and Jesus was true and faithful.  His answer to Caiaphas, “I am.”  His name carried with it the authority of God because He is God of very God.  All of the implications of God’s covenant name were embodied in Christ.  That was His confession to Caiaphas and the Council.


Based on His confession, He sets forth a warning couched in His authority.  He combined three Old Testament Messianic prophecies express His identity”
Isaiah 52:8 – Listen! Your watchmen lift up their voices, they shout joyfully together; for they will see with their own eyes when the Lord restores Zion.

Psalm 110:1 – The Lord says to my Lord: “Sit at My right hand until I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet.”

Daniel 7:13 – I kept looking in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven One like a Son of Man was coming, and He came up to the Ancient of Days and was presented before Him.


All of these prophecies refer to the Messiah’s coming in judgment; God’s coming to punish the wicked.  Jesus stood before Caiaphas and the Court and proclaimed the fullness of deity.  His words for Caiaphas, “You sit presuming judgment upon Me.  However, you have no authority to judge.  I am the King and Judge of all the earth who will one day judge you!”

In Caiaphas’ mind, there was no further need for examination, “What further need do we have of witnesses?  You have heard His blasphemy!”  He expressed his horror and grief by “tearing his clothes.”  However, this was nothing less than shear hypocrisy because Jesus gave the answer that he expected.  And his contention that no further witnesses were needed was fallacious because it assumed that Caiaphas’ judgment of blasphemy was true.  In a court of fairness, Caiaphas’ claim would have required further investigation.  But this was no court of justice!

2.  By all (vv. 64-65)


Caiaphas then asked the others, “How does it seem to you?”  “And they all condemned Him to be deserving of death.”  In other words, they agreed that Jesus was a blasphemer.  The sentence for blasphemy was death by stoning.  Their verdict was not yet a sentence.  According to law a short time was to elapse, at least a day, before formal sentencing could take place.  Pushing the limits of that law, Jesus would not be sentenced until early, and I would suggest the early possible moment, the next morning (15:1).  And even that action would have to be approved by Pilate.

In the meantime, they showed their true colors.  Sinclair Ferguson calls it undiluted hatred from beasts of passion.
  They sought to deride Jesus by spitting at Him, Matthew said “they spat in His face” (Mt. 26:67).  They blindfolded Him and beat Him with their fists, not with whips or straps, punching Him repeatedly while screaming, “Prophesy!” This was the height of hypocrisy.  What had Jesus done in their midst for 3½ years?  They did not want His prophecy.  The officers even joined the party by slapping Him, literally with blows with their rods, in the face.  

But all the while, at the very moment they were yelling, “Prophesy,” they were the ignorant but willing fulfillers of prophecy themselves.  
Isaiah 50:6 – I gave My back to those who strike Me, and My cheeks to those who pluck out the beard; I did not cover My face from humiliation and spitting.


This humiliation continued until Jesus gave up His last breath on the Cross of Calvary.  Peter commented on the unbelievable forbearance of the innocent One during this time:

1 Peter 2:23 – And while being reviled, He did not revile in return; while suffering, He uttered no threats, but kept entrusting Himself to Him who judges righteously.
Conclusion


 I close with the question that Caiaphas asked the Court, “How does it seem to you?”  The wicked high priest Caiaphas asked a wicked, unjust court that question.  How much more should you ponder the question this morning?  Scripture proclaims that all will one day stand before the great High Priest and Judge, Jesus Christ.  His courtroom will be fair and just.  But there will be no presumption of innocence because all are guilty of breaking God’s Law.  God will require no witnesses because His judgments are always true and righteous.  How will you answer on that day considering the truth that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God’?  

“How does it seem to you?”  Do you believe all that Christ said about Himself in Scripture?  Do you believe that He is the great “I am,” the One and Only Messiah come to deliver His people from their sins?  It is easy for us to cast stones at these who condemned Him to death and treated Him spitefully.  But these describe all who do not receive Christ as Lord and Savior.  Either Jesus is who He said He was, or He is a liar, a lunatic, a blasphemer, deserving of death.  Or He is King of kings and Lord of Lords, who willingly gave His life as the innocent, spotless Lamb of God, the only fitting sacrifice for sin to appease the wrath of God.  “How does it seem to you?”  Do love Him, or do you accuse Him?
� � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Presumption_of_innocence" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Presumption_of_innocence�, accessed on 03/29/2008.


� James Montgomery Boice, The Gospel of John, vol. 5, 1385.


� William Hendriksen, NTC: Mark, 604.


� B. H. Carroll, An Interpretation of the English Bible, vol. 4, “The Gospels,” part II, 361.


� Sinclair Ferguson, Let’s Study Mark, 248.





