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Matthew 27:15



 is the continuative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Now” with the preposition KATA plus the adverbial accusative of measure of extent of time from the feminine singular noun HEORTĒ, meaning “at or during the festival.”
  This is followed by the third person singular pluperfect active indicative from the verb EIWTHA, which means “to be accustomed.”


The pluperfect tense describes a past state which had resulted from a previous action.  The pluperfect looks back on the past from the standpoint of the past.  The pluperfect looks on the action of perfected in relationship to some point in the past.  The intensive pluperfect emphasizes the abiding results of the past action, that is, its linear aspect.  This can be translated by use of the English auxiliary verb “was.”


The active voice indicates that the governor produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Next we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and noun HĒGEMWN, meaning “the governor.”

“Now during the festival the governor was accustomed”
 is the present active infinitive of the verb APOLUW, which means “to set free; to release; to pardon.”


The present tense is a descriptive and customary present of what typically occurs.


The active voice indicates that the governor produces the action.


The infinitive is a complementary infinitive.

Next we have the accusative direct object from the masculine singular cardinal adjective HEIS plus the noun DESMIOS, meaning “one prisoner.”  With this we have the dative of advantage from the masculine singular article and noun OCHLOS, which means “for the crowd.”  This is followed by the appositional accusative direct object from the masculine singular relative pronoun HOS, meaning “whom.”  Finally, we have the third person plural imperfect active indicative of the verb THELW, which means “to want, will, wish, or desire: they wanted.”


The imperfect tense is a descriptive imperfect, which describes a continuous, past action without reference to its conclusion.


The active voice indicates that the crowd produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

“to release for the crowd one prisoner whom they wanted.”
Mt 27:15 corrected translation

“Now during the festival the governor was accustomed to release for the crowd one prisoner whom they wanted.”
Mk 15:6, “Now at the festival he used to release for them one prisoner whom they requested.”

Jn 18:39, “However you have a custom that I might release one man to you at the Passover festival; therefore, do you wish [that] I release to you the King of the Jews?”
Explanation:

1.  “Now during the festival the governor was accustomed to release”

a.  Matthew continues the story with a background note related to a common practice that the Jews put in place (not the Roman government or Pilate—see Jn 18:39 cited above ‘you have a custom’; this was a Jewish custom, not a Roman custom.).  We are to note that this was a customary practice that had now been in effect for some time and had become a common practice (the importance of the pluperfect tense of the verb).  It seems Pilate had been following the practice beginning with his rule in 26 A.D.  This practice obviously occurred at the Passover festival and possibly may have been done at each of the three or four major festivals each year.  However, since the Passover was related to the concept of freedom, there is less reason to believe it occurred at other festivals.  It seems this was not a common practice throughout the Empire or in every province.


b.  Obviously this practice was done to placate and please the throngs of people in Jerusalem.  And since Passover was a major festival, this was a major event.  It is significant that Pilate picked this time to avail himself of this opportunity to free Jesus.  He could have picked another time, which had nothing to do with Jesus.  God was in full control of what was going on.

2.  “for the crowd one prisoner whom they wanted.”

a.  The release of one prisoner was done for the benefit and advantage of the crowd.  This was not done for the benefit of the prisoner (who was of course benefited by this practice), but the emphasis was on pleasing the crowd.


b.  The crowd was required to name who they wanted released, and this was done by a voice vote of who shouted the loudest.  In this particular case there were only two candidates on the ballot: Jesus and Barabbas (who is introduced to us in the next verse).  It is important to note that Pilate didn’t get a choice.  They people made the decision and could have anyone they wanted.  Doubtless a murderer who had killed a Roman soldier or official would have been crucified the same day he was caught and tried, so that the worst of criminal society was already executed before the festival began.  That way the released prisoner would not be someone the Roman governor wanted dead instead of released.

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Pilate wanted to solve the problem but not make any definite decision about Jesus.  As a Roman governor, he was pledged to uphold the law.  But as a politician, he knew he had to get along with the people.  Every decision Pilate made forced him to make another decision, until he was the prisoner of his own evasions. Pilate had one more scheme: He would follow the tradition of releasing a prisoner.”


b.  “Since Pilate believed Jesus was innocent, he tried to have Him released. It was a custom of the governor to release a prisoner each year at the Passover in order to gain acceptance with the Jews.”


c.  “There is some confusion on just where to place this incident, so let us consider the gospel record closely and attempt to reconstruct the events as they occurred that Friday morning. Lk 23:13–17, which deals with the nation’s leaders, follows Mt 27:19 (not 27:16, as some harmonies suggest); for Mk 15:8–10 (which parallels Matt 27:17–18) indicates a movement of the populace, not the leaders.  It seems therefore that what happened was this:


i) When Pilate found Jesus was from Galilee, he sent Him to Herod.


ii) While Jesus was at Herod’s palace, the mob, in a festive mood, arrived at the praetorium to seek Pilate’s customary release of a prisoner.


iii) Pilate seized this as an opportunity to free Jesus, knowing that the chief priests (who were at that moment before Herod with Jesus) had seized Jesus for envy (Mark 15:10). Pilate was hoping that when the leaders returned he could present them with a fait accompli—the people had released Jesus!


iv) While Pilate was preparing to announce the formal verdict, his wife’s message reached him; and around that time Jesus was returned from Herod, accompanied by the Jewish leaders.


v) The leaders discovered what had happened in their absence at Herod’s court and set about manipulating the mob into requesting Barabbas’ release.

Only by following this sequence do the events fit together, for without it the narrative falters and seems to contradict itself.  In fact, that early morning there was a real communication problem as the populace did not know what their leaders had been up to during the night.  Indeed, the leaders had not even planned the night’s affairs—Judas had simply dumped a series of problems in their collective lap by handing Jesus over to them.  So we must be sure to separate the crowd from their leaders in our mind; for if we fail to do this we have no rational explanation for the developing scene.  Mk 15:8 indicates that the beginnings of this episode was distinct from the trials of Jesus Christ as a request for the release of a prisoner is inconsistent with a desire to see a man executed.  It is evident, therefore, that this crowd gathered while Jesus and the nation’s leaders were before Herod.  They then made their traditional request to Pilate that he release a prisoner to them (this concession may well have been granted at the three major feasts, as Matthew and Mark read ‘a feast’ in Greek).  The scene seems to have been conducted with pomp and ceremony; for Pilate was seated on his judgment throne.  So one can conclude that Pilate had retired into the praetorium after sending Jesus to Herod.  Thereafter, the crowd arrived and made their business known, Pilate was summoned, made his grand appearance on the portico above the steps, seated himself on the judgment seat in style, and inquired about their business after calling the gathering to order.  Pilate was too astute a politician not to grasp this opportunity; so in the absence of the high priests and elders, he set about trying to maneuver the multitude into asking for Jesus’ release as he recognized that the chief priests were motivated purely by envy (Mk 15:10).”


d.  “Pilate remains unimpressed with the case against Jesus, and he realizes Jesus’ popularity with the crowds and the jealousy this has created among their leaders (Mt 27:18).  So to be rid of his problem, he tries to pit the crowds against the Jewish authorities.  It was a custom at Passover to release one prisoner according to popular demand.  Many scholars doubt the historicity of this supposed custom, but indirect evidence in support of it emerges in Josephus, b. Pesaḥ. 91a, and Livy 5.13, although none of these texts proves conclusive.”


e.  “Matthew tells us that there was a custom that a prisoner be released at festival time.  The custom is not attested outside the Gospels, but there is nothing unlikely about it since in the ancient world prisoners were sometimes released as a gesture of goodwill.  There is, moreover, a provision in the Mishnah that a Passover sacrifice might be offered ‘for one whom they have promised to bring out of prison’ (Pes. 8:6), which may well be an echo of the custom.  Matthew tells us that the custom was to release, not a prisoner whom the governor selected, but one whom the crowd chose.  There is no information about how the choice was normally made, but if what happened on this occasion is any guide, it was done by the crowd shouting for the man they wanted.”
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