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 Therefore many of the Jews who had come to visit Mary, and had seen what Jesus did, 
put their faith in him. But some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what Jesus had 
done. Then the chief priest and the Pharisees called a meeting of the Sanhedrin.  
 "What are we accomplishing?" they asked. "Here is this man performing many 
miraculous signs. If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and then the Romans 
will come and take away both our place and our nation." 
 Then one of them, named Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, spoke up, "You know 
nothing at all! You do not realize that it is better for you that one man die for the people than 
that the whole nation perish." 
 He did not say this on his own, but as high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus 
would die for the Jewish nation, and not only for that nation but also for the scattered children 
of God. So from that day on they plotted to take his life. (NIV) 
 
 As we continue the series of sermons looking at “Ironies of the Passion”, we come to a 
reading that falls just outside of what is considered “The Passion History.” But it contains the 
moment that, humanly speaking, got it all started.  
 What had happened is that Jesus had come to Bethany, where sisters Mary and Martha 
lived, and where their brother Lazarus also lived. Or had lived.  
 Lazarus had died recently. Sort of recently, anyway. Lazarus had already been buried, 
and his body had surely begun to decay. After all, he’d been dead for 4 days. 
 And then Jesus showed up. As was his wont when he showed up at a funeral, he turned 
it upside down by making sure that Lazarus was right-side up, saying “Lazarus, come out!”—
which resulted in Lazarus coming out of the tomb, alive! 
 This was pretty much the greatest funeral in the history of funerals, so you can imagine 
that it had an effect on people. The obvious effect was that “many of the Jews who had come to 
visit Mary, and had seen what Jesus did, put their faith in him.” 
 The less-obvious effect, the ironic “I would not have guessed that” effect is that some 
others “went to the Pharisees and told them what Jesus had done.” They'd seen someone who 
had power over death, someone who had the power to free them from death--and all they 
could do was run to the Pharisees to tattle on Jesus! 

The Pharisees called an emergency meeting of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council. 
The council was divided between Pharisees and Sadducees, and they usually disagreed about 
everything. But now they spoke with one voice: “‘What are we accomplishing?’ they asked. 
‘Here is this man performing many signs. If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in 
him…’”  

Did you catch what they confessed there? They actually confessed/admitted that Jesus 
was doing miracles! They did not dismiss Lazarus' resurrection as some sleight of hand on Jesus' 
part or as overactive imagination on the part of the crowd. They knew that Lazarus had been 
dead and that he was now alive, and that Jesus had done it! 



Understandably, they were terrified. Ironically, they weren't terrified by the realization 
that they needed to bow the knee before Jesus and ask for his forgiveness. No, what terrified 
them was the possibility that others would do that. If people believed in Jesus and believed in 
the good news of forgiveness of sins...to the Sandhedrin that would be a tragedy.  

Because Jesus was causing quite a stir among the people. And if there was one thing the 
Romans didn’t like, it was a stir among the Jews. A stir among the Jews often led to a rebellion 
by the Jews—a rebellion the Romans would then be forced to put down. So the Romans 
expected the Jewish leaders—the high priest, the Sanhedrin—to keep the Jewish people in line. 
If they couldn’t keep the Jewish people in line—well, then they’d bring in another high priest 
who could do better. Or perhaps they’d just get rid of the Sanhedrin altogether. 
 So now that Jesus was not merely doing miracles and growing in popularity in the 
backcountry of Galilee but also in the population and civilization center of Israel—Jerusalem—
and even going so far as to raise someone from the dead, they were concerned.  
 If things intensified from here, if “the whole world” continued to “go after him”…well, 
listen to their own words: “If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and then 
the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation.” 
 And there was the key, wasn’t it? This wasn’t about whether or not Jesus was actually 
performing miracles. They knew and they even freely admitted (at least to one another) that he 
had. The key wasn’t even whether or not Jesus was right or wrong in his preaching. Being right 
or wrong paled in comparison with the possibility that Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin might lose 
their positions of power and prestige because of Jesus.  
 And that, really, is what this boiled down to—purely selfish motives. Oh, Caiaphas was a 
good enough politician to know how to phrase it. He knew how to dress such a horrible, selfish 
plan in the clothing of seemingly noble motives. He portrays it as a noble, patriotic course of 
action—a difficult one, to be sure, but the best choice available under the circumstances—a 
choice that was made with the good of thousands of people in mind. 
 His plea amounted to: "Surely our nation needs to be saved from destruction. Surely 
God's people need to be saved from destruction. If one man has to die in order to keep God's 
people from being destroyed, [here I picture him sadly shaking his head as he states the only 
possible solution], then Jesus will have to die--in order that others might be saved." 
 It appeared to be a coldly rational plea. And really, who could argue with it? I mean, it is 
better that one person die rather than that all die. If the entire population of the United States 
could be saved from death by having one individual suffer death, wouldn’t that be worth it? Of 
course it would. Most every one of us here would recognize that the sad death of one innocent 
individual is preferable to the sad death of millions of innocent individuals.  
 But the nation isn't really whom Caiphas was concerned about. Caiaphas was concerned 
about Caiaphas. If he'd been honest, he would have said, "I am willing to do anything necessary 
in order to maintain my position as high priest. If someone, if an innocent person has to die in 
order to accomplish it, well, so what.”  
 And if we are honest, we will admit that we're the same way. We hate it when Jesus 
threatens our power, when Jesus comes with his commandments and indicates that he wants 
to be the ruler of our lives and of our hearts. Our sinful nature gets not merely worried but also 
angry, saying “I am going to lose my place!” 



 And like Caiaphas, our sinful nature springs into action, saying that Jesus and his 
commands must die. Of course, like Caiaphas, we cover it up. We sadly shake our heads, 
indicating that while we know that it is hardly ideal that God’s commands be disobeyed (and 
you notice how we use the passive, impersonal language—“that God’s commands be 
disobeyed” rather than “that we disobey God’s commands”—as though such disobedience isn’t 
really an active thing on our part—or perhaps even something that we could hardly be said to 
be involved with)—we sadly shake our heads, indicating that while we know that it is hardly 
ideal that God’s commands be disobeyed, it is better than the alternative, that really we’re 
thinking of the good of others when we decide to disobey. 
 “No, it’s not good that I drink that much—but don’t you know that it’s better for one 
man to be hungover rather than that he deal with his stress by going ballistic on all those 
around him?”  
 “Yes, it’s easy for you to sit there and judge me, but you would see things differently if 
you were in my shoes. You’d understand that sometimes God’s rules need to be broken—let’s 
say “set aside”—in order to accomplish a greater good.” 
 However we say it--"It's unfortunate that I have to make this choice at the moment. But 
it's the lesser of two evils.” Or “I was driven to it.” Or “It's the right choice in this particular 
circumstance because of all these mitigating circumstances. It's unfortunate that Christ and his 
commands have to die--but it must be done."—However we say it, it’s no less repulsive to God 
than it was when Caiaphas said it. It makes us as deserving of eternal punishment from God as 
lying Caiaphas was. 
 And yet, unwittingly, Caiaphas spoke the truth. More than that, he spoke the gospel. 
Take a moment to enjoy what God is doing here. The high priest was to serve God--something 
Caiaphas clearly had no interest in doing. The high priest was to serve God and to proclaim the 
gospel by offering sacrifices in which the animals were intended to show that the Savior was 
going to give himself as a sacrifice for the people.  
 Caiaphas wasn't interested in the gospel, nor was he interested in proclaiming it. 
 So in the midst of Caiaphas' wickedness and his intent to preach nothing other than 
hatred and self-serving pragmatism, God caused him to preach a sermon that told why Jesus 
had to die--so that we could be saved. There's irony in the fact that the one who was trying to 
destroy the gospel is actually still testifying to it 2000 years later, and there’s comfort in 
knowing that even as the mighty Caiaphas and his Sanhedrin were plotting, God was the one 
actually in charge.  
 John says, “He did not say this on his own, but as high priest that year he prophesied 
that Jesus would die for the Jewish nation.” 
 Caiaphas was right when he said it was better for Jesus to die than for a whole nation 
(or the whole human race!) to die. 
 Better that Jesus should suffer God's wrath on the cross for 3 hours than that we should 
suffer it for all eternity. Better that Jesus should suffer Hell than that we all should suffer Hell.  
 Well, better for us anyway. 
 
 
 



 But for Jesus it wasn’t better, was it? I mean, isn’t there an unanswered question here? 
Why? Why did Jesus believe that it was better that he die for us than that we die? Was it just 
sheer numbers that led him to that conclusion? And if it was, at what point does the strength of 
the numbers collapse under the weight of the ungratefulness of those being saved? What I’m 
saying is that it’s fine and good and noble for soldiers to say that it is better that one innocent 
person die—even if that innocent person is themselves—in order that millions or an entire 
nation should die. But if those millions are decidedly far from innocent themselves, but instead 
guilty, and even antagonistic towards the soldiers who are saving them…now see how many of 
those soldiers believe that it’s better that they should die than that the ingrates they are trying 
to serve. 
 And what do you do when staring into the face of the one who is so willing to easily give 
up your life in order to selfishly benefit themselves? What must Jesus have thought as he later 
stood on trial before Caiaphas, stood there before the one who was so quick to write him off, 
who wouldn’t even mourn his passing? Would you still have been so committed to the idea that 
it was better for one man to die for the people—the righteous for the unrighteous—including 
one so unrighteous, so hateful as Caiaphas? Would you still have chosen to suffer the eternal, 
burning wrath of God—something so awful that the best way I can describe it to you is to say 
that I can’t describe it to you because to even begin to compare it with anything you’ve 
suffered here on earth would be to minimize the awfulness of hell? 
 I think not. 
 So why did Jesus do it? Why did he decide to give his life in order to save ours? What on 
earth could still make him believe that it was better for him to die for the people? A selfless, 
selfless love that has no earthly equal. A love for you that was so deep, so rich, so intense that 
he would have come to this earth to suffer and die even if you were the only person who 
needed saving, a love that said it was better for him—one man—to die than for anyone else to 
die. 
 “One man should die for the people.” It’s not surprising that Caiaphas would say such a 
thing, for Caiaphas was sinful and selfish. “Jesus and his commands should die rather than my 
sinful desires.” We have to confess that we have said and acted in such a way. “One man—
Jesus—should die for the people.” Of course we would wish for such a thing in order to avoid 
eternal damnation. “One man—I, Jesus—should die for the people.” That Jesus would say such 
a thing, and then follow through on it—that's not irony. That's love! Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


