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Preface

The significance of Jesus’ death is apparent from the space that Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, and John devote to the passion narrative, from the emphasis of 
many speeches in the Book of Acts, and from the missionary preaching and 
the theology of the Apostle Paul, who asserts that when he preaches the gos-
pel, he proclaims nothing “except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor 2:2). 
The significance of Jesus’ death is recognized by historians, who view Jesus’ 
trial as one of the most famous criminal cases of antiquity (see CORNELIUS 
HARTZ, Tatort Antike. Berühmte Kriminalfälle des Altertums. Mainz: Zabern, 
2012). And the significance of Jesus’ death on the cross is apparent from the 
history of Christian theology, piety, and art (see JOHANN ANSELM STEIGER / 
ULRICH HEINEN, eds., Golgatha in den Konfessionen und Medien der Frühen 
Neuzeit. Arbeiten zur Kirchengeschichte 113. Berlin: De Gruyter 2010), not 
least on account of the Lord’s Supper or Eucharist, which regularly focuses 
the attention of Christians on Jesus’ death. The significance of Jesus’ death is 
connected, certainly in the texts of the New Testament, with the historical 
details of Jesus’ trial and crucifixion. Exegetical discussions of Jesus’ trial 
and death have employed biblical (Old Testament) and extra-biblical texts in 
order to understand the events during the Passover of A.D. 30 that led to Jesus’ 
execution by crucifixion. The purpose of our book is to publish the primary 
texts that have been cited in the scholarly literature as relevant for understand-
ing Jesus’ trial and crucifixion. The texts in Part 1 deal with Jesus’ trial / 
interrogation before the Sanhedrin, the texts in Part 2 with Jesus’ trial before 
Pontius Pilatus, and the texts in Part 3 with crucifixion as a method of execu-
tion in antiquity. The sequence of texts follows a chronological order where 
possible.  
 Each Part and sub-section will have brief introductions. For each docu-
ment, we provide the original text and a translation. The translations are our 
own, unless otherwise indicated (Old and New Testament texts are taken from 
the NRSV). In an age in which the study of Greek, Hebrew, and Latin are 
regarded by some as gratuitous, we unapologetically present Greek, Hebrew, 
and Latin texts, convinced that any truly serious study of antiquity requires 
analyzing documents in their original languages. Globalization should not be 
confused with linguistic imperialism where everything is reduced to English 
but should be taken as an opportunity to learn, master, and use the languages 

  

  



of other cultures with as much ease as is possible in a lifetime. The major 
editions and translations of the primary sources are listed in the bibliography. 
The commentary will describe the literary context and the purpose of each 
document in context before clarifying details and commenting on its contribu-
tion to Jesus’ trial and crucifixion. The commentary will refer only to the most 
relevant and more recent discussions in the secondary literature; completeness 
is neither possible nor desirable in a collection of texts. The careful reader 
may notice slightly different criteria for source selection between the sections 
on the trial of Jesus and the section on crucifixion. This is because our selec-
tion of source material has been influenced by the various kinds of questions 
that have engaged contemporary scholarship. Scholarly treatments of crucifi-
xion frequently present a general depiction of crucifixion in the Roman world, 
with secondary application to the specifics of Jesus’ death. Thus the goal in 
Part 3 will be to include a vast array of sources from throughout the ancient 
world that report or discuss crucifixion and penal suspension. Meanwhile, 
academic study on the trial of Jesus has typically focused on specific ques-
tions concerning the degree to which the Gospels’ trial narratives cohere with 
first-century Jewish and Roman legal practices and other historical data. This 
necessitates a selection of sources that is more driven by specific questions 
arising from the legal procedures reportedly employed in Jesus’ trial.
 We thank Prof. Heinrich von Siebenthal for help with the translation of 
some of the Greek texts, Prof. Jörg Frey, the editor of the Wissenschaftliche 
Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament, and Dr. Henning Ziebrizki of Mohr 
Siebeck, for the support of this project, Nadine Schwemmreiter-Vetter and 
Jana Trispel for editorial help, Steve Siebert of NotaBene for a wonderful 
wordprocessing software and for help with specific questions, Steven White 
and Cheryl Eaton for help with proofreading, Karis Chapman for meticulously 
producing the drawings in Part 3, Benjamin Schnabel for producing the graph-
ics files, Justin Allison for help with the indexes, and the institutions at which 
we teach for their support for research and writing: Covenant Theological 
Seminary and Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary.

David W. Chapman
Eckhard J. Schnabel
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Part 1

The Jewish Trial before the Sanhedrin

The most important discussion of Jesus’ trial in the 20th century by a Jewish 
author was the study of JEAN JUSTER on the Jews in the Roman Empire. He 
argued that the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem, the highest Jewish court before A.D. 
70, had the right to indict Jews who were accused of capital charges and to 
execute capital punishment.1 HANS LIETZMANN, in his Akademieabhandlung 
of 1931 on Jesus’ trial, used Juster’s conclusions to argue that Mark’s 
depiction of Jesus’ trial before the Sanhedrin (Mark 14:55–65) cannot be 
accepted as historical.2 Lietzmann believed that if Jesus had indeed been tried 
by the Sanhedrin and indicted on capital charges, he would have been stoned. 
Since Jesus was crucified according to Roman law, he was neither tried nor 
condemned by the Sanhedrin. While skepticism concerning the historicity of a 
Sanhedrin trial continues to find support, JOSEF BLINZLER,3 AUGUST STRO-
BEL,4 RUDOLF PESCH,5 RAYMOND BROWN,6 ERIKA HEUSLER,7 MONIKA 
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SCHUOL8 and others9 argue that there was a trial or examination of Jesus by 
the high priest and the Sanhedrin and that the Jewish authorities share the 
legal responsibility for Jesus’ conviction with Rome. Recent investigations of 
the legal situation in Roman provinces, in particular in Judea, have suggested 
that an interrogation of Jesus by the Sanhedrin, convened ad hoc by the high 
priest, is historically plausible when we understand the episode not as a formal 
trial but as an investigation in which the members of the Sanhedrin had a con-
sultative function.10 F. WIENACKER suggests that due to the messianic impli-
cations of the seditio charge, the Roman prefect temporarily yielded the 
preliminary investigation to the Sanhedrin under Caiaphas, a procedure that 
neither robbed the sentence and execution of the character of a Roman trial 
nor called into question the monopoly of Roman capital punishment.11

 The documents presented in Part 1 have been cited by various scholars as 
relevant for understanding the Gospel narratives of Jesus’ trial / interrogation 
before the Sanhedrin. The texts are grouped into seven areas: (1) Annas and 
Caiaphas, the two high priests who were present during Jesus’ interrogation 
by the Sanhedrin; (2) the jurisdiction of the Sanhedrin in the early first century 
A.D.; (3) capital cases in Jewish law, including stipulations concerning the 
interrogation of witnesses; (4) interrogation of witnesses; (5) blasphemy in 
Jewish law; (6) seducers of the people (mesit, maddiah.) in Jewish law; (7) the 
charge of sorcery; (8) the abuse of prisoners in Jewish sources; and (9) the 
transfer of court cases.

1.1  Annas and Caiaphas, High Priests

The Gospel accounts of Jesus’ interrogation before the transfer to Pilate 
mention two Jewish leaders: Annas and Caiaphas. Annas is mentioned for the 
first time in Luke’s dating of the ministry of John the Baptist: “In the fifteenth 
year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of 
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Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the 
region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, during the 
high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of 
Zechariah in the wilderness” (Luke 3:1–2). John relates that immediately after 
his arrest, Jesus was taken to Annas: “First they took him to Annas, who was 
the father-in-law of Caiaphas, the high priest that year” (John 18:13). After the 
interrogation, during which Jesus refers the high priest to his public teaching, 
Annas sends Jesus to Caiaphas: “Then Annas sent him bound to Caiaphas the 
high priest” (John 18:24). Annas is mentioned again by Luke when he 
describes the interrogation of Peter and John after their arrest in the Temple: 
“The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with 
Annas the high priest, Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the 
high-priestly family” (Acts 4:5–6).

Annas (Ananus, son of Seth)

(1)  Josephus, Antiquitates judaicae 18.26

Κυρι'νιος δὲ τὰ Α� ρχελα' ου χρη' ματα α� ποδο' μενος η»δη καὶ τωñν α� ποτιμη' σεων 
πε'ρας ε�χουσωñν αι� ε�γε'νοντο τριακοστωñ,  καὶ ε�βδο' μω,  ε»τει μετὰ τὴν Α� ντωνι'ου ε�ν 
Α� κτι'ω,  ηðτταν υ� πὸ Και'σαρος, Ι� ωα' ζαρον τὸν α� ρχιερε'α καταστασιασθε'ντα υ� πὸ 
τηñς πληθυ' ος α� φελο' μενος τὸ α� ξι'ωμα τηñς τιμηñς Α» νανον τὸν Σεθὶ καθι'σταται 
α� ρχιερε'α.

Translation. After Quirinius had sold the property of Archelaos and when the 
census, which took place in the thirty-seventh year after Caesar’s victory over 
Anthony at Actium, had been concluded and Joazar was overpowered by a 
majority of the people, he (Quirinius) stripped him of the dignity of his office 
and appointed Ananus, the son of Seth, as high priest.

Commentary.12 Josephus begins Book 18 of Antiquitates with the arrival of 
Quirinius, the new Roman legate of the province of Syria, and his assessment 
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of property in Judea (18.1–3), followed by an account of the revolt instigated 
by Judas from Gamala and Zaddok the Pharisee (18.4–10). He then provides a 
description of the three “philosophies” of the Pharisees, Sadducees, and 
Essenes and of the “fourth philosophy” established by Judas the Galilean and 
his followers (18.11–25). Josephus resumes his account of the history of Judea 
and of Quirinius’ activities in 18.26, noting the liquidation of the estate of 
Archelaos, the completion of the registration of property in Judea, the deposi-
tion of the high priest Joazar who had faced serious opposition by a popular 
faction, and the appointment of Ananus as high priest. The Annas ( Α« ννας) 
mentioned in the New Testament is identical with Ananus ( Α» νανος),13 the 
high priest mentioned by Josephus, the son of Seth, an unknown member of a 
leading priestly family. Publius Sulpicius Quirinius was probably proconsul of 
Creta-Cyrenae in c. 15 B.C., appointed consul in 12 B.C., legate of Galatia-
Pamphylia perhaps between 5–3 B.C., then perhaps proconsul of the province 
of Asia. He accompanied C. Iulius Caesar, Augustus’ adopted son, as tutor on 
his mission to the East in A.D. 2–3. Shortly thereafter he was appointed gover-
nor of Syria. It is unclear how long he remained in Syria. The reference to “the 
thirty-seventh year” reckons with the Actian era (the battle of Actium took 
place in September of 31 B.C.), i.e. the census took place in A.D. 6. Quirinius’ 
funerary inscription has been found in 1764 near Tibur (titulus Tiburtinus).14 
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Quirinius died in A.D. 21.15 The next governor of Syria that we have informa-
tion about is Caecilius Metellus Creticus Silanus (A.D. 12–17).  
 Josephus connects Ananus’ appointment to the events of the year A.D. 6, 
the thirty-seventh year after 31 B.C., the year when Augustus defeated Mark 
Anthony in the battle of Actium. Caesar, i.e. the emperor Augustus, deposed 
Archelaos, son of Herod I, as ethnarch of Judea and sent him into exile in 
Vienne in Gaul. He ordered Quirinius to assess people’s property in a census 
and to dispose of the property of Archelaos, and he appointed Coponius as 
prefect of Judea (Josephus, A. J. 18.1–2; see No. 11). Ananus succeeded 
Joazar, son of Boethus, whom Quirinius deposed in response to the activities 
of a “majority of the people” or “a popular faction” which might have been 
connected with the nationalist Judas the Galilean (A. J 18.23–25).16 Annas 
was thus the first high priest appointed by a Roman governor after the imposi-
tion of direct Roman rule in Judea. 
EMIL SCHÜRER regarded Josephus as a “preserver of facts.”17 Much has changed in Josephus 
scholarship since the early 20th century. HORST MOEHRING argued in his 1957 dissertation, 
on the basis of composition-critical analyses, that Josephus is the author of the works ascribed 
to him in the true sense of the term: the material in Josephus’ works is more or less freely cre-
ated, with no necessary connection to historical events.18 PER BILDE’s study of Josephus simi-
larly uses composition criticism, with little interest in history, to portray Josephus as a compe-
tent author.19 STEVE MASON believes that composition- and narrative-critical analyses of 
Josephus have shown that “we have no place to stand that affords traction for getting behind 
Josephus” because “where we have only one relevant narrative and no other evidence, we can-
not hope to produce probable solutions to our historical questions.”20 He argues that “one can 
no longer use Josephus as a fact-book for NT study.”21 Undeterred, SHAYE COHEN uses 
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