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T H E PA SSOV ER PLOT
A bizarre conspiracy theory put forth by Jewish scholar Hugh Schonfield 
in 1965 was that Jesus of Nazareth meticulously staged His own death 
and resurrection. Schonfield’s book, The Passover Plot, alleges that Jesus 
took seriously the Old Testament prophecies about a Messiah and crafted 
a careful plan to fulfill them all. His plot included the taking of a special 
drug to induce suspended animation and allow for a resurrection. The 
plan was derailed when the Roman soldier drove a spear into His side, 
killing Him and forcing His followers to improvise!

Schonfield’s theory is replete with problems, but the book’s title holds 
some truth. There was a plot made, not by Jesus, but against Him. And it 
was set in motion close to Passover, the arrival of which shaped a large 
portion of the narrative in Matthew 26. Passover influenced the timing 
of the plotters, and it set the agenda for the Last Supper. What’s more, 
it provides a crucial piece of our understanding about who Jesus is and 
why He came.

T H E PLOT TO K I LL JESUS 
Matthew 26:1–5, 14–16
The familiar formula, “When Jesus had finished all these sayings”(v. 1), 
alerts the reader that the discourses are ended. The Passion of Jesus 
now begins in earnest, and He makes His fourth and final prediction 
in chilling detail: “After two days the Passover is coming and the Son 
of Man will be crucified” (v. 2). Passover began on Thursday with the 
slaughtering of the lambs, so these words would have been spoken late 
in the day on Tuesday.

He makes His fourth and final 
prediction in chilling detail

Matthew
T h e  p l o T  a T  p a s s o v e r
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Matthew immediately describes the plot of the 
“chief priests and elders” to arrest and kill Jesus 
(vv. 3–5). By placing this so closely on the heels 
of the passion prediction, “Matthew gives the 
narrative the flavor of God’s sovereign control” 
over all that now unfolds (Carson). No sooner, it 
seems, has Jesus spoken the words than their 
fulfillment begins. The enemies’ plan is finalized 
“in the palace of the high priest, whose name 
was Caiaphas.”

But the plot against Jesus was no sudden, last 
minute decision in response to His arrival in 
Jerusalem. Paul Maier writes that the conspiracy 
against Jesus had been building for several years. 
Matthew records that the Pharisees “conspired 
against him, how to destroy him” already in 
12:14. There was almost certainly an “arrest 
notice” from the Sanhedrin published in the 
towns of Judea (cf. John 11:57). Maier contends, 
“We may, in fact, have some idea of how the 
arrest notice read. A rabbinical tradition . . . in 
the Talmud spells out the indictment . . . [which] 
can be reconstructed as follows:

wanteD : YeshU hannOsRi

He shall be stoned because he has practiced 
sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy. Anyone 
who can say anything in his favor, let him 
come forward and plead on his behalf. Anyone 
who knows where he is, let him declare it to 
the Great Sanhedrin in Jerusalem.

The plotters agreed. Their aim was “to arrest 
Jesus by stealth and kill him,” but “not during the 
feast, lest there be an uproar among the people” 
(v. 5). Passover was one of the three great feasts 
(along with Pentecost and Tabernacles) that Jewish 
men were obligated to attend in Jerusalem. It 
occurred in the month of Nisan (March/April) and 
lasted eight days. The city, which normally had 
a population of fifty thousand, was at least three 
times that size during the feast. Festivalgoers were 

a tremendous throng that made Roman and Jewish 
leaders anxious.

Curiously, though they planned to wait until after 
Passover, His enemies wound up arresting Him 
on the very night of the feast because of a stroke 
of good fortune—help from inside Jesus’ own 
circle of disciples! That very week Judas Iscariot 
approached the Sanhedrin leaders to “deliver 
him” into their hands (v. 15). One of Judas’ 
motives, Matthew implies, was money: “What will 
you give me?” The chief priests counted out for 
him “thirty pieces of silver,” the value of a slave 
accidentally gored to death, as stipulated by the 
Law of Moses (Ex. 21:32; see also Zech. 11:13). 
If the coins were shekels, the sum amounted to 
about a month’s wages, “small pay for so great 
an act of treason” (Filson). Judas now looks for 
an opportune moment (v. 16).

T H E A NOI N T I NG AT B ET H A N Y 
Matthew 26:6–13
Because Jerusalem was crowded during Passover 
and accommodations would have been next to 
impossible to find, Jesus used the nearby village of 
Bethany as His home base (cf. 21:17). On Tuesday 
or Wednesday evening He and the disciples were 
supper guests “at the house of Simon the leper” 
(v. 6). We are not told if Simon was present, but 
if he was, his presence testified that he had been 
cleansed from that dread disease and now rejoiced 
to be part of society and host a meal once more.

The reason Matthew includes the account of this 
meal in the Passion narrative soon becomes clear. 
While Jesus was eating supper, “a woman came 
up to him with an alabaster flask of very expensive 
ointment, and she poured it on his head” (v. 7) as a 
mark of affection and honor. The disciples reacted 
indignantly, criticizing her wastefulness: “This 
could have been sold for a large sum and given to 
the poor” (v. 9). Jesus gently rebuked them: “Why 
do you trouble this woman? For she has done a 
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beautiful thing to me. For you always have the poor with you, but you will not always have me” 
(vv. 10–11). Now He connects her deed with His imminent death: “In pouring this ointment on 
my body, she has done it to prepare me for burial” (v. 12).

All four Gospels include this story in some form. Matthew, Mark, and John place the incident in 
Passover week just before His arrest. Luke’s account comes much earlier in his narrative (Luke 
7:36–50) and has enough differences that some think it describes a separate event. Mark 14:3–
9 is a close parallel, but with the additional details that the woman “broke the flask” and that 
the actual value of the ointment was “three hundred denarii” (a year’s salary for a working man). 
John 12:1–8 says it happened “six days before the Passover.” He makes no mention of Simon 
the leper but does say that Mary, Martha, and Lazarus were present. Some students guess that 
Simon was a father to those three. According to John, Mary is the woman who anointed Jesus, 
and Judas is the objector. John turns a spotlight on Judas’ hypocritical concern for the poor as a 
mask for his own greed.

The supper ends. The stage is set and the pieces are all in place. Jesus has come to Jerusalem 
and finished His teaching. His enemies have finalized their plot. Judas is looking for an an 
opportunity to betray Him. His body has even been prepared for burial! The day of Passover has 
arrived and the true Passover lamb is about to be sacrificed (1 Cor. 5:7).

T H E ME A L PR EPA R ED, T H E B ET R AY ER I DEN T I FI ED 
Matthew 26:17–25
The Synoptics all describe this final meal as a Passover meal. Matthew’s account is the 
simplest and shortest. John alone says it was a “supper” that took place “before the Feast of 
the Passover” (John 13:1–2). The Passover meal was an elaborate one in which participants 
ate roasted lamb, unleavened bread, harosheth (a sauce with fruit and nuts), and bitter herbs. 
They also consumed four cups of wine. The eating was accompanied by a kind of family liturgy 
that recalled Israel’s rescue from Egypt the night the angel of death “passed over” the homes 
of the Jews whose doorposts and lintels were painted with the lamb’s blood (see the account in 
Exodus 12).

The complexity of the meal required special preparations to be made. The disciples’ first order 
of business was to find an appropriate place: “Where will you have us prepare for you to eat 
the Passover?” (v. 17). The meal had to be eaten within Jerusalem or not at all! Jesus directs 
them to “a certain man” in the city whose house could be used. Did Jesus already know this 
man? The disciples obey, the man consents, and the meal is readied (vv. 18–19). The scene 
reminds us of His direction that the disciples procure the donkey and colt for His procession into 
Jerusalem just days earlier (21:1–3).
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The description of the meal itself is brief, 
containing only three scenes: the identification of 
the betrayer, the institution of the Lord’s Supper, 
and the singing of a hymn. The meal was eaten 
in the “evening,” which for the Jews was the 
beginning of the next day, Friday. As they are 
eating, Jesus makes a startling announcement: 
“One of you will betray me” (v. 21). The impact is 
immediate: “They were very sorrowful, and began 
to say to him one after another, ‘Is it I, Lord?’” (v. 
22). Jesus replies that the betrayer “has dipped 
his hand in the dish with me.” In that culture 
the sharing of a meal established an intimate 
fellowship between friends. To betray it would be 
“treachery of the worst sort” (Mounce).

Judas asks the same question as the others, 
but with a notable difference. Instead of calling 
Jesus “Lord” as genuine disciples always did, 
Judas addresses Him as “Rabbi” (or “Teacher”), 
a term used by non-disciples (19:16) and even 
enemies (22:16, 24, 36). Judas’ language 
betrays Him, even before Jesus says, “You have 
said so” (v. 25). This exchange between Jesus 
and Judas occurs only in Matthew. It makes 
clear that Jesus knows the heart of Judas, for He 
speaks a quiet, but terrible judgment: “The Son 
of Man goes as it is written of him, but woe to 
that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! 
It would have been better for that man if he had 
not been born” (v. 24).

If Jesus knew, why did He not attempt to prohibit 
Judas from betraying Him? The events now 
set in motion, Jesus explains, are “written” (in 
Scripture), decreed by God. Jesus already made 
plain to the home’s owner that “my time is at 
hand” (v. 18). God is in control of everything. As 
Matthew has often observed, the life and mission 
of Jesus “fulfill” the Law and the prophets. Even 
the sinful, damnable plotting and betrayal are 
woven into God’s plan.

T H E LOR D’S SU PPER I NST I T U T ED 
Matthew 26:26–29
The meal is now invested with special 
significance. Taking the bread, Jesus departs 
from the customary haggadah (explanation) to 
say something no one has ever said at Passover 
before: “Take, eat; this is my body” (v. 26). Not 
“represents.” Not “reminds you of.” THIS IS! 
One can imagine the disciples’ astonished looks. 
Similar words were spoken over the cup of wine 
He now held out: “Drink of it, all of you, for this 
is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out 
for many for the forgiveness of sins” (vv. 27–28). 
There is no mention of eating lamb at the meal, 
for Jesus Himself is the lamb (1 Cor. 5:7), and He 
hereby invests the bread and wine with that new 
meaning: it is His body and blood.

“Blood of the covenant” echoes Zechariah 9:11 
where the blood sets prisoners free. It recalls 
even more clearly Exodus 24:8, where Moses 
ratified the covenant at Sinai by throwing the 
blood of sacrificed animals on the people of Israel. 
The blood of sacrificed animals had always been 
poured out on the ground since the “life” belonged 
to God, but now the command is to “drink”! God 
is replacing the old covenant and making a new 
one with His people. This fact has given “the 
New Testament” its name. This new covenant of 
forgiveness brings to fulfillment the promise in 
Jeremiah 31:31–34, even though Matthew does 
not quote it. Some early manuscripts even insert 
the word “new” before the word covenant.

This meal and its meaning have been the key 
signature of Christian worship in all the centuries 
since. Jesus’ “four-fold action” (taking, blessing, 
breaking, and distributing) are the very outline 
of the service of the sacrament in the liturgy. 
The understanding that this meal is a vehicle for 
the forgiveness of sins is tied to these words. 
Just as Passover was a meal to be repeated for 
remembering and participating in the Exodus, 
so this meal is to be repeated for remembering 
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and participating in the deliverance Jesus has 
brought. Though none of the Synoptics include “do 
this in remembrance of me,” Paul preserves the 
command of Jesus in 1 Corinthians 11:24–25.

The hopeful words of v. 29 look beyond the 
suffering and death now at hand to the Messianic 
banquet they will share when His work is 
completed and He returns in glory. It is, as the 
liturgy says, “a foretaste of the feast to come.”

O U T TO GET HSE M A N E 
Matthew 26:30–46
After the little group sings a hymn (probably one 
or more of the Hallel Psalms—113–118), Jesus 
leads the eleven remaining disciples out of the 
city gate down an ancient flight of steps into the 
Kidron Valley. They are headed to a grove of olive 
trees called Gethsemane (“oil press” in Aramaic) 
nestled in the lower slope of the Mount of Olives, 
just a few hundred yards from the city wall. It is a 
place they have visited often and know well (John 
18:1–2).

The night around them is dark and the mood 
somber, for as they walk Jesus makes another 
stunning prediction. Not only will He be betrayed, 
but this very night “you will all fall away because 
of me” (v. 31). “I will strike the shepherd, and the 
sheep of the flock will be scattered” (Zech. 13:7). 
Immediately He adds, as if completing His earlier 
passion prediction, “but after I am raised up, I will 
go before you to Galilee” (v. 32).

It is too much for Peter to accept. His self-
confidence remains unshaken: “Though they all 
fall away because of you, I will never fall away” 
(v. 33). Even Jesus’ retort that Peter will deny Him 
three times “before the rooster crows” cannot 
bend his stubborn pride: “Even if I must die with 
you, I will not deny you!” (v. 35). The others 
chorus their agreement. They cannot grasp what 
lies just ahead.

What now unfolds in Gethsemane shows the 
humanity of Jesus with remarkable fidelity, and 
we should not lightly pass over it. He leaves eight 
of His followers in the grove of trees while He 
takes the inner circle of Peter, James, and John 
a bit farther. “My soul is very sorrowful, even to 
death,” He tells them, practically a quote from the 
refrain of Psalm 42. “Remain here, and watch with 
me” (v. 38). The words of His prayer are a window 
to His agony. He stares not only into the face of 
death but also into the wrath of God against sin: 
“My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from 
me” (v. 39; see also 20:22). Jesus is no “man of 
steel,” but rather a man with human flesh and 
fear, just like us, and He is facing a suffering and 
death like no other.

Three times He prays, struggling with the same 
emotions, repeating the same words. Each time 
He returns to the three and finds them asleep 
(vv. 40, 43, 45). In the end, His desire to do the 
Father’s will trumps His very human emotions: 
“Nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.” And 
then finally, “Your will be done” (v. 42). It is the 
prayer He had taught them to pray (6:10).

But were they praying with Him? No, they were 
asleep! It was late in the evening, to be sure, 
and “their eyes were heavy” (v. 43). But He 
had asked them to keep watch with Him and 
to pray (v. 41). Their inability to do so is a sad 
commentary on their weakness and a troubling 
reminder of our own half-heartedness in prayer. 
“Sleep on, then. Take your rest,” He says with a 
sigh of resignation. They have lost any remaining 
opportunity to arm themselves for the spiritual 
assault that is coming.

Doubtless Jesus can see and hear the plotters’ party 
approaching as it crosses the Kidron with torches 
and begins to climb the path to Gethsemane. “The 
hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into 
the hands of sinners. Rise, let us be going; see, my 
betrayer is at hand” (vv. 45–46).
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Gracious God, by Your Word equip me for the trials of my faith that 
are sure to come. Let the steadfastness and obedience of Your Son be my 

strength when I am weak. This I ask in His name. Amen.

For Review
1. What point is Paul Maier making as he describes the probable “arrest notice” posted by the Sanhedrin?

2. The Passion story is familiar to us. Did this lesson offer any new insights into the Last Supper or 
Gethsemane? If so, share with your group.

Matthew 26:47–56
3. Describe the group that came to arrest Jesus. What does this say about the kind of Messiah they expected 

to encounter?

4. What more do you learn about the “sword incident” in Luke 22:49–51 and John 18:10–11?

5. Once more Jesus declines to stop the course events are taking. What reason does He give for not asking 
angelic help (vv. 53–54)?

6. Have you experienced a time in the presence of Jesus’ enemies when you were faced with a decision to 
stand and fight for Him or to abandon Him? If so, what did you choose?

Matthew 26:57–68
7. Why do you think Peter followed (v. 58)?

8. What’s the significance of mentioning “two” witnesses in v. 60 (see Deut. 19:15)? What’s their accusation? 
What do you think Jesus meant to say in John 2:19?

9. On what basis does the Sanhedrin finally condemn Jesus to death?

10. Why do you suppose that Jesus is largely silent during the proceedings?
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11. What prompts Him to answer Caiaphas (v. 64)? What two passages of Scripture does He reference? Check 
your footnotes to see where Jesus has previously quoted or alluded to these verses.

12. What’s your reaction to reading this trial scene?

 a) I’m angry at how they treated Him.

 b) I’m sad He had to go through this for me.

 c) I’m proud of how He responded.

13. Where do you see Jesus “on trial” today?

Matthew 26:69–75
14. Is there any significance to the fact that Peter made three separate denials? (see v. 34 and John 21:15–17)

15. Why do you think Peter denied that he knew Jesus after making his earlier boasts?

16. For personal reflection: Has there been a time when you, like Peter, were ashamed of your disloyalty to 
Jesus? How does his story speak to you?

MEMORY VERSE
Take time to review the verses that you have committed to memory. Share with your group which of these 
passages has spoken most strongly to you.
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