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Today we are moving into the last  of our studies on the book of John.  We will be looking at the last events of Jesus' life here on this earth through the eyes of all of the gospel writers.
I have chosen to do this by looking at different groups and individuals and how they reacted to the events in Jesus' life from the Garden of Gethsemane to his ascension.

I believe that as we take this journey, we will find that we were there, too.  Perhaps in more than one capacity.

From Peter, who went from swearing that he would never forsake Jesus to just swearing, to Herod who just wanted to toy with Jesus, to the fickle crowds that had to be rushed into accepting a terrible injustice before they stopped to think, to the conniving priesthood, we were there all of the way. Deep within each of us is the capacity to deny Jesus.  And the capacity to change.
We will begin this mini-series with a look at the religious leaders of Israel.  This is the easiest on the surface, and perhaps one of the hardest.  The Sanhedrin is easy to dislike.  They were a body of men who rarely agreed on anything.  Composed mostly of Sadducees and Pharisees, along with some scribes, they were a collection of conflicting ideas and goals, rife with political shenanigans and intrigue. They are easy to hate.

As you know, the Pharisees were the ones who spent most of the time hounding Jesus.  They were much more concerned with matters of the spirit than the rest of the Sanhedrin.  Their lives were a round of ritual and custom.  Washing the hands.  Not for physical cleansing but to be clean ritually.  Not mixing certain foods.  Observing the minutiae of the Sabbath restrictions.  (Ever wonder if they went more than a Sabbath day's journey spying on Jesus?)  Attempting to avoid even looking at a woman that was not their wife.  And we could go on.  Easy to make cartoons out of them.  And many of the people did.

Then you have the Sadducees.  The real power class in Israel.  They were in the upper social and economic strata of the society.  One of their great duties was to take care of and be responsible for the temple.  More concerned with making sure Rome did not take away what little power they had than they were with matters of faith.                 
They were the local governors, operating with Roman approval, and did their best to keep peace with the Romans.

They were part of the Sanhedrin.

They collected Temple taxes, and were responsible for the tribute that came to Jerusalem from the Jews in other countries.

They equipped and led the army.

Within limits, they took care of domestic issues.

They rejected the oral law that the Pharisees treasured, and believe that the Torah was all that was needed.  

According to Josephus, the Sadducees believed that:

· There is no fate

· God does not commit evil

· Man has free will; “man has the free choice of good or evil”

· The soul is not immortal; there is no afterlife, and

· There are no rewards or penalties after death
There were some important differences.

· According to the Pharisees, spilt water becomes impure through its pouring. Sadducees deny that this is sufficient grounds for Tumah (impurity).[13] Many Sadducee-Pharisee disputes revolve around issues of Tumah and purity. Some scholars[who?] suggest that the emphasis on purity is characteristic of priestly groups, who often utilized their perceptions of “holiness” and “unholiness” to enforce their power.

· According to Jewish law, daughters inherit when there are no sons; otherwise, the sons inherit. The Pharisees posit that if a deceased son left only one daughter, then she shares the inheritance with the sons of her grandfather. The Sadducees suggest that it is impossible for the granddaughter to have a more favorable relationship to her grandfather than his own daughter does, and thus reject this ruling.[14] This ruling is a testament to the Sadducean emphasis on patriarchal descent.

· The Sadducees demand that the master pay for damages caused by his slave. The Pharisees impose no such obligation, as the slave may intentionally cause damage in order to see the liability for it brought on his master.[15]
· The Pharisees posit that false witnesses are executed if the verdict is pronounced on the basis of their testimony— even if not yet actually carried out. The Sadducees argue that false witnesses are executed only if the death penalty has already been committed on the falsely accused.[16]
In a short over-simplification, the Pharisees generally were more concerned with spiritual purity of the nation, and the Sadducees were more concerned with the political issues.  But there was One that would bring them together for a short time.  That One was the Jesus, the Son of God.

There was one other group mentioned frequently along with the Pharisees, and that is the scribes.  They were often associated with the Pharisees.  Their duties were to copy the Scriptures, and interpret them.  They were sometimes referred to as lawyers. They were the experts in the sacred Mosaic Law which was in theory the sole legislation, civil and religious, governing the Jewish people.  Many of them became members of the Sanhedrin.  They had the authority of binding and loosing, that is, making authoritative judgments and decisions on the legality or illegality of actions.  Nicodemus and Gamaliel were both scribes. 
As we look at the events before Jesus trial and crucifixion, we will see that the Sadducees were less involved with Jesus than the Pharisees were. And the Scribes were often mentioned along with the Pharisees. 
If you recall the Scribes and Pharisees were the ones to ask about hand washing.  They brought the sinful woman to Jesus.  They questioned his eating with sinners.  This fits well with their roles in the religious arena.
The Sadducees asked for a sign, asked the question about remarriage in heaven. There is much less interaction with Jesus than the Pharisees.  Until the last events.  
The "last straw" was the second cleansing of the temple.  The Sadducees were now beginning to see that their ox was gored.  Jesus bringing his teaching into the temple, Jesus cleansing it, was striking at their area of authority, in the place that they were responsible for.  

As I read the gospels, it seems to me that up to this point, the Pharisees were the most insistent on dealing with Jesus.  Starting here, the Sadducees became more involved.  Other than the request to seal the tomb, after the capture of Jesus led by Judas, the Pharisees are not again mentioned in the gospels.

Now let's find:  John 18:12-14 (NKJV) 
12  Then the detachment of troops and the captain and the officers of the Jews arrested Jesus and bound Him. 
13  And they led Him away to Annas first, for he was the father-in-law of Caiaphas who was high priest that year. 
14  Now it was Caiaphas who advised the Jews that it was expedient that one man should die for the people.
Remember, now, the Sadducees were more concerned with their standing with the Romans than the Pharisees were. Caiaphas was a Sadducee, and held his office because the Roman governor before Pilate selected him.  He was really concerned that there should not be a revolt of any kind, or he might lose his position --- or his head.  So he was eager to see Jesus handled for at least 2 reasons.  First, he believed that Jesus had committed blasphemy.  That was not a capital offence with the Romans, but it did affect his standing with the people.  Because of this there needed to be a charge that would get the Roman's attention.  Therefore the charge of sedition.  Jesus was a rebel, acting against Rome.
To make his point about Jesus and blasphemy, Caiaphas tore his garments.  This he was not permitted to do by the laws of Moses.  If that law were to be carried out carefully, he would have experienced the death penalty himself for deliberately desecrating the High Priestly garments.

In doing this, Caiaphas thought to be condemning Jesus, but was also condemning himself.

This was not the only thing that the High Priest did that went against their laws.

1.  He hired false witnesses against Jesus.

 2.  Jesus' trial began in the night.  This was breaking the law, as trials were not to be held at night.

However, Caiaphas was very careful to keep himself ritually clean so he could officiate at the Passover services.  That is why he did not go to Pilate's hall.

Let's list the actions taken by the rulers from the seizure in the Garden of Gethsemane.

1.  He was betrayed by one of his own that was bought by the rulers.

2.  They took him to Annas' house first, then to Caiaphas' house during the night to be tried.

3.  All they could do was find false witnesses.

4.  The High Priest tears his clothes (which should have been a death penalty for him) and accuses Jesus of blasphemy.

5.   In the morning, they led him to Pilate.

John 19:6 (NKJV) 
6  Therefore, when the chief priests and officers saw Him, they cried out, saying, "Crucify Him, crucify Him!" 
6.  Judas recants and returns the money.  The rulers in essence say "Tough luck."

7.  The priests and rulers accuse and question Jesus before Pilate.

8.  Jesus is sent to Herod.

9.  Herod send' Jesus back to Pilate

10.  The rulers persuade the crowd to clamor for the release of Barabbas (Son of the Father) instead of Jesus (Son of the Father).

11.  The rulers in essence threaten a riot if Pilate does not do what they want done with Jesus – crucifixion.  
12. John 19:15 (NKJV) 
15  But they cried out, "Away with Him, away with Him! Crucify Him!" Pilate said to them, "Shall I crucify your King?" The chief priests answered, "We have no king but Caesar!"

13. They taunted Jesus on the cross.  "Come down".

Mark 15:31-32 (NKJV) 
31  Likewise the chief priests also, mocking among themselves with the scribes, said, "He saved others; Himself He cannot save. 
32  Let the Christ, the King of Israel, descend now from the cross, that we may see and believe." Even those who were crucified with Him reviled Him.

14.  They tried to get Pilate to change the transcription above the cross.

Can you feel the injustice of it all?  Can you believe that anyone would do that to save you?
Well, that is not the end of the story.

Joseph of Arimathea, braves the tide of sentiment, and goes to Pilate and asks for Jesus' body.  He was a secret admirer of Jesus.  He had not been informed of the counsel meeting that accused Jesus.  They probably did not ask any one there except the ones that they knew were against Jesus.  But now Joseph stands up and makes his loyalties known.  

He has Jesus placed in a tomb that he had prepared for himself. So Jesus rests on the Sabbath day.

There is something else to the story.  The priests and rulers knew that there was a fair amount of sentiment supporting Jesus as Messiah.  That is why they sped up the trial like they did.  They wanted it over quickly, assuming that once Jesus was dead, their problems were over.

They didn't really believe that Jesus was the Son of God.  Hedging their bets, they wanted Jesus' tomb sealed and guarded, I assume for at least 4 days.  They believed that after 4 days no one could come back to life.  But 4 days never got there.  Jesus burst from the tomb on the 3rd day, never more to see death.

Not only that, those who were resurrected with Jesus went up and down the streets of Jerusalem as a witness to the truth and fact of resurrection.  That must have thrilled the Sadducees.  

But there is even more to the story.

Acts 6:6-7 (NKJV) 
6  whom they set before the apostles; and when they had prayed, they laid hands on them. 
7  Then the word of God spread, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests were obedient to the faith.

Some of those priests may have stood against Jesus at first.  Some may have doubted his claims.  But as they saw the working of God in the disciples after Pentecost, after they knew of the resurrection, after they watched Jesus' perfect purity throughout his trial, their hearts were touched, and they claimed Jesus as their Savior.
Today, I am asking you, no matter where you have been spiritually, behold the spotless lamb of God.  Recognize that your ritual, your actions, your works cannot save you.  It is only the spotless lamb of God who can provide that for you.  

Will you make him your Savior today?
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