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Prologue: They Were Not Killers. They Were Sacrificers.

The Question That Has Haunted Christendom

For nearly twenty centuries, one question has cast a longer shadow over Jewish-Christian relations than any other in the history of theology. It has been asked from pulpits, encoded in liturgies, whispered in the streets of medieval Europe, and used to justify some of the worst violence in Western history. The question is four words: who killed Jesus Christ?

The traditional answer, issued from too many church fathers, too many sermons, and too many centuries of official teaching to be dismissed as a fringe position, was that the Jewish people killed Him, that they were collectively and permanently guilty of the crime of deicide, the killing of God, and that their suffering throughout history was the just and divinely appointed punishment for what they had done at Calvary.​​ 

This book is a direct and systematic refutation of that answer. Not because the question is unimportant. Not because what happened at Calvary lacks moral weight. But because the answer is wrong, and the wrongness is not a matter of political sensitivity or modern interfaith courtesy. It is a matter of reading the Bible correctly.​​ 

The argument this book makes is simple in its summary and profound in its reach: the crucifixion of Jesus was not a crime committed against God by the Jewish people. It was a sacrifice offered to God by the High Priest of Israel, enacted through the covenantal typological system that God Himself had established, in fulfillment of a plan that was determined before the foundation of the world. The Jewish participants in the Passion were not killers. They were sacrificers. And there is all the difference in the world between those two words.​​ 

The Book That Has Always Explained the Cross

The book of Leviticus does not appear on most people's list of devotional reading. It is the third book of the Bible, dense with priestly regulations, sacrificial specifications, and liturgical instructions that can seem, on the surface, to have little to do with the New Testament narrative of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. But Leviticus is the theological dictionary in which the New Testament's central vocabulary is defined.​​ 

When the New Testament calls Jesus the Lamb of God, the word "lamb" carries the full weight of the Levitical sacrifice. When it calls Him the High Priest, the phrase carries the full weight of the Levitical priesthood. When it calls His death an atonement, the word carries the full weight of the Day of Atonement described in Leviticus 16. Every central term in the theology of the cross finds its definition not in a Roman courtroom or a Greek philosophical category but in the Jewish sacrificial system that God gave to Israel at Mount Sinai.​​ 

Leviticus 1:5 states the basic principle of the sacrifice:


"And he shall kill the bullock before the LORD: and the priests, Aaron's sons, shall bring the blood, and sprinkle the blood round about upon the altar that is by the door of the tabernacle of the congregation." (Leviticus 1:5, KJV)​​ 


The priest kills the sacrifice. The priest handles the blood. The priest performs the atonement. This is not a peripheral detail of the Levitical system. It is its governing principle. Calvin's commentary on this verse makes the irreversibility of the priestly role explicit: "It was not allowable for a private person to kill the victim with his own hands, but what the priest did in their name was transferred to them." The sacrifice could only be performed by the priest. The blood could only be handled by the priest. The atonement could only be made by the priest.​​ 

Leviticus 16:15 applies this principle to the most solemn ceremony in the entire Israelite calendar, the Day of Atonement:


"Then shall he kill the goat of the sin offering, that is for the people, and bring his blood within the vail, and do with that blood as he did with the blood of the bullock, and sprinkle it upon the mercy seat, and before the mercy seat." (Leviticus 16:15, KJV)​​ 


Only the High Priest could perform this act. Not a Levite. Not an ordinary Israelite. Not a Roman centurion. Not the governor of Judea. Not Caesar himself. The sacrifice of the sin offering, the carrying of the blood into the Holy of Holies, the sprinkling before the mercy seat: these were the exclusive, irreplaceable, non-transferable acts of the High Priest of Israel. If the sacrifice was not performed by the High Priest, it was not a valid sacrifice. It was simply a killing.​​

Now consider the cross.

The High Priest at Calvary

John 11:49-51 records a moment during the final days before the Passion that most readers of the Gospel pass through too quickly. The Sanhedrin is debating what to do about Jesus. Caiaphas, the High Priest, speaks:


"And one of them, named Caiaphas, being the high priest that same year, said unto them, Ye know nothing at all, Nor consider that it is expedient for us, that one man should die for the people, and that the whole nation perish not. And this spake he not of himself: but being high priest that year, he prophesied that Jesus should die for that nation." (John 11:49-51, KJV)​ 


John makes the theological structure of this moment unmistakably clear. Caiaphas was not speaking from political calculation alone. He was speaking from his office. As High Priest, he was the bearer of a prophetic function that was inseparable from his priestly role. He prophesied, John says, "being high priest that year." The prophecy did not come through him despite his priesthood. It came through him because of it.​​

What Caiaphas said, in the language of his office, was the doctrine of substitutionary atonement: one man should die for the people. Not several. Not all. One. And the nation would not perish because of that one man's death. That is not a politician managing a crisis. That is the High Priest of Israel pronouncing the meaning of the sacrifice, exactly as the High Priest's office required him to do.​ 

Throughout the examination that followed, Caiaphas asked the questions that the Levitical inspection of the sacrifice required. Is this the right sacrifice? Is this the Lamb of God? When Jesus declared Himself the Son of God before the Sanhedrin, Caiaphas did not recognize a declaration of divine identity. He heard what, in his theological framework, was blasphemy. But in the larger theological framework that the Holy Spirit was orchestrating above and through him, the examination was complete. The Lamb had been inspected and found acceptable. The High Priest had fulfilled his covenantal function.​​ 

The Blood on the People: Blessing, Not Curse

No verse in the Passion narrative has been more consistently misread or more catastrophically misused than Matthew 27:25:


"Then answered all the people, and said, His blood be on us, and on our children." (Matthew 27:25, KJV)​ 


For centuries, this verse was read as a self-imposed curse, a declaration by the Jewish people that they willingly accepted the guilt of deicide upon themselves and their descendants, and a divine endorsement of every subsequent persecution of Jews as the carrying out of that judgment. The verse was used to justify the expulsion of Jewish communities from England, France, Spain, and dozens of other countries. It was used to justify the ghetto, the yellow badge, and the pogrom. It was used, in the twentieth century, as theological background music to genocide.​​​​ 

But there is another way to read this verse, and it is a way that is far better grounded in the Levitical system that this book demonstrates as the key to understanding the entire Passion.​​ 

Exodus 24:8 records Moses performing the covenant ratification ceremony at Sinai:


"And Moses took the blood, and sprinkled it on the people, and said, Behold the blood of the covenant, which the LORD hath made with you concerning all these words." (Exodus 24:8, KJV)​​ 


Blood sprinkled on the people. Not as a curse. As the ratification of the covenant. The blood of the sacrifice on the people was the sign of their inclusion in the covenantal grace that the sacrifice accomplished. The KJV commentary at King James Bible Online captures the theological significance: "Neither their persons, their moral obedience, nor religious services, would meet with acceptance from a holy God, except through the shedding and sprinkling of blood. The blood of the sacrifice was sprinkled on the altar, on the book, and on the people."​​ 

When the crowd at Pilate's praetorium cried "His blood be on us, and on our children," they were, in the language of the Levitical system, making the declaration that corresponds to the laying on of hands, the identification of the worshipping community with the sacrifice being offered on their behalf. Got Questions is unequivocal that the verse is not a curse: "God's covenant with the Jewish people remains steadfast, highlighting His ongoing plan for their redemption." The Compelling Truth commentary agrees: "Matthew 27:25 is not a curse upon the Jews; rather, it emphasizes the importance of personal accountability for choices made."​​​​ 

The irony of the supersessionist reading of this verse is total. The tradition that used it as a warrant for persecution was reading a covenantal blood-blessing as a self-imposed curse, taking one of the most consistent theological gestures in the entire Old Testament system, the blood of the sacrifice placed on the covenant people, and inverting its meaning from grace to condemnation. Supersessionism was reading the Passover typology backward and calling the inversion orthodoxy.​​ 

The Argument of This Book

This book unfolds in chapters that together constitute a single theological argument, advancing from the historical and typological foundations of Jewish sacrifice through the New Testament's interpretation of the cross, to the institutional reckoning of the twentieth century and the practical pastoral theology that the whole argument demands.

Part One establishes the covenantal context. It demonstrates that the cross cannot be understood outside the sacrificial system that prepared for it, that every element of the Passover lamb typology is present at Calvary in precise and deliberate fulfillment, and that the examination of the sacrifice, performed by the High Priest, was not a judicial murder but the completion of a covenantal ceremony.​​ 

Part Two examines the priestly office in depth. Drawing on Hebrews 7 and 9, it demonstrates that Jesus is simultaneously the Great High Priest and the Lamb: both the sacrificer and the sacrifice. It establishes that the Melchizedek priesthood, to which Jesus belongs, predates and supersedes the Levitical system without invalidating it. And it demonstrates that the priestly function performed by Caiaphas was the earthly shadow of the heavenly reality that Jesus was accomplishing as the eternal High Priest above him.​​ 

Part Three addresses the question of knowledge and culpability. Drawing on 1 Corinthians 2:7-8, Acts 3:17, and Acts 13:27, it demonstrates that the participants in the Passion acted in ignorance of what they were doing, that this ignorance was divinely ordained so that the plan could be fulfilled without obstruction, and that the charge of deicide therefore fails on its own theological terms.​​ 

Part Four examines the scapegoat typology of Leviticus 16, demonstrates that Jesus fulfills both goats simultaneously in a way that no single animal could, and then confronts the supreme historical irony: that the same church which inherited the scapegoat typology proceeded to use the Jewish people as a scapegoat for the very sacrifice the typology was pointing toward.​​ 

Part Five traces the institutional reckoning, from the Second Vatican Council's Nostra Aetate through the Protestant denominations' varying responses, noting that the Trent Catechism of 1566 had already said that Christian sinners are more to blame for the crucifixion than the Jews who acted in ignorance, and that this correct theology lay on the official pages of the Church for four centuries while the teaching of contempt continued uninterrupted.​​ 

The book concludes with a new hermeneutic for reading the Passion, a call to the Church to move from accusation to understanding, from replacement to relationship, and from the prosecutor's instinct to the worshiper's response. And it ends where the entire theological argument began: at Revelation 13:8, with the Lamb who was slain from the foundation of the world, before any human agent arrived on the scene to play their assigned role in the most carefully scripted act of divine love in the history of creation.​​ 

The Lamb Needed a Priest

The argument of this book can be stated in one paragraph, and every chapter that follows is an elaboration of this paragraph.

God ordained before the creation of the world that the Lamb would be slain. He spent a thousand years preparing the sacrificial vocabulary through which that slaying would communicate its meaning: the Passover, the Tamid, the Day of Atonement, the scapegoat, the priesthood of Melchizedek, and the suffering servant of Isaiah 53. He hid the plan from the rulers of this age so that they would not obstruct it. He sent the Lamb into the world at the precise moment when every typological, prophetic, and institutional condition for the sacrifice was in place. And then the Lamb was slain, in the only way a Passover sacrifice could be validly slain: by the High Priest, at Passover, with the blood available to be placed on the people.​ 

No Gentile had the authority to perform this sacrifice. A Roman soldier with a hammer could kill a man. Only the High Priest of Israel could offer the Lamb. The examination before Caiaphas was not a trial that went wrong. It was a sacrificial inspection that went exactly as planned. The verdict "worthy of death" that the Sanhedrin pronounced was not a judicial murder. It was the High Priest's declaration that the sacrifice was acceptable and could proceed. Pilate's "I find no fault in him" was not the legal conclusion that spared Jesus and was overruled by a mob. It was the Gentile world's unwilling participation in the inspection, confirming what the Levitical standard required: the offering is without blemish.​ 

They were not killers. They were sacrificers. And the sacrifice they offered, in ignorance of its true meaning, in fulfillment of an ancient plan they could not see, accomplished the eternal redemption that no human being, and no human generation, and no ethnic community deserves either the credit or the blame for.​

To the Reader

This book does not soften the moral weight of the cross. It deepens it. The cross was not a minor event with disputed guilt. It was the central event of human history, the axis on which the covenant between God and humanity turned from condemnation to grace. But the depth of the cross is not located in the wickedness of its human agents. It is located in the love of God who planned it, in the obedience of the Son who chose it, in the faithfulness of the Spirit who worked through it, and in the typological system of Israel that prepared the world to recognize it when it came.​ 

To reduce the cross to a murder and assign the murder to a people is not a more serious treatment of the event. It is a less serious one. It misses the covenantal architecture entirely. It reads the sacrifice as a crime because it does not know enough about sacrifices to recognize one when it sees it.​ 

This book is an invitation to know enough. To read Leviticus with the eyes that Hebrews opens. To read the Passion narrative within the covenantal context that produced it. To move from the courtroom to the sanctuary, from the verdict to the doxology, from the question "Who killed Jesus?" to the question that has always been the right one: "Who sent Him, and why?"

The answer to that question transforms accusation into worship. And worship, not accusation, is the only response that the full truth of what happened at Calvary has ever warranted.


"But with the precious blood of Christ, as of a lamb without blemish and without spot: Who verily was foreordained before the foundation of the world, but was manifest in these last times for you." (1 Peter 1:19-20, KJV)​​ 


The Lamb was foreordained. The High Priest fulfilled his office. The blood was placed on the people. The sacrifice was accepted. And the only appropriate response is the one that Romans 11 ends with: not a verdict, but a doxology, not a prosecution, but the overwhelmed worship of a mind that has finally understood, as fully as a human mind can understand, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God.​​ 

That is the argument of this book. The chapters that follow are its proof.​
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The Passion story does not begin at the cross. It begins in a courtyard, under pressure, where weak leadership tried to hide behind a religious crowd, and a crowd tried to shift responsibility onto itself and its children. Matthew records the moment with unforgettable simplicity:


“When Pilate saw that he could prevail nothing, but that rather a tumult was made, he took water, and washed his hands before the multitude, saying, I am innocent of the blood of this just person: see ye to it.
Then answered all the people, and said, His blood be on us, and on our children.” (Matthew 27:24–25, KJV) 

These two verses are among the most misused in the history of Christian preaching. They have been taken from a charged Roman setting and turned into a theological stamp, as though God Himself signed an eternal sentence over every Jew in every century. The tragedy is not only historical. It is spiritual, because the misuse of this “blood cry” trains the Church to read the Bible with suspicion toward Israel instead of reverence for the God of Israel. 

This chapter aims to do what faithful theology must do. It will place Matthew 27:24–25 back into its own context, read it alongside the rest of Scripture, and show why the “curse” interpretation is not only cruel but also careless.​ 

The Text Says What It Says

Matthew does not hide the ugliness of the moment. Pilate speaks publicly. The crowd responds publicly. The words are there, and they must be interpreted, not explained away.

Pilate’s statement is moral theater. He does not say, “I have done justice.” He says, “I am innocent,” while he still holds authority to prevent the death he is about to authorize. Matthew highlights the contradiction: a governor washes his hands while keeping his hands on the machinery of execution.​ 

Then the crowd speaks. Matthew says, “all the people” answered. (Matthew 27:25, KJV) Those words have been read as “the whole Jewish nation,” and then stretched to “all Jews in all times.” That move sounds simple, but it is not faithful reading. It is a leap.​ 

Before exploring how that leap happened, it is necessary to understand the legal and cultural world Matthew is describing.

Pilate’s Wash Basin and the Politics of Survival

Pilate was not a priest. He was Rome’s prefect, tasked with keeping order in a volatile province. Sources summarizing ancient testimony describe him as capable of cruelty and oppression, and as a man who repeatedly provoked Jewish sensitivities and faced unrest. That matters because it means Pilate’s greatest fear was not “doing wrong,” but “losing control.” 

Matthew tells the immediate reason: “a tumult was made.” (Matthew 27:24, KJV) Pilate sees a riot forming, and he chooses political stability over justice. John’s Gospel makes the pressure explicit: “If thou let this man go, thou art not Caesar’s friend: whosoever maketh himself a king speaketh against Caesar.” (John 19:12, KJV) That is not a theological argument. It is a threat, and it aims straight at Pilate’s career and survival.​​​ 

Even the handwashing itself points to this political performance. Commentaries note that washing hands as a sign of innocence had a Jewish parallel in Deuteronomy 21:6, where elders wash their hands over a heifer in a case of unsolved murder, saying they did not shed the blood. Pilate’s action, therefore, is not neutral. It is a symbolic claim, made in public, intended to shift blame and calm the crowd while his verdict satisfies them.​ 

But in the moral universe of Scripture, handwashing cannot cleanse a corrupt sentence. Pilate tries to separate himself from guilt by ritual gesture, yet he remains the governor who “gave sentence that it should be as they required.” (Luke 23:24, KJV)​ 

So when the crowd responds, it is responding to Pilate’s attempt at blame-shifting. Their words are not spoken in a calm synagogue. They are spoken in a volatile Roman courtyard where a governor publicly says, in effect, “This is your responsibility.”​​ 

This is the first key to interpreting Matthew 27:25 properly. The “blood cry” is not a heavenly oracle. It is a human reply to political cowardice.

“His Blood Be on Us”: What Kind of Speech Is This?

The first mistake Christians make with Matthew 27:25 is to treat it as if it were a magical formula, a self-curse that God must enforce across centuries. But Scripture itself gives a more grounded way to read such language.​ 

A scholarly pastoral note from the Biblical Research Institute observes that “blood be on us” language can function as an idiom of accepting responsibility, and it points to parallels in the Old Testament where “blood” language expresses accountability rather than an eternal ethnic curse. In other words, it is a way of saying, “Let the consequences fall on us,” within that immediate historical dispute.​ 

Another careful treatment notes that Matthew 27:25 is best understood in its narrative setting: a crowd responds to Pilate’s declaration of innocence by taking responsibility upon themselves and their children. That interpretation is still serious and sobering, but it does not require the later theological expansion that makes all Jews everywhere guilty forever.​ 

Notice what this does. It restores a basic Christian principle: text must be interpreted by context. It also restores a basic biblical principle: God judges persons and generations according to truth, not according to later propaganda.​ 

And once that principle is restored, a second and even more important question comes forward.

Which “People” Are in View?

Matthew writes: “Then answered all the people.” (Matthew 27:25, KJV) Readers often imagine this as a massive, representative assembly of Israel. But in the Gospel narrative itself, the scene is happening under Roman authority, at the governor’s place of judgment, in a tense moment with riot potential.​ 

Even without guessing numbers, common sense tells you that not every Jew in Jerusalem, not every pilgrim in the city, and certainly not Jews living in other lands were physically present in Pilate’s courtyard. Modern discussions of Passover crowds in Jerusalem regularly highlight that the city’s population would swell dramatically during the feast, with estimates from scholars such as Joachim Jeremias suggesting large numbers of visitors beyond the normal population. That setting alone makes it unlikely that “all the people” means “all Jews everywhere,” because Matthew is narrating a specific court moment, not conducting a census of Israel. 

Further, many writers have noted an often ignored practical point: Jerusalem at Passover was crowded, complex, and full of overlapping groups. It is therefore not a sound assumption that the crowd at Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem and the crowd in Pilate’s court were identical, or that a single “crowd” speaks for the whole city, much less for the Jewish people across centuries.​ 

This matters because the deicide charge, as it formed later, depends on exactly that assumption. It needs a way to turn a specific group in a specific moment into an eternal collective identity. 

Once you see the weakness of that move, a third question naturally follows.

How Did a Local Shout Become a Civilizational Curse?

The history is painful, but it must be named. The theological position that Jews, as a people, are collectively responsible for Jesus’ death across generations is commonly called the “deicide” charge, and it arose in early Christian centuries, gaining force through certain interpretations of the Passion narratives, including Matthew 27:24–25.​ 

Scholarly discussions point to second-century developments where the language shifts from “killing the Messiah” to “killing God,” and writings connected with Melito of Sardis are often cited as an early explicit form of this “God is murdered” idea. From there, the charge became a tool that could be preached, repeated, and finally embedded into Christian culture as a lens through which Jews were seen not simply as “unbelieving,” but as uniquely and perpetually guilty. 

This is what Jules Isaac later criticized as the “teaching of contempt,” meaning a long pattern of Christian instruction that trained people to despise Jews and Judaism as cursed, rejected, and worthy of suffering. Once Matthew 27:25 is treated as a divine warrant for contempt, the Bible is no longer being read. The Bible is being used. 

And the results were not merely theological. The deicide charge and its cousin slogans have fueled persecution and violence, because when a group is branded “God-killers,” ordinary moral limits begin to break down.​ 

A major modern turning point is Vatican II’s declaration Nostra Aetate, which explicitly rejects the idea that responsibility for the Passion can be charged against all Jews, then living or today. That statement is not Scripture, but it is an institutional confession that many Christian readings of Matthew 27:25 were wrong and destructive. 

So the phrase became a civilizational curse by a chain reaction:

	A tense courtroom moment was read as a timeless oracle.​ 

	A particular crowd was treated as the whole Jewish nation.​ 

	A first-century dispute was projected onto later generations who never spoke the words.​ 

	Theology was then weaponized into culture, law, and violence.​ 


The next step is to return to the narrative and ask what the Gospels themselves are doing with blame.

The Gospels Do Not Offer a Single Target for Blame

A shallow reading of the Passion story looks for one villain. A mature reading recognizes a tragic web of sin, fear, politics, and spiritual blindness.

Pilate represents imperial power that will sacrifice truth for stability. He is portrayed as conflicted, but conflict is not innocence, and symbolic handwashing does not undo the reality that he authorizes crucifixion. 

The crowd represents human volatility under manipulation, capable of shouting one thing today and another tomorrow, especially in a city swollen with pilgrims and stirred by leadership. It is not necessary to claim this is “the same crowd” that welcomed Jesus earlier in the week. The narrative itself does not require that identification, and the practical realities of festival Jerusalem make the assumption doubtful.​ 

The religious aristocracy represents leaders who can feel threatened by holiness, not because holiness is violent, but because holiness exposes. (That dynamic is visible across Scripture, and it is not limited to any ethnicity.) Still, even when the Gospels criticize certain leaders, they do not grant Christians permission to transform critique of first-century leadership into hatred of an entire people.​ 

And Rome is not a side character. The execution method is Roman, the legal authority is Roman, and the soldiers who carry it out are Roman. So anyone who reads the Passion and comes away thinking, “This is a Jewish crime,” has not even read the political facts of the story.​ 

This is why many Christian scholars and teachers repeatedly warn that the “Christ-killer” claim is an anti-Jewish distortion, not faithful Gospel preaching. 

The final and decisive corrective, however, is not historical. It is theological, and it comes from Jesus Himself.

The Cross Speaks a First Word That Cancels the Curse-Reading

If Matthew 27:25 is read as a perpetual curse, then the first voice that must be silenced is Jesus’ own voice.

Luke records this saying from the cross:


“Then said Jesus, Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.” (Luke 23:34, KJV) 


This is not a sentimental line. It is a theological earthquake. Jesus does not interpret His death as a platform for ethnic blame. He interprets it as a place to intercede for His killers. He frames the crucifixion in the category of ignorance, not in the category of an eternal curse. 

Commentary on Luke 23:34 notes that ignorance does not remove guilt entirely, but it can diminish it, and the prayer reveals Christ’s compassion even toward those committing the act. That principle matches Peter’s preaching in Acts, where he tells Jerusalem, “And now, brethren, I wot that through ignorance ye did it, as did also your rulers.” (Acts 3:17, KJV) Peter is not declaring innocence, because he still calls for repentance, but he is refusing the kind of demonizing that later generations would practice. 

Even more, Luke 23:34 has a striking textual history. Some early manuscripts omit the first clause, “Father, forgive them,” and scholars have argued that the verse may have been removed by scribes who did not want readers to think forgiveness could extend to those involved in Jesus’ death. If that is correct, it is a chilling early sign of how quickly Christian



























	Pilate’s cowardice becomes a mirror for every time the Church chooses safety over truth.​ 

	The crowd’s volatility becomes a warning about manipulation, propaganda, and the danger of mob righteousness.​ 

	The leaders’ envy becomes a call to humility and repentance for those in authority.

	Rome’s brutality becomes a reminder that worldly power will often crucify innocence when it is threatened.​ 

	Above all, Christ’s prayer becomes the center: “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.”​ 
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