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TWO PERSPECTIVES ON THE HIGH PRIEST JOSEPH CAIAPHAS:

CHALLENGES FOR RELIGIOUS EDUCATORS PRESENTING JESUS’ PASSION

MAURICE RYAN

Introduction

Along with Pontius Pilate, the high priest Joseph Caiaphas moves to centre stage when the most 
dramatic events of the Christian story unfold – the arrest, interrogations and execution of Jesus of 
Nazareth. Despite his central role in the unfolding drama, the gospel authors present Caiaphas as a 
shadowy figure and offer little context which might assist readers to judge his character, motivations 
and intentions. His role is crucial to the unfolding drama, but his presence is muted in the gospel 
accounts. As a result, most Christians remain unaware and uninformed about Joseph Caiaphas. His 
name is not well known in the Christian story, especially when compared with Pontius Pilate who has 
attained greater recognition, in part because he is mentioned in the Church creeds while Caiaphas is 
not. His persona tends to be submerged among the general Temple leadership and Jewish opponents of 
Jesus. Caiaphas may indeed be their leader but the gospel authors tend to hide him among the crowd 
of Jesus’ aristocratic opponents.

 Notwithstanding this lack of information, medieval folklorists, novelists, film-makers, artists, 
scripture scholars and Christian preachers have rounded out his character, generated their own rationale 
to explain his decisions and presented Caiaphas as vengeful, jealous, self-serving and misguided. These 
characteristics of the key Jewish leader have profound implications for the way modern Christians 
understand Jesus within his Jewish culture. Contemporary understanding of the relationship between Jesus 
and Caiaphas also has implications for the course of relationships between modern Jews and Christians. 
The following discussion seeks to outline the gospel and historical evidence for Joseph Caiaphas and to 
suggest ways that religious educators might proceed when presenting the story of Jesus’ Passion.

Foundations of the Problem

Lawrence Wills (2004) outlines a foundational challenge for Christians who seek to understand the 
Jewish leaders who interact with Jesus in the gospels. He thinks that Christian theology “has always 
operated with a good Christians/bad Jews dichotomy”. In relation to understanding Jesus, Wills believes 
this dichotomy has encouraged Christians to think of Jesus of Nazareth as:

a revolutionary within Judaism who was an example of perfect goodness….But human beings 
will almost always revert to dualistic thinking. If Jesus was an example of perfect goodness, then 
someone else must be very bad. The need to polarize a good Christians/bad Jews dichotomy 
(even when Romans are added into the equation!) appears to be overwhelming. Any community 
of Christians will construct an idealized Jesus, described according to its own needs, and will 
project an oppressive Judaism that is everything Jesus is not. (Wills, 2004, p. 190)

In the present era, Wills thinks this good/bad dichotomy is being played out in presentations of the 
relationship between the Galilean Jesus and the Temple authorities in Jerusalem. For Wills (2004, 
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p. 190), “the struggle between Jesus and the Jewish leaders (rarely the Roman leaders) is the new 
passion play”. While revisions of Passion Plays have been effected in many Christian communities, 
reconceptualisations of the role of the Jewish leadership in relation to the death of Jesus have not.

 Amy-Jill Levine (2007) explains how this dichotomous understanding influences the way 
Christians read the gospels. The inclination in Christian preaching and teaching has been to see Jesus as 
somehow separated from and opposed to a system of purity imposed by Jerusalem Temple authorities 
who also weighed down the local population with an onerous system of taxation, exploited the common 
people for their own gain and invoked a moribund and oppressive form of Jewish belief and practice:

When Galilee in the 20s and 30s is seen as a place of rampant exploitation, oppression and 
poverty, and Jesus and his immediate followers are seen as fighting the good fight against those 
elite Pharisees and that blighted Temple, we might inquire: is the argument fact, hypothesis, 
apologetic, a bit of all? (Levine, 2007, p. 78)

 In Christian tradition, representations of Joseph Caiaphas have relied upon fact, hypothesis, 
apologetic and the imaginative capacities of those whose basic intention was to deflect responsibility 
for the killing of Jesus away from Roman military occupiers and onto the Jewish people as a whole. In 
these representations of Jesus’ story, Caiaphas is a focus of the Jerusalem Jewish leadership elite who 
conspire to destroy Jesus of Nazareth.

 In order to assess the role of Joseph Caiaphas in the story of Jesus’ Passion, we will need to 
consider the available evidence. The following section surveys the historical evidence of the life and 
career of Joseph Caiaphas. After that, we will consider how Caiaphas is presented in the New Testament.

Joseph Caiaphas in History

Joseph Caiaphas was likely born sometime around 20 BCE although the exact circumstances and time 
of his birth are unknown. He was the Jewish high priest from 18 CE to early 37. According to Josephus, 
he was appointed to the position by Valerius Gratus, the Roman prefect who preceded Pontius Pilate 
(Josephus, Antiquities, 18.2.2) who exercised direct responsibility for the administration of Judea. His 
tenure as high priest was long compared to his contemporaries who averaged around four years in the 
job. He was the longest serving high priest in the first century CE (Crossan, 1995, p. 148). The position 
was a precarious one: Roman officials routinely deposed Jewish high priests. He was deposed as high 
priest shortly after Pontius Pilate was recalled to Rome in 36 CE. Caiaphas married the daughter (whose 
name is unknown to us, see John 18:13: “They took him to Annas who was the father-in-law of Caiaphas”) 
of Ananus I, who was high priest from 6 CE to 15 CE. This Ananus is known to Christians as Annas from 
his brief appearances in the gospels (see Luke 3:2: “during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas”). 
Ananus/Annas was the founder of a dynasty that occupied the role of high priest between 6 CE and 65 
and included, in addition to himself, five sons, one son-in-law (Caiaphas), and one grandson. While we 
cannot know the full circumstances of his appointment, we can readily imagine that Caiaphas’ ascent 
to the high priesthood was due to “this marriage, rather than the power and prestige of his family” 
(Bauckham, 2012, p. 29).

 The New Testament refers to him only as Caiaphas. We learn from Josephus that his proper name 
is Joseph. Josephus relates how the Roman legate in Syria, Vitellius, having sent the Roman governor 
Pontius Pilate back to Rome in 36 CE to explain an incident involving rough treatment of Samaritans, 
returned the high priestly vestments to Jewish custody which had previously been under the control of 
Roman officials. Josephus continues on to observe how after Vitellius “had bestowed these benefits upon 
the nation, he removed from his office the high priest Joseph, who is also called Caiaphas and appoint 
in his stead Jonathan, son of Ananus the high priest” (Josephus, Antiquities, 18.4.3). However, Josephus 
does not provide his readers with commentary on the personality, background or administrative 
conduct of Caiaphas, so little can be deduced from these writings about his personal attributes, family 
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background or leadership style – or why he was deposed by Vitellius. Also, the exact date when Caiaphas 
was deposed is unclear, though many believe it was late in 36 or early 37 (Smallwood, 1954; VanderKam, 
2004, pp. 432-4; Bond, 2004, pp. 85-7; Reinhartz, 2011, p. 14). What happened to Caiaphas after he was 
deposed as high priest is unknown, He may have returned to priestly duties in the Temple; he may have 
died soon after. Helen Bond says that “we will never, of course, know. Caiaphas’ death, like his birth, 
remains shrouded in mystery” (Bond, 2004, p. 89).

 The high priest was the supreme religious official in the Jerusalem Temple. He was the mediator 
between the people and God. He alone was permitted to enter the holy of holies in the Temple and 
come into God’s presence. He alone could “make atonement for the priests and all the people of the 
assembly” (Leviticus 16:33). Under Roman rule, in addition to his religious duties, the high priest also 
exercised a range of political and administrative responsibilities: collecting taxes, adjudicating on legal 
cases and attending to local matters. The high priest governed the Jewish people in Judea with the aid 
of other priests and aristocratic, wealthy lay men. Traditionally, this governing council has been known 
as the Sanhedrin (a word with Greek foundations that meant, “sitting down with”). It was traditionally  
considered to comprise 71 scholars who debated aspects of Jewish law and ruled on issues of political 
and religious interest.

Some have challenged the likely existence of such a formal governing structure during the 
Roman occupation. The idea of a formal council with stable membership and clear procedural rules 
may have been the creation of later rabbis (Sanders, 1992; Levine, 1999; Collins, 2004). Like other rulers 
throughout the Greco-Roman world, Caiaphas as high priest would have relied on the advice and support 
of informal and fluid networks of powerful clergy and aristocratic lay men in his administration of Judea 
(see Mark 15:1: “the chief priests held a consultation with the elders and scribes and the whole council.”). 
Exactly how formal and structured was this consultative council continues to be openly debated. For 
example, it is not at all clear the level of jurisdiction this council had in capital cases.

 Christian history has remembered Caiaphas in mostly negative terms. When full details of his 
character were not available from the New Testament, gaps were filled by recourse to other sources or to 
pure imagination. He has often been portrayed “as a corpulent, even grotesque old man with a straggly 
beard, hook nose, blotchy complexion, and a sly, even devilish grin, wearing robes and an elaborate 
head covering with hornlike protrusions” (Reinhartz, 2013, p. 202). European medieval and renaissance 
artists painted a plump, self-satisfied, worldly figure who sat in judgment on the fate of Jesus. The 
characteristic pose of Caiaphas in these images was of him tearing his clothes, not as a symbol of horror 
and grief in response to claims of blasphemy but as an image of uncontrollable rage and anger. For 
examples of such images, see Albrecht Durer, 1512, Christ before Caiaphas, and Giotto, 1304, Christ 
before Caiaphas among a multitude of other representations.

       Giotto di Bondone, Christ Before Caiaphas, 1304
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 The early Church Fathers were never a unified collective of leaders, yet they uniformly denigrated 
Caiaphas for his hostility towards Jesus and tagged him as the mastermind of the plot against him. 
Tertullian (c. 155-c. 220) preached a sermon titled, On the Resurrection of the Flesh where he directly 
channelled the words of Psalm 2 in identifying Annas and Caiaphas as “the rulers” who “were gathered 
together against the Lord, and against His anointed” (Roberts & Donaldson, 1994, p. 559). Athanasius 
(c. 293-373) wrote in, On the Opinion of Dionysius that all the opponents of Christians “emulate this 
characteristic of Caiaphas and his party, just as they have learned from them to deny Christ” (Schaff, 
1994, p. 177). Augustine (354-430) in Reply to Faustus the Manichaean resolved the dilemma posed by 
John 11:49-52 of how Caiaphas was able to predict Jesus’ future in the manner of a prophet inspired 
by God: “even Caiaphas, wicked as he was, was able to prophesy without knowing it” (Schaff, 1994, p. 
228). Origen (185-254) wrote at length about Caiaphas in order “more fully to prove the abundance of 
Caiaphas’ evil through the testimonies of all the gospels” (Origen, 1989, p. 120). In the hands of the 
Church Fathers, Caiaphas represented those who opposed Jesus in particular and Christians in general.

Medieval mystery plays presented him almost as a cartoon character. In European Passion Plays 
in the Middle Ages, Caiaphas took his place among the assembly as “the Christ killing Jew who proved a 
most appropriate villain” (Cohen, 2007, p. 214). Dante placed Caiaphas in the sixth realm of the eighth 
- and second last - circle of the Inferno where he was condemned for eternity to be crucified, fixed to 
the ground with three stakes among the hypocrites, fraudsters, pimps and seducers. In William Blake’s 
work, Caiaphas is a byword for traitor. In The Everlasting Gospel, Blake highlights the self-serving and 
misguided nature of his character: “And Caiaphas was in his own mind/A benefactor to mankind.”

       Albrect Durer, Christ Before Caiaphas (c. 1509)

Movie makers in the silent era and in the early talkies generally portrayed “Caiaphas as the prime 
example of the money-grubbing Jew for whom the pursuit of profit overrides all other considerations” 
(Reinhartz, 2007, p. 216). In recent cinematic portraits, Caiaphas has provoked a weird fascination among 
movie watchers. In the film version of Webber and Rice’s, Jesus Christ Superstar when Caiaphas sings 
“This Jesus Must Die”, he is presented using low camera angles which offer a distorted view of him and 
his fellow priests, who all wear “extraordinary costumes consisting of enormous, bizarrely shaped hats, 
long capes, and bare chests crossed by leather straps and chains. The men’s costumes, their interesting 
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voices, and their stylized, slightly comic movements make them almost surreal objects of fascination. 
They could also be seen as satanic; their capes are vaguely suggestive of wings” (Grace, 2009, pp. 95-6).

Church rituals such as the Stations of the Cross, demonstrate how challenging it can be to present 
Caiaphas in his historical context, especially when the focus of the ritual is young children. Coleman 
(1991) outlines a ritual of the Stations which includes a Narrator telling the assembled children:

We also knew that many people in Jerusalem hated Jesus, because they saw that Jesus showed 
love to everyone. They had heard that he made sad people happy, made sick people well, made 
bad people good, and even made dead people alive again. They were afraid that if Jesus became 
powerful, they would lose their power and their big jobs. (Coleman, 1991, p. 4)

Too often, Church liturgies have solidified stock, stereotypical images of Jewish leaders with 
most performances failing to “move beyond the inadequate notion that jealousy and greed motivated 
Jesus’ opponents” (Boys, 2000, p. 240).

Caiaphas in the New Testament

We learn surprisingly little about Caiaphas from the New Testament authors. He is mentioned by name only 
nine times in the New Testament. Five of these mentions occur in the gospel of John who pays most attention 
to Caiaphas. The role of the high priest varies in each gospel account. He is a major presence in none of the 
accounts of Jesus’ arrest and interrogation, despite the acknowledged significance of status as high priest. It 
is plausible to imagine that not even the gospel authors themselves knew the exact role Caiaphas played in 
Jesus’ story. While none of the gospel authors presents Caiaphas as a hero, neither does any portray him as 
the Christ-killing villain he will become in Christian history.

       Caiaphas in the sixth realm of the eighth circle of

       Dante’s Inferno. 

 The high priest plays a minor role in Mark’s story. Mark’s account uses the title, High Priest, rather 
than a person’s name (Mark: 14:43-65). Jesus is led to the high priest (Caiaphas?) but Mark says that the other 
ruling priests are the ones who initially are “looking for testimony against Jesus to put him to death” (Mark 
14:55). Then, the high priest enters the scene when he asks Jesus directly if he is “the Messiah, the Son of the 
Blessed One?” (Mark 14:61). Jesus admits that he is, implying that he will be the final judge of the high priest 
and his associates. At this admission, “the high priest tore his clothes” and accused Jesus of blasphemy (Mark 
14:63-4). Modern scholars debate whether Jesus’ words actually constitute blasphemy in first century Jewish law 
(Collins, 2004). Mark provides blasphemy as the reason for Jesus’ condemnation by the high priest: the high 
priest tearing his clothing involved a transgression of Jewish law. Leviticus 21:10 directed that “the priest who is 
exalted above his fellows…shall not dishevel his hair nor tear his garments”. Such a dramatic sign of horror and 
mourning would have a persuasive influence on anyone who witnessed it. The next morning, the ruling priests, 
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elders and scribes convene - but not the high priest: “They bound Jesus, led him away, and handed him over 
to Pilate” (Mark 15:1). What part, if any, the high priest played in this decision is not mentioned by Mark. Pilate 
receives Jesus, assessing “that it was out of jealousy that the chief priests had handed him over” (Mark 15:10).

In Matthew, Caiaphas has a more expansive role than in Mark, but only marginally so. Caiaphas is 
mentioned twice by name in Matthew. The assembly of chief priests and elders - at which the decision is 
taken to plot against Jesus’ life - is convened at Caiaphas’ house (Matthew 26:3). As it was in Mark’s account, 
the main protagonists in Matthew are the “chief priests and elders of the people” (Matthew 26:3); Matthew 
does not attribute any activity or action to Caiaphas at this initial gathering. Caiaphas is implicated indirectly 
as the leader of the priestly circle even if Matthew’s text does “not implicate Caiaphas directly in the plot” 
(Reinhartz, 2013, p. 32).  After Jesus is arrested, he is brought back to Caiaphas’ house (Matthew 26:57). Here, 
the reader is reminded that the plan to execute Jesus was conceived at Caiaphas’ house but that the planners 
are now identified as “scribes and elders” (Matthew 26:57) and not the chief priests and elders of 26:3.

Throughout the interrogation scene, Caiaphas is mentioned not by name but by the title, High 
Priest. In a highly charged moment, the high priest accuses Jesus of blasphemy, tears his robe and coaxes 
a guilty verdict from the assembled council, who have now reappeared in Matthew’s narrative (Matthew 
26:65-6). Caiaphas then vanishes from Matthew’s story. No New Testament author describes the robes worn 
by Caiaphas. The high priest’s elaborate ceremonial vestments are described in Exodus 28 and 39. Whether 
these vestments or some others are the ones torn by Caiaphas (in Matthew and Mark) is not made clear.

        Caiaphas played by Bob Bingham in the

        1973 film version of Webber and Rice’s, 

  Jesus Christ Superstar.

Luke has no explicit role for Caiaphas in his story of Jesus’ trials and execution. Luke uses the title High 
Priest but not a personal name in his story (Luke 22:50-54). Luke mentions the name Caiaphas in Acts 4:1-6 
when the apostles are brought before the ruling priests and elders and told to quit their teaching and preaching 
about Jesus. In this passage, Annas is identified as high priest and Caiaphas as a member of the high priestly 
family, but without a specific title or rank. Jesus and Caiaphas do not confront each other in Luke’s gospel: no 
night time interrogation, no blasphemy charge, no tearing of vestments. For Luke, Caiaphas is not a party to 
the condemnation of Jesus, nor is Annas. In the morning after his arrest, the chief priests, scribes and elders 
confront Jesus who are united in their opposition to Jesus. Caiaphas is not identified as present at this meeting.

John’s gospel provides a complication in the narrative: Jesus is brought before the high priest who 
is named as Annas, identified as “the father-in-law of Caiaphas” (John 18:13). Annas was the first high priest 
appointed by the Romans in 6 CE and deposed by them in 15 CE. Conjecture exists as to how Annas and Joseph 
Caiaphas could both be considered high priests at the time of the arrest of Jesus. In Luke 3:2, there is some 
implication - “during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas” - that these two might have shared the role 
of high priest. Many have suggested that Annas retained the honorific of high priest in deference to his status as 
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a family patriarch, while Caiaphas exercised the authority of the role (Bond, 2004; Reinhartz, 2013). It could be 
that Annas was considered to be the “true leader of the clan and holder of power, no matter who in the family 
occupied the office of high priest at a given moment” (Meier, 2001, p. 398). It seems plausible to imagine that 
many Jewish people continued to honour and respect a high priest even after he had been deposed by despised 
Roman overlords. In John, this confusion is confounded: Annas initially interrogates Jesus (John 18:13), Jesus 
is then taken to the house of Caiaphas (John 18:24) and from there to Pilate. Annas and Caiaphas then largely 
vanish from any further action. John does not record any conversation between Caiaphas and Jesus. Neither 
does Caiaphas accuse Jesus of blasphemy nor tear his own robes.

 John has introduced us to Caiaphas earlier in his narrative. At a meeting of the Jewish leadership 
council, the mood of those assembled is alarmist. This meeting is located by John immediately after his story 
of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead. The fear is expressed that if Jesus continues to gather support among 
the people, “everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and destroy both our holy place and 
our nation”. To this concern Caiaphas adds a note of political reality: “You know nothing at all! You do not 
understand that it is better for you to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation destroyed”. 
The author continues on to observe that Caiaphas “did not say this on his own, but being high priest that year 
he prophesied that Jesus was about to die for the nation, and not for the nation only, but to gather into one the 
dispersed children of God” (John 11:48-50).

For Caiaphas in John’s gospel, the question seems to come down to politics, not theology. Caiaphas 
does not express any personal animosity towards Jesus. His rationale for the execution of Jesus is based on 
national preservation, not fear, jealousy or hatred. He estimates that a movement, such as the one headed 
by Jesus of Nazareth, is not tenable in the present political climate. John reports that Caiaphas’ intervention 
prods the elders into action: “From that day on they planned to put him to death” (John 11:53). Despite his 
pivotal role at this stage, Caiaphas in John does little to bring about his desired outcome.

Implications for Teaching Joseph Caiaphas

Modern religious educators are confronted with a series of challenges when including presentations 
of Joseph Caiaphas in teaching about Jesus’ Passion. Misunderstandings between Christians and Jews 
throughout the centuries have been fuelled by inaccurate readings of the gospel stories of Jesus’ Passion 
(Ryan, 2015). One difficult aspect of presentations of the Passion has been the way the gospel authors and 
many Christians over the past nineteen hundred years have down-played the role of Roman authorities in 
the execution of Jesus and emphasised the responsibility of Jewish authorities and the Jewish crowds for his 
death. How we read, remember and interpret the story of Joseph Caiaphas may have significant implications 
for relations between Christians and Jews (Ryan, 2012).

A useful guide for determining any educational response to teaching Joseph Caiaphas is provided 
by the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops in their 1988 document, Criteria for the evaluation 
of dramatizations of the passion (1988, B.3.g). The authors of this document urge awareness of the 
complex nature of Jewish culture at the time of Jesus:

Judaism and Jewish society in the time of Christ and the apostles were complex realities, embracing 
many different trends, many spiritual, religious social and cultural values. Presentations of the 
passion should strive to reflect this spiritual vitality, avoiding any implications that Jesus’ death 
was a result of religious antagonism between stereotyped “Judaism” and Christian doctrine.

This statement provides a starting point for religious educators when planning their educational designs. 
The statement invites Christians to pause and consider the simplistic explanations and triumphalist 
claims made about Jesus. Joseph Caiaphas is a significant figure in this complex, rich and vital cultural 
environment. Christians when they confront this complexity are joining a dawning awareness of this 
aspect of the Christian story. As Pawlikowski (2010, p. 205) points out, “it has now become clearer how 
much Jesus himself shared in this internal renewal effort within a very complex Jewish community”.
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Two options for presenting Joseph Caiaphas are open to religious educators. The following 
discussion will describe and evaluate both options.

Pathway 1: Caiaphas, the Theological Opponent of the Revolutionary Jesus

Pathway one has a long history in Christian tradition. It identifies Caiaphas and his fellow council 
of advisers as jealous of the attention garnered by Jesus of Nazareth and consequently antagonistic 
towards him: they are greedy for their own power and prestige and anxious to ensure the continuation 
of their privileged position in Jewish society. The conflict between Jesus and his opponents among the 
priests and elders in Jerusalem was principally theological: Jesus’ preaching and teaching represented 
an alternative version of the theology of Israel. His growing popularity represented a challenge that 
threatened to undermine the status quo.

Modern scholars have echoed these interpretations. The “high priests and others of the ruling 
class used their position of authority and power for short-sighted self-aggrandizement” (Horsley, 1986, 
p. 45). The priests and other Jewish leaders have a “stake in the present order of things” and “recognize 
the threat Jesus poses” (Hanson, 2000, p. 180). “The Jewish leaders stand to lose when Jesus announces 
God’s reign, so they oppose Jesus” (Dowd, 2000, p. 24). In the face of this threat to their own conception 
of the world, “their choice is either to destroy him or risk losing their cherished power” (Driggers, 2007, 
p. 237). The high priest and his advisers are “envious and corrupt men [who] dare to sit in judgment 
on the Son of God and Israel’s authentic king” (McVann, 2008, p. 155). Jesus’ encounter with the high 
priest can be understood as the interaction of a martyr before a barbarian, where the “oppressor fails to 
communicate his goals, scorns his victims and uses excessive force” (van Henten, 2009, p. 239).

These judgments of the motivations of the high priest require a consideration of the relationship 
between Caiaphas and the Roman rulers. John tells us that under the Roman occupation the high priest 
did not have authority in capital cases (see John 18:31: “We are not permitted to put anyone to death”). The 
role of the Roman authorities is a necessary part of the unfolding drama. But John’s observation on this 
point is far from definitive. In Acts 7:54-8:2 we hear about the trial and execution by stoning of Stephen 
at the hands of the council. The nature and extent of the high priest’s jurisdiction is unclear and “no firm 
conclusion can be drawn, as evidence can be summoned in support of either position” (Reinhartz, 2011, 
p. 18). This means that we can argue either, that the Romans maintained sole responsibility for capital 
cases, or, that John invented a non-existent law to explain why it was that Pontius Pilate ordered the 
execution of Jesus of Nazareth and not “the Jews”.

Pontius Pilate was the Roman prefect located in Caesarea Maritima on the Mediterranean coast 
who was responsible for the political and military administration of the province of Judea. He held 
ultimate power over life and death for everyone who was not a Roman citizen in the province (Bond, 
1998). In practice, as Josephus tells us, after the death of Herod the Great and the removal of his son 
Archelaus as ruler of Judea in 6 CE, “the government became an aristocracy, and the high priests were 
intrusted with a dominion over the nation” (Josephus, Antiquities, 20.10.1).

The respective reigns of Pilate and Caiaphas shared some common features: they were relatively 
lengthy, especially compared to those of their era; the period of their appointments virtually overlapped 
- Caiaphas from 18-36 CE and for Pilate at least as early as 26 CE to 37 (Evans, 2006, p. 337). While Pontius 
Pilate was known for clashes with groups and individuals over whom he ruled, none of these clashes 
appears to have included Caiaphas. Pilate did not appoint or depose any high priest during his lengthy 
tenure as governor. Maybe Annas, the family patriarch, offered Pilate bribes to keep Caiaphas in office 
until his own son was ready for the high priesthood (Bond, 1998, p. 19) or, perhaps Caiaphas himself 
offered Pilate financial incentives to maintain his tenure (Catchpole, 1971, p. 249). Maybe his Roman 
bosses discouraged Pilate from deposing Jewish officials to avoid antagonising the locals (Schwartz, 
1992, p. 198). Or, maybe Caiaphas was simply good at the role he was given and it proved to be in no one’s 
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interest to remove him from it (Smallwood, 1962, p. 22).

These are best regarded as scholarly guesses. While the meagre sources betray no hints of 
antagonism between Pilate and Caiaphas we cannot say - as many have done - that this indicates a 
cosy relationship and mutual respect between them. Coincidence is not causation. We cannot say that 
Caiaphas was “a remembered collaborator with Rome” (Fischer, 2004, p. 8) nor that he was a quisling, 
a traitor or a Roman colluder as many Christians have claimed over the centuries. We possess only the 
barest evidence required to accept Mary Boys’ observation that “we may infer that together high priest 
and prefect formed a powerful alliance” (Boys, 2013, p. 171). We have no evidence that the two men ever 
met. No text explicitly locates Caiaphas at Pilate’s interrogation of Jesus. Nor is Caiaphas present at his 
crucifixion. The lack of evidence of any contest between Caiaphas and Pilate may indicate that Pilate 
had other things on his mind and ceded much of his responsibilities for his Jewish subjects to Caiaphas. 
It is an argument from silence; we lack sufficient evidence to assert any definitive claims on this issue.

Interpretations of the intentions and motivations of Jesus’ Jewish aristocratic opponents 
amplify the traditional notions of greed, jealousy and corrupt power. These estimations of the character 
of Joseph Caiaphas play out the good Jesus/bad Jew dichotomy described earlier in this discussion. They 
represent the fundamental contest as theological - Jesus presents a threat to the authority of the priestly 
elite and therefore must be silenced. Jesus is characterised as the revolutionary reformer, gathering 
popular support and usurping the established norms of the Jewish people.

Pathway 2: Caiaphas, the Political Opponent of the Disruptive Jesus

An alternative pathway for understanding the motivations and intentions of Joseph Caiaphas is founded 
on political rather than theological considerations. This pathway locates Caiaphas wedged between the 
ruthless might of an imperial occupier of the land and the needs for survival of his own people. This 
dilemma forced the high priest to engage in a delicate balancing act, as John Meier (2001) explains:

He had to serve as the chief buffer and mediator between the often overbearing Roman prefect 
and Jewish sensitivities - especially when the prefect came up to Jerusalem with his troops to 
enforce order during the great feasts - while at the same time trying to persuade his fellow Jews 
to comply with Roman demands for order and taxes. (Meier, 2001, p. 296)

This image of Caiaphas as a buffer and mediator invites us to re-imagine his motivation and intention in 
handing over Jesus to Roman authorities: “Caiaphas was carrying out his duties as prescribed: Jesus was 
dangerous because he might cause a riot, which Roman troops would put down with great loss of life” 
(Sanders, 1993, p. 272). Caiaphas and his advisers are “caught between their people and the Romans, and are 
motivated in the case of Jesus not by animosity but by the strong and not unreasonable fear that disorder 
and disobedience will lead to a more terrible punishment from the Romans” (Reinhartz, 2007, pp. 224-5).

In this way of understanding the conflict between Jesus and Caiaphas, we can only speculate 
about the personal interest the high priest may have had concerning Jesus’ theological views. Caiaphas’ 
decisions are strategic and pragmatic, not primarily theological, as John records: “It is better for you to 
have one man die for the people than to have the nation destroyed” (John 11:50). The high priest is not so 
much jealous of Jesus’ success as he is committed to Jewish continuity in the face of oppressive imperial 
overlords. The conclusion that it would be preferable to sacrifice the life of one citizen in order to 
preserve the entire nation can be read as a harsh, even callous, use of power. Whatever the contemporary 
judgment about such a decision, the reality is that this rendition of high priestly power was at base 
political, not theological, and not motivated by jealousy or a personal power struggle with a dissident. It 
further invites the reader to consider the question: in a similar situation, what would you do? 

So, while the religious and political situation may have been relatively calm during the time 
of Pilate and Caiaphas, the demands for maintaining peace placed on a Jewish leader under Roman 
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control at times may have been strenuous. It may be more accurate to imagine Joseph Caiaphas, not 
as Pilate’s henchman or a Roman collaborator, but rather as a Jewish patriot sandwiched between an 
oppressive imperial rule and the survival needs of his own people. Certainly, this way of exercising the 
high priestly role required compromise. This would not suit everyone, especially those who preferred 
direct confrontation with, even violent uprising against, despised Roman authorities. Nor does it make 
Caiaphas a hero. But it does represent an alternative to the portrait of the self-interested villain. This 
alternative portrait of Caiaphas allows us to support Helen Bond’s estimation that “he and the other 
aristocrats deserve recognition for the difficulty of their position, commendation for their undoubtedly 
effective diplomacy and abilities as negotiators, and credit that they managed both to protect the temple 
and to maintain peace - a peace that would evaporate less than three decades later” (Bond, 2004, p. 90).

Conclusion

Christian reflection on the encounter between Jesus and the high priest is fundamental to Christian self-
understanding. Without Joseph Caiaphas’ role in the story of Jesus, Christianity would not exist in the 
way it does. Understanding his place in the Christian narrative is essential. However, Christian tradition 
has tended to present Caiaphas in monotone - as a one-dimensional villain. Religious educators are 
challenged to expand their students’ understanding of Caiaphas’ place within the complex theological 
and political landscape of Jesus’ era. This article has explored two pathways for evaluating the role 
of the high priest Joseph Caiaphas in the Christian story. Other pathways exist and can be fruitfully 
examined in classrooms, but examining two points of comparison can be an educationally sound way to 
begin. Gabriel Moran has often reminded religious educators that “to understand is to compare” (Harris 
& Moran, 1998, p. 41) and comparing two or more versions of any religious material is a necessary 
foundation for a more complete understanding of that material. It also allows teachers some pedagogical 
freedom to present the material with greater intellectual vigour and allows students to place their own 
“pedagogical signature” on their work, as the great art educator Eliot Eisner was fond of saying.

Assigning responsibility for the death of Jesus has been a major stumbling block in relations 
between Christians and Jews for nineteen hundred years. The moral culpability of Caiaphas for the death 
of Jesus is closely correlated with the way Christians have imagined the role of (all/many/some/only a 
few) Jews in Jesus’ demise; Caiaphas has been used by Christians as a proxy for all who opposed Jesus. 
Educators need to be mindful of the fact that the Jewish milieu in which the gospel Jesus encountered 
the high priest Joseph Caiaphas is more complex and ambiguous than traditionally has been presented 
when telling the Christian story.
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