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LESSON 23 
Luke 23:1-56 

Information for Teacher 
The crucifixion story is one of the best-known stories in Christianity. We’ve read it over and 
over. We’ve seen it depicted in film. The challenge will be to let Luke’s account stand on its 
own. As we have said, there’s no need to make a fifth gospel by just dumping all the elements 
of each gospel into a stew and mixing them together. We’re all so familiar with various details 
of the crucifixion that when we read only one account, we immediately want to fill in the gaps 
with details from other gospels. If our goal were to form a comprehensive account of Jesus’ 
crucifixion, that would be a good procedure. However, we’re studying Luke, so let’s do our best 
to study Luke’s account of the crucifixion. 

Also, you may want to just sum up Jesus’ trials before Pilate and Herod in order to move quickly 
to the crucifixion. While these trials are important in the lead-up to the crucifixion, it is 
understandable in the interest of time to move to the “big event” and so feel free to do that if 
you want. 

Finally, we need to “relieve ourselves of the task of ascertaining degrees of responsibility and 
guilt for the death of Jesus. Who killed Jesus? The answer is, the Roman soldiers under the 
authority of the prefect of Judea, Pontius Pilate…[also], Israel in assembly in Jerusalem.”71 In 
the end, all parties share responsibility. 

Introduction 
Last week’s lesson ended with Jesus being brought before the Jewish leaders. Though Jesus 
does not directly make this assertion, the Jewish leaders believe he is claiming to be the son of 
God. 

Now, Jesus will be brought before the Roman authorities, and we will see Jesus bounced back 
and forth between the Roman and Jewish leaders, because neither Pilate (Roman leader) nor 
Herod (Jewish leader) really thinks he is guilty. In the end, though, the Jewish leaders incite the 
crowd to call for the crucifixion of Jesus. 
                                                      

71 Fred Craddock, Luke, Interpretation (Louisville: WJK Press, 1991), 267. 
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The events in this lesson take place in about a twelve-hour span – from morning until evening. 
We begin with the Jewish leaders deciding to bring Jesus before the Roman authorities. 

The Biblical Text 
Luke 23:1-7 (Pilate) 

x Jesus is taken before Pilate, the Roman governor appointed by Caesar to care for one 
particular area of the empire. The true Lord of the world will meet the fake lord.72 

x The Jewish leaders begin to accuse Jesus in front of Pilate. 
x However, their accusations are different because of their different audience. 

o The things that upset the Jews (claiming to be the son of God) would matter very 
little to the civil Roman authorities, so the Jews have to accuse Jesus of crimes 
that the Roman government would care about. 

� Subverting the nation 
x Jesus has actually never called for any rebellion. 

� Opposing paying taxes to Caesar 
x When given the opportunity, Jesus did not call for tax avoidance 

and fraud. In fact, he endorsed paying taxes to Caesar. 
� Claiming to be the Messiah, a king 

x “Messiah” is not enough of a threat to the Romans, so the Jews 
clarify: Jesus is claiming to be a king. That would threaten Rome. 

x Pilate asks Jesus directly if he is the king of the Jews. 
x Jesus answers indirectly by telling Pilate, “You said that.” He has done this before and is 

doing it again here. 
o However, Pilate takes the non-answer as a denial, whereas the Jewish leaders 

earlier took it as an affirmation. 
x Pilate sees no reason to continue with any proceedings against Jesus. Likely, Pilate 

thinks Jesus is a delusional religious leader, and he doesn’t want to get Rome involved. 
x The crowd won’t let it go so easily. They claim that Jesus is “stirring people up.” They 

also remind Pilate that Jesus started his ministry in Galilee. 
x This gives Pilate a way out. Herod, whose jurisdiction is in Galilee, is in Jerusalem for 

the Passover festival. Herod can deal with Jesus. 

x Why do the Jews modify or completely replace their charges when they go before 
Pilate? 

Luke 23:8-12 (Herod) 

x Jesus is now led before Herod, the man who murdered his cousin John. The real king of 
the Jews will meet the puppet king of the Jews.73 

                                                      

72 N.T. Wright, Luke for Everyone (Louisville: WJK Press, 2004), 276. 

73 Wright, 275. 
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x Herod is curious about Jesus. He wants to see Jesus perform a sign. 
x Like other leaders, Herod questions Jesus, but Jesus realizes that answering is pointless. 
x During the questioning, the leaders (chief priests and law teachers) are accusing Jesus. 

o Remember, accusing is what Satan (the accuser) does. 
x Herod and his henchmen put Jesus in a robe to mock his kingship. 
x They send Jesus back to Pilate, however, because they don’t know what else they can 

do with him. 
x Luke tells us that “Herod and Pilate became friends” (23:12). 

o Some have seen this as the reconciling power of Jesus – even in the midst of 
trials, Jesus can bring about the reconciliation of enemies. 

o More likely, however, Luke is telling us that these two enemies became co-
conspirators that day. They worked together to kill Jesus. It was a friendship of 
convenience based on shared goals and self-interests. 

o Remember that earlier, Pilate had killed several of Herod’s subjects (Luke 
13:1).74 

Luke 23:13-25 (Pilate again) 

x Pilate calls the Jewish leaders and the people together and tells them neither he nor 
Herod can find any charge against Jesus – certainly nothing deserving of death! 

x Pilate’s compromise is to punish Jesus but then release him. 
x The crowd, however, wants Jesus killed, and Barabbas (literally, “son of the father” or 

“son of God”) released. 
o Barabbas has actually been found guilty of insurrection, and yet the crowd 

wants Jesus executed for this charge, even though Jesus is not guilty of 
insurrection. 

o “All sinners, all rebels, all the human race are invited to see themselves in the 
figure of Barabbas; and, as we do so, we discover in this story that Jesus comes 
to take our place, under condemnation for sins and wickednesses great and 
small.”75 

x Pilate again promises to punish and release (23:22), but this won’t do. 
x Pilate gives in to the crowd. He “surrenders Jesus to their will” (23:25). 

x Read Psalm 2:2 and reflect on its relevance for this passage. 
x What kind of leader is Pilate? 

Luke 23:26-49 (Crucifixion and Death) 

x It was common practice for a condemned criminal to carry his own crossbeam on the 
way to be crucified. 

                                                      

74 Michael Card, Luke: The Gospel of Amazement (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2011), 250. 

75 Wright, 280. 
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x Jesus, surely exhausted from the flogging he has received, gets assistance from Simon, 
who literally takes up the cross and follows Jesus. 

o Roman law allowed a soldier to make anyone carry a burden for about a mile. 
(See Matt. 5:41 for Jesus’ teaching on this subject.)76 

x People are mourning, but Jesus knows that a time will come when things are even 
worse for the Jews. 

o The destruction of Jerusalem is about forty years away. 
o If the Romans “do these things when the tree is green, what will happen when it 

is dry?” (23:31). In other words, if they will do this to Jesus, an innocent man, 
what will they do when true Jewish insurrectionists come on the scene? 

x Jesus is crucified with a criminal on either side of him. 
x In the midst of all this, Jesus asks that his executioners and the crowd be forgiven, for 

they are acting out of ignorance. 
x Even as he is asking God to forgive the people, the people are sneering at him and 

mocking him – especially the claims that he is king and savior. 
o Most martyrs of this time would have prayed a curse on their accusers and 

executioners. 
x Jesus gets a sign/placard posted above him on the cross, reading “King of the Jews.” 
x The two criminals begin to talk to Jesus. 

o One mocks Jesus’ claim to be the Messiah, asking him to save the other 
criminals. 

o The other criminal, however, rebukes the first criminal. He affirms Jesus’ 
innocence and the other two criminals’ guilt. 

o This second criminal also asks Jesus to remember him when he comes into his 
kingdom (23:42). 

o Jesus replies, “…today you will be with me in paradise.” 
� Paradise, in first century thought, was the place where the dead went to 

await the judgment and final resurrection. It is closely associated with 
heaven, and is a state of rest and reflection. 

� Paradise is Jesus’ “in between space” as he awaits his own resurrection. 
x From noon until three in the afternoon, the sun stops shining (23:44). 
x The temple curtain is torn in two (23:45). 

o This could symbolize that the barrier between people and God (i.e., the role of 
priests) has been abolished and that through the death of Jesus, we now have 
direct access to God. 

o Or it could symbolize the coming judgment upon Jerusalem and the temple. 
x Jesus quotes Psalm 31 and commits his spirit to God, then dies (23:46). 
x A centurion nearby proclaims Jesus to be righteous (i.e., innocent, although the terms 

are not fully interchangeable and carry different connotations). 
x The people mourn by beating their breasts – a common way to demonstrate grief and 

sorrow at this time. 

                                                      

76 Card, 255. 
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x Jesus’ closest followers, however, watch from a distance. 

x Read Isaiah 53:4-12 and reflect on its relevance for this passage. Do you think Luke 
is highlighting any of the themes from Isaiah? 

x What emotions does Luke seem to want us to feel? Sorrow? Pity? Shame? Others? 
x Reflect on the responses of the centurion, the crowds, and Jesus’ acquaintances. 

With whom do you most identify? 

Luke 23:50-56 (Burial) 

x We meet a man named Joseph, who is part of the Jewish leadership (probably a 
Sadducee and member of the Sanhedrin) but who was not in agreement with the plan 
to hand Jesus over for execution. 

x He asks Pilate for Jesus’ body. This is a dangerous request, since Joseph would be 
openly associating with and expressing sympathy for Jesus, the executed insurrectionist. 

x Joseph prepares Jesus for burial and buries him in a cave that is otherwise empty. 
o Luke wants to dispel the myth that the wrong body was found missing. If the 

tomb was empty, Jesus’ body was the only one in there. 
o The Law commands that death on a tree means the body should be removed 

and buried the same day (Deut. 21:22-23). 
x Jesus’ female followers participate in the preparation day as well, but they had to wait 

out the Sabbath before returning to put perfume and spices on the body. 
o This was a necessary practice if the tomb were going to be used by multiple 

people. Bodies had to be somewhat preserved so others could enter days or 
months later to bury another. 

o Notice that even at this difficult time, the women obeyed the command to 
observe Sabbath (23:56). 

� “When the ground gives way beneath the feet, when heaven and earth 
are shaken, when life’s reason has been removed by death, something 
has to be the same, dependable and certain. What, at such a time, could 
be more nourishing and stabilizing than the same house of worship, the 
same pew, the same Scriptures, the same faces, the same prayers, the 
same voices, the same order of service? Luke is not reporting a case of 
mindless legalism but how a group of women found a place to stand 
when everything seemed to be shaken out of order.”77 

x In what ways did the death and burial of Jesus disappoint the Jews? What did this 
signal? 

x Describe the actions and obedience of the women. 
x Respond to this quote: “…the followers of Jesus found it extremely difficult to 

pronounce the words, ‘Jesus is dead’; the church always has.” 

                                                      

77 Craddock, 277. 
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Application  
x What does this story demand of disciples of Jesus? 
x How does this story demonstrate that Jesus is King? 
x With which groups do you most identify (the accusing Jews, the ambivalent Pilate, 

the mocking crowd, the scornful criminal, the humble criminal, etc.)? 

Next Week’s Text 
Luke 24:1-53 

Reflect on this statement: “Jesus lay in the tomb on the same day on which God rested after 
creation…Jesus’ rest in the tomb, like God’s rest in creation, points to a new beginning in 
history.”78 

  

                                                      

78 Justo L. González, Luke, Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible (Louisville: WJK Press, 2010), 
272. 


