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; Rev. Daniel T-W. Chow '

John 11:47-53; Matthew 26:57-68

In the Apostles’ Creed we read that our Lord Jesus suffered under Pontius
Pilate, the Roman Governor. But the man who arrested Jesus and handed
him over to Pilate, and threatened Pilate to sentence Jesus to death, was
Caiaphas, the High Priest. He was the son-in-law of the ex-High Priest An-
nas. Annas had been removed from the high priesthood by the Roman
Governor. But he still held the reins of power in his hand. He had five
sons. When he was deposed from the High Priest’s office, he managed to
let each of his five sons became High Priest one after another, and the
seventh High Priest was his son-in-law Caiaphas!

The Annas/Caiaphas family was powerful as well as wealthy. But
the way in which they made their money was most probably disgraceful.
They had secured a monopoly in providing materials necessary for the
Temple’s requirements. In the Court of the Gentiles, there were the
sellers of animals and birds for the sacrifices. These sellers were servants
of the High Priest family. If a person would like to offer sacrifice in the
Temple, it was required by the law that the victim had to be without spot
and blemish. There were inspectors to see that it was so. If an animal or a
bird was bought outside the Temple, it had to be inspected and examined,
and it was certain that a flaw would be found. The worshipper was then
directed to buy at the Temple booths where the victims had already been
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examined and where there was no risk of rejection. But look at the price:

Outside the Temple a pair of doves might cost as little as ten cents; inside
it they could cost as much as $1.50! In fact, the whole Temple business
was sheer exploitation. The same was true with regard to the exchange of
money in the Temple. It was required by the law that every Jewish male
should pay dues to the Temple, and that it had to be paid in the shekels of
the sanctuary. The High Priest determined the rate of exchange and the
commission charged. So Annas and Caiaphas amassed a fortune out of
dishonest trade and exploitation.

The Jews knew about it and they hated the household of Annas,
but were unable to do anything about it, for Annas was too powerful. Now
Jesus came. He taught that the requirements of God were practical, rather
than ceremonial. He shared the heresies of men like Amos, who decried
sacrifice, and urged obedience to the will of God instead. Moreover, once
he even dared to challenge the authority of the High Priest’s family. He
came to clear the Temple of the sellers of animals and birds and over-
turned the tables of those money changers. By teaching doctrines like this,
by declaring that the priests had turned the house of prayer into a den of
robbers, Jesus was cutting at the root of their financial undertakings. No
wonder Annas and Caiaphas hated him, and were trying everything within
their power to get rid of him. For he had hit them where it hurt—in their
pockets and their bank accounts!

As the prestige of Jesus increased, the tension between him and
the High Priest’s family became more acute. After the raising of Lazarus,
Caiaphas felt that a meeting of the Sanhedrin, the governing body of the
religious affairs of the Jews, should be called to deal with this matter. The
question was put before the council: “What are we going to do? For this
man does many miracles. If we leave him alone like this, all will believe in
him, and the Romans will come and will take away our place and destroy
our nation.” What they feared was that Jesus might gain a following and
raise a disturbance against the government, and the Romans then would
come and punish them, and the leaders of this country would also be pun-
ished and dismissed from the positions of authority which they enjoyed. In
order to impress members of the Sanhedrin more deeply about the seri-
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ousness of the situation, Caiaphas offered a solution to this problem: “You

do not understand that it is expedient for you that one man should die for
the people, and that the entire nation should not perish.” Caiaphas tried
to cover it with the robe of patriotism, but his real concern was not for his
people, but for his own position and interest. “It is expedient for you and
me that one man should die.” Who was this man? He was Jesus. It never
occurred to him to ask whether Jesus was right or wrong, or whether this
was the will of God or not. His only question was this: “What effect will
this have on my ease and comfort and authority?” He judged things not
by the standards of right and wrong, not in the light of principle, but by
the standards of his own interests, and in the light of his own career! He
put his own interests and career before the will of God!

Queen Victoria of England was once asked to append her signa-
ture to an order for which one of her Cabinet required the royal assent.
He urged it on grounds of expediency, but she raised objection to it and
said: “I have been taught that some things are right, and others wrong;
but | have never been instructed in what is expedient.” And the order re-
mained unsigned. Dear Christian brothers and sisters: What is your princi-
ple? For the sake of expediency or for the sake of right? To set your own
interests before the will of God or the will of God before your own inter-
ests?

When we come to the trial of Jesus, we see that the Sanhedrin,
under the direction of Caiaphas, broke their own rules in order to get rid
of Jesus. The Sanhedrin was the supreme court of the Jews. It was com-
posed of 71 members. The High Priest presided over the court. It had cer-
tain regulations. All criminal cases must be tried during the daytime, and
must be completed during the daytime. Criminal cases could not be trans-
acted during the Passover season at all. Only if the verdict was NOT
GUILTY could a case be finished on the day it was begun. If the verdict was
a verdict of death, a night must elapse before the pronouncement of the
verdict, so that the court might have a chance to change its mind and its
decision towards mercy. Furthermore, no decision of the Sanhedrin was
valid unless it met in its own official meeting place, the Hall of Hewn
Stone in the Temple precincts. In regard to witnesses, all evidence had to
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be guaranteed by two witnesses separately examined, and have no con-

tact with each other. If the witnesses disagreed, the person accused
should be acquitted. All false witness was punished by death. Bearing
these rules in mind, we see it is perfectly clear that on point after point
the Sanhedrin broke its own rules in the trial of Jesus. The meeting was
not held in its official meeting place. It was held at night, in the High
Priest’s residence. A night was not allowed to elapse before the penalty of
death was inflicted. When the witnesses disagreed, they refrained from
acquitting Jesus. And they did not punish the false witnesses. The Sanhed-
rin was supposed to uphold the law. But in the trial of Jesus one illegality
followed another. And nobody dared to point it out in front of the High
Priest Caiaphas!

It is evident that the object of the court was not so much to give
Jesus a trial as to secure his condemnation. His case was prejudged. No
justice, but condemnation, was the aim and purpose of the court. In their
eagerness to eliminate Jesus, the Jewish authorities did not hesitate to
stoop to breaking their own laws. They had already made up their minds
before the trial. Since they could not do it by fair means, they were com-
pelled to do it by foul means.

One may wonder, how could Caiaphas, the High Priest of God,
with the full knowledge of the law, keep on breaking the law without the
slightest sign of remorse? The only answer that could be given was, his
conscience was deadened by his love of money, power, and prestige; the
sensitivity of his conscience had already been petrified by his desire of
vain glory and by his hatred towards Jesus, the young Galilean who dared
to challenge the authority of the religious officials and to undercut their
financial resources! One of the terrible effects of sin is that the more we
sin, the more insensitive our conscience becomes. The first time we do
something wrong, our hearts beat violently, and the inner voice of the
Holy Spirit speaks very clearly to us. But if we decide to harden our con-
science and turn a deaf ear to the voice of the Holy Spirit, we begin to find
ways to justify our wrong doings, and try to rationalize our wrong behav-
jors. Eventually, we come to the stage of believing and accepting what we
at first knew very clearly to be wrong or false. In the early days of his ca-
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reer as the High Priest, Caiaphas might still have possessed a certain de-
gree of sensitivity in his conscience as to what is right and what is wrong.
But as days went by, his lust for money, power, and vain glory gradually
deadened the sensitivity of his conscience, until one day, his conscience
was completely petrified, and was no longer able to feel remorse when
doing wrong. In fact, it is quite possible that in his determination to elimi-
nate Jesus, he sincerely believed that he was not in the wrong; on the con-
trary, he had been wronged, and therefore, by eliminating Jesus, he was
doing a favor for his country and for his religion!

Caiaphas possessed a full knowledge of the law, but his knowledge of the
law did not prevent him from breaking the law. He was familiar with sa-
cred things, but his familiarity with sacred things did not help him in giving
due respect to the sacred things. He was the High Priest. He was supposed
to be a man of God, but instead, he had come to regard himself as a god of
men, receiving their homage not because of the holy functions he exer-
cised, but as though
it were his by right.
We too, have
enough knowledge
of the new com-
mandment given by
our Lord Jesus; we
too, are familiar
with the practices
of the Christian reli-
gion; we too, have
been given the sta-
tus of priesthood.
But, is our
knowledge of the new commandment matched with the practice of Chris-
tian love? Have we let our familiarity with the practices of the Christian
religion sink to mere form and convention and custom? Have we honored
our status of priesthood by offering prayers and intercessions for our fel-
low Christians, our church, our nation and the suffering mankind?

Editor’s Note: This article is reprinted here by permission. If you
would like to purchase Rev. Chow’s book, please contact Mr.
Timothy Chow and he can be reached via email

[tchow@alum.mit.edu]. €
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