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Jesus  and the Passover in  Mark 14:1-12 
A  C h r o n o l o g i c a l  C o n f u s i o n ?  

Kenneth L. Waters Sr. 

And the Passover and feast of Unleavened Bread were two days away, 
and the chief priests and scribes sought a way to take him by guile and 
kill him, for they said, “not during the feast least there be a riot among 
the people”. (Mark 14:1-2) 

On the first day of Unleavened Bread, when they sacrificed the 
Passover lamb, his disciples said to him, “Where do you want us to go 
so that we may prepare for you to eat the Passover?” (Mark 14:12) 

Introduction 

A redaction-tradition critical approach to the Last Supper narrative in the 
Gospel of Mark has a long, fruitful history1. However, hermeneutical difficulties 
in the area of chronology and the relation of the Supper to the Passover remain 
unresolved. An additional methodological component is needed. Therefore, I will 
include a culture-critical perspective that is sensitive to divergences between 
popular and official practices in first century Judaism. 

In his review of six studies of ancient Judea, Stenschke observes, 

In addition to filling in many details and challenging older 
interpretations in various ways, there is consensus in all these studies 
that first century BC and AD Judaea/Palaestina were far more diverse 
and complex than previously assumed.2 

I am not claiming that Stenschke or the authors he mentions would agree 
with my thesis. I only claim that Stenschke’s review of these authors raise 
sensitivity to the diversity and complexity that characterized first century 

 
1 MARXSEN, Mark the Evangelist, 15, 21, 24-25. 
2 STENSCHKE, Judea, 16. The six studies that Stenschke surveys are: ROCCA, 

Herod’s Judea; NETZER, Architecture; ECK, Rom und Judea; ZANGENBERG, Das Tote Meer; 

HANSON – OAKMAN, Palestine; MARSHALL, Jesus, Patrons and Benefactors. 
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Judaism. However, I will extend this sensitivity to my reading of Mark’s account 
of the Last Supper and the chronological questions that it raises. I intend to 
demonstrate that Mark provides a chronologically coherent account of the Last 
Supper despite appearances to the contrary. The need for this study and its 
culturally sensitive methodology becomes clearer with a review of previous 
studies. 

1  The Problem of the Last Supper 

The late Raymond Brown described the Last Supper of Jesus in Mark 14 
as a Passover meal in which Jesus presented himself as the paschal lamb. For 
Brown, the gospel writer was making a theological point. “In other words, we 
have a theologoumenon, i.e., the presentation of the Last Supper as a paschal 
meal in a dramatization of the preGospel proclamation of Jesus as the paschal 
lamb”3. Brown felt that Mark took this theological narrative over from already 
established Christian tradition. If Mark himself had created this narrative we 
would expect him to work out the chronological difficulties. In 14:2, the chief 
priests and scribes determine that Jesus will not be arrested, tried, and crucified 
during the feast, but the feast has already begun with the Passover meal. Brown 
maintains that the Passover setting in the Synoptic Gospels would mean that 
Jesus was crucified on Sat., Nisan 15, but, Brown argued, this cannot be accurate. 
Jesus did not die on the day of the Passover meal. He therefore suggested that we 
give up the synoptic date of the crucifixion. Brown felt that it was most plausible 
that the Last Supper, trial, and death of Jesus was completed by Fri, Nisan 14, as 
John proclaims. “Thus there are solid reasons for judging as historical that Jesus 
died on Thn/Fd. the 14th of Nisan, the day on which paschal lambs were 
sacrificed, and the eve of the 15th of Nisan on which the paschal meal would be 
eaten”4. Brown uses the marker “Thn/Fd.” to indicate that Thursday night was 
actually Friday morning in Jewish timekeeping. 

Scholars generally see the chronology of the Last Supper in Mark as 
problematic, and by virtue of some kind of literary relationship, the chronological 
problem extends to the other two Synoptics. Chronological issues haunt scholarly 
interpretations of Mark 14 and synoptic parallels even when the main focus is 
upon other matters. 

 
3 BROWN, The Death of the Messiah, 1370. 
4 BROWN, The Death of the Messiah, 1373. 
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Robin Routledge whose main concern is to show that the Last Supper was 
a Passover meal, says that the “lack of clear evidence means that we cannot be 
sure about the chronology” of the Last Supper5. He says that one approach to the 
chronological difficulty is to accept that the four gospels cannot be reconciled, 
and that a choice must be made between them. He considers the suggestion that 
John places the crucifixion a day earlier than the Synoptics to identify Jesus with 
the paschal lambs that were being slain on that day6. Another view is that the 
Synoptics are historically and chronologically more accurate while John in 
contrast deploys “theological symbolism”7. Yet another view is that John’s 
chronology is correct, and that the synoptic references to the Last Supper are 
early church interpolations designed to make the Last Supper a “Christian 
Passover”8. He also considers the premises that the Last Supper was another kind 
of meal in anticipation of the Passover, or a Passover based on a variant calendar, 
in which case it was without a lamb9. Routledge, however, thinks that use of a 
variant calendar is unlikely. Routledge believes that the Last Supper was a true 
Passover meal, and even if it was a day earlier than the Passover, it was still 
received by the disciples as a Passover meal as the language of the Synoptics 
indicate. The only difference would be that the menu did not include lamb10. 

Joel Marcus directs his main argument against contemporary Jewish 
scholars who characterize the Passover seder and Haggadah as post-70 CE 
features, which would mean that the supposed Jewish model for the Last Supper 
did not exist11. According to these scholars, the Passover seder was, as Marcus 
explains, “a post-70 CE replacement for the pre-70 tradition of Passover 

 
5 ROUTLEDGE, Passover and Last Supper, 206. 
6 ROUTLEDGE, Passover and Last Supper, 205, n. 10. He refers to HIGGINS, The 

Lord’s Supper, 22 and JEREMIAS, Eucharistic Words, 81-82. 
7 ROUTLEDGE, Passover and Last Supper, 205. Routledge is probably referring to 

JEREMIAS, Eucharistic Words, 81-82 where this view is found. 
8 Routledge does not mention LESSING, Die Abendmahlsprobleme, 250-269, but this 

was Lessing’s view. 
9 Routledge may be referring to the variant calendar argument of JAUBERT, The Date 

of the Last Supper, and the different meal view of MARSHALL, Last Supper, 67-78. 
10 ROUTLEDGE, Passover and Last Supper, 206. 
11 MARCUS, Passover and Last Supper, 303, n. 10. These scholars and their research 

are YUVAL, Easter and Passover, 98-124; KULP, Origins, 112; BOKSER, Origins, 14-28; 

SAFRAI – SAFRAI, Haggadah, 9-15; TABORY, Toward a History, 63; HAUPMAN, How Old Is 

Haggadah?, 5-18; FRIEDMAN, Tosefta, 430-432; LEONHARD, The Jewish Pesach, 1-118. 
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sacrifice, which came to an end when the Romans destroyed the temple in which 
Jewish sacrifice took place”12. Marcus, however, marshals evidence from 
Jubilees, Philo, and the NT Last Supper narratives to show that there was “a 
leisurely Passover meal and a domestic seder, including haggadic recital, in the 
pre-70 period”13. Marcus further responds to the contention of Israel Yuval that 
the Passover seder was “essentially a response to the Christian eucharist rather 
than being its source”14. Yuval maintains that Rabban Gamaliel II, in m. Pesaḥ. 
10.5, advocates for a counter narrative to the Christian interpretation of Exodus 
12 and the Passover sacrifice. This included Gamaliel’s prohibition of afikomen 
(an after-meal indulgence) in m. Pesaḥ. 10.8.15 Marcus points out that Gamaliel’s 
ban on afikomen is better understood as a response, not to Christian interpretation 
of the Passover, but to customary pagan post-meal revelry. Marcus finds that 
other aspects of Yuval’s argument are unconvincing. Tangential to his main 
argument, there are some chronological issues that Marcus addresses. He prefers 
John’s chronology, which places Jesus’ Last Supper on the night before Passover 
(Nisan 13) to that of the Synoptics which place the Last Supper on the first night 
of the Passover (Nisan 15). The Last Supper in John was therefore not a Passover 
meal. Scholars who feel that the Synoptics portray the Last Supper as a Passover 
must argue either that John was wrong, that the Synoptics and John were using 
variant calendars, or that Jesus knowing that he might die before the Passover 
modelled his Last Supper after the Passover16. 

Mariusz Rosik more directly addresses the “alleged or real” disagreements 
between the Synoptics and John on the chronology of the Last Supper. In the 
Synoptics, the supper took place on the eve of the Passover, the day the paschal 
lambs were slaughtered, a Thursday (Mark 14:12.17 par.). In John, as further 
assumed, Jesus was crucified on the eve of the Passover, the day the paschal 
lambs were slaughtered, a Friday, and therefore, before the Passover meal17. 

 
12 MARCUS, Passover and Last Supper, 304. 
13 MARCUS, Passover and Last Supper, 307. 
14 MARCUS, Passover and Last Supper, 318; YUVAL, Easter and Passover, 98-124. 
15 MARCUS, Passover and Last Supper, 319. 
16 MARCUS, Passover and Last Supper, 301. 
17 ROSIK, Dispute, 179. 
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Rosik explores eight proposed solutions to the chronological problem18. 
The first is to recognize two different ways of counting a day in the time of Jesus. 
The Pharisees preferred that the day begin at sunrise, while for others the day 
began at sunset19. On the basis of the first preference, Jesus’ Passover meal on 
Thursday night was still on Thursday, but according to the second, it was on 
Friday. The main problem with this solution is that it leaves too little time for the 
trial of Jesus20. 

The second solution is that the Synoptics are right when they have Jesus 
host his Passover supper on the evening of Nisan 14, and then have him crucified 
on Nisan 15; but, for theological reasons, John changed the day of crucifixion to 
Nisan 14, the day when the paschal lambs were killed. The alternative to this 
solution is that John was right in not portraying Jesus’ meal with his disciples as 
a Passover meal, but for theological reasons, the Synoptics turned it into a 
Passover meal21. Rosik referred to another version by Hans Lessing who 
maintained that the early church added the Last Supper as a Passover meal for 
theological reasons22. Rosik characterizes these proposals as versions of the 
“Harmonistic Hypothesis,” but makes no assessment of either one23. 

The third solution is that Jesus hosted his Last Supper on Nisan 13, either 
as an individual decision or in accordance with a law that the paschal lambs be 
sacrificed on Nisan 13 when Nisan 15 falls on the sabbath. The lambs would still 
be eaten on the Nisan 14 or 1524. The absence of any mention of lamb with this 

 
18 ROSIK, Dispute, 182, nn. 10-12. Rosik draws upon DE VAUX, Ancient Israel, 489-

492; MICKIEWICZ, Ewangelia, 12-24, 432-452; SMITH, Chronology, 30-31; OGG, 

Chronology, 75-77; HAMILTON, Chronology, 323-327. 
19 ROSIK, Dispute, 182, n. 13, refers to DE VAUX, Ancient Israel, 181-182 for this 

information. 
20 ROSIK, Dispute, 183. 
21 ROSIK, Dispute, 183, nn. 15-17. As examples of these solutions Rosik cites 

WALTHER, Jesus das Passahlamm, 74-76; KEDAR-KOPFSTEIN, גח , 202-210; ŁACH, Data 

Ostatniej, 405; SANDERS, The Historical Figure of Jesus, 285-286; LOHFINK, Jesus z 

Nazareta, 401; DUNN, Jesus Remembered, 772-773; MATSON, The Historical Plausibility, 

291-312; FREDRIKSEN, Jesus of Nazareth, 223. 
22 ROSIK, Dispute, 183, n. 18. Rosik cites LESSING, Die Abendmahlsprobleme, 250-

269. 
23 ROSIK, Dispute, 183. 
24 ROSIK, Dispute, 184, nn. 20-22. Rosik attributes this solution to Str-B, 812-814; 

PICKL, The Messias, 120-122; WRIGHT, Jesus and the Victory of God, 556-559; MARCUS, 

Passover and Last Supper, 303-324; PITRE, Jesus, the Tribulation, 441-442. 
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meal is one of the reasons this hypothesis is attractive25. However, one of the 
arguments against this hypothesis is that there is mention of lamb at this meal 
(Mark 14:12; Luke 22:15)26. 

A fourth solution is that Jesus kept the Passover meal on Nisan 14 after it 
was postponed to Friday, Nisan 15 by the Jewish authorities27. The objections to 
this proposal are that there is no evidence of the Sanhedrin ever postponing a 
festival, there is no motive that can be found for doing this, and it would be 
strange for the Jews to obey this directive while Jesus does not28. 

A fifth proposal is that the Synoptics follow the solar calendar of the 
Essene community, while John follows the lunar calendar of the temple priests.  
According to the Synoptics, Jesus’ Last Supper was on Tuesday, which, 
according to the Essene calendar, was also the day of the Passover meal29. Those 
who oppose this solution believe that Jesus ate the Passover with his disciples 
after the paschal lambs were slain in the temple. Also, among other objections 
listed by Rosik, there is no evidence that Jesus followed an Essene calendar30. 

The sixth proposal that Rosik discusses is a modified version of the first.  
In this version, the Synoptics follow a Galilean practice of counting a day from 
sunrise to sunrise, while John follows a Judean practice of counting a day from 
sunset to sunset. Harold Hoehner makes this argument31. However, Rosik finds 
that this argument lacks literary evidence to confirm that Galileans and Judeans 
differed on how they defined a day32. 

 
25 ROSIK, Dispute, 184, n. 23. Rosik notes this as an argument of SCHRÖTER, Das 

Abendmahl, 44. 
26 ROSIK, Dispute, 185, n. 28. He refers to BARRETT, Luke XII.15, 305-307; 

JEREMIAS, The Eucharistic Words, 18-19. 
27 ROSIK, Dispute, 186, n. 36. He cites ŁACH, Data Ostatniej, 405. 
28 ROSIK, Dispute, 186, n. 37. He again cites ŁACH, Data Ostatniej, 417. 
29 ROSIK, Dispute, 186, nn. 38-39; 187, n. 42. According to Rosik, representatives 

of this view are JAUBERT, Le calendrier des Jubiles, 35-61; JAUBERT, The Date of the Last 

Supper; NODET, On Jesus’ Last Supper, 348-369; PIXNER, Paths of the Messiah, 242-244; 

PIXNER, Mount Zion, 309-322; SAULNIER, Calendrical Variations; RIESNER, Jesus, 198-234. 
30 ROSIK, Dispute, 188, n. 44, nn. 47-50. According to Rosik, those who argue 

against the Essene hypothesis are HAHN, The Fourth Cup, 66-67; MEIER, A Marginal Jew, 

392; SMITH, Chronology, 30; BROWN, New Testament Essays, 212-214; BROWN, The Death 

of the Messiah, 1350-1378; PITRE, Jesus and the Last Supper, 274-275. 
31 ROSIK, Dispute, 189, n. 52. He refers to HOEHNER, Chronology, 2348-2349. 
32 ROSIK, Dispute, 189, n. 54. He refers to PITRE, Jesus and the Last Supper, 259 on 

this point. 
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Rosik seems particularly interested in a seventh proposal, that Jesus held 
his own Passover in counter distinction to the typical Jewish Passover33. The 
absence of roasted lamb at the meal is one of the “novelties” that made Jesus’ 
Passover different. Other novelties were the passing around of Jesus’ own cup to 
signify unity, the omission of the fourth cup of wine, and that Jesus celebrated 
the Passover with a different kind of “family,” namely, his apostles34. Rosik 
entertains the thought that Jesus postponed his Passover meal for one day after 
the other Jews had their meal, especially in light of all the other changes he made; 
but Rosik does not explain the chronology that would allow this35. 

Rosik also seems particularly interested in the eighth solution, that the 
perceived discrepancy between John and the Synoptics on the dating of the Last 
Supper is based on inadequate understanding of the term “Passover” in ancient 
references36. John never uses the term to refer to the Passover lamb slain on Nisan 
14. In John, the term refers to the meal that is eaten on Nisan 15 (John 13:1; 
19:14). The term also refers to the other meals eaten during the rest of that week 
(18:28.39). On this proposal, the meal that Jesus had with his disciples was a 
Passover on Nisan 15 (13:20). Jesus was arrested later that evening and led to 
crucifixion on Nisan 16, the day after the lambs were sacrificed in the temple. 
Accordingly, the reference to the “day of preparation for the Passover” (19:14) 
does not place Jesus’ crucifixion on Friday, Nisan 14, because it refers to Friday, 
Nisan 21 instead37. 

Rosik thinks that the last two proposals receive the most support in the 
current debate. Nevertheless, despite the range of proposed solutions, he also 
feels that the chronological issues revolving around the dating of the Last Supper 
in the Synoptics and John are not completely resolved38. From this brief but 
representative overview of Brown, Routledge, Marcus, and Rosik, it seems that 
the text of Mark 14:1-12 is resistant to a satisfactory solution to its chronological 
problems. 

 
33 ROSIK, Dispute, 189, n. 55. He cites JANKOWSKI, Eucharystia, 96-99. 
34 ROSIK, Dispute, 190, n. 56; 191, nn. 58-59. For these “novelties” he cites 

JANKOWSKI, Eucharystia, 96-99; BARTNICKI, Ostatnia Wieczerza, 17; THEISSEN – MERZ, Der 

historische Jesus, 375; LOHFINK, Jezus z Nazareta, 410. 
35 ROSIK, Dispute, 189-191. 
36 ROSIK, Dispute, 191, nn. 63, 68. Rosik cites PITRE, Jesus and the Last Supper, 

331, 336 for this solution. 
37 ROSIK, Dispute, 192-193. 
38 ROSIK, Dispute, 194. 
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2  Cause for Confusion 

A careful reading of Mark 14 could therefore lead to confusion over when 
the disciples of Jesus prepared and ate the Passover meal. We should therefore 
try a new reading with closer attention to problematic features in the text, and 
sensitivity to cultural differences within Judaism. 

In what follows, all references to days and times are according to ancient 
Jewish reckoning, where the new day begins at sunset39. For convenience, I will 
continue to use Western names for the days, but it must be kept in mind that 
Friday night in the Western view was in fact already Saturday in the ancient 
Jewish view. 

In the first century, the Passover meal began at night (Exod 12:8; Jub. 49:1; 
m. Zebaḥ. 5:8), however, Jesus began his Last Supper in the evening, before it 
was night (Matt 26:20; Mark 14:17), although it was night when the meal ended 
(Matt 26:31; Mark 14:30; cf. John 13:30; 1 Cor 11:23)40. In Jewish reckoning 
this means that the Last Supper of Jesus began on Thursday evening, but ended 
early on Friday morning. 

In Mark, the disciples ask Jesus “Where do you want us to go so that we 
may prepare for you to eat the Passover?” (Mark 14:12; cf. Matt 26:17; Luke 
22:9). They ask this question on “the first day of Unleavened Bread”. Jesus 
instructs two of his disciples to locate an unnamed associate in Jerusalem and say 
to him, “The Teacher says, where is my guest room where I may eat the Passover 
with my disciples (Mark 14:14; cf. Matt 26:18; Luke 22:11)? The disciples 
follow Jesus’ instructions, they are shown the Upper Room, and they “prepared 
the Passover” (Mark 14:16; cf. Matt 26:19; Luke 22:13). We therefore see the 
disciples of Jesus engaged in a “day of preparation for the Passover,” yet it is on 
“the first day of Unleavened Bread”. 

Confusion mounts when Mark narrates events that seemingly lead up to 
the first day of Unleavened Bread, especially when we read from English 

 
39 DE VRIES, Day, 783. 
40 WAGENAAR, Passover, 263. “The custom to eat unleavened bread with the 

passover [sic] meal in the night beginning the fifteenth in the post-priestly additions assumes 

a day stretching in accordance with later Jewish practice from sunset to sunset. The different 

ways to calculate the beginning of the day attested in the early and later post-exilic texts 

suggest that the custom to reckon the days from sunset to sunset was an innovation introduced 

in the course of the fifth century B.C.E.” 
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translations like the NRSV. I am referring to English translations in this section, 
instead of the Greek text, because the English translations have largely 
contributed to the confusion surrounding these passages, and I want to show why. 
In Mark 14:1 NRSV, when the author identifies the time when plans for Jesus’ 
arrest were being made, he tells us “It was two days before the Passover and the 
festival of Unleavened Bread.” From a literary perspective, this was two days 
before the sabbath (Mark 14:17; 15:42)41. In other words, it was Thursday. This 
announcement is followed by the conspiracy of the chief priests and scribes, the 
scene in Bethany in the house of Simon the Leper, and a reference to Judas 
Iscariot and the plot to betray Jesus, with all of these events from verses 1-11 
taking place on Thursday (cf. Matt 26:1-16; Luke 22:1-6). Then at verse 12, the 
NRSV tells us, “On the first day of Unleavened Bread, when the Passover lamb 
is sacrificed, his disciples said to him, “Where do you want us to go and make 
the preparations for you to eat the Passover?” (cf. Matt 26:17; Luke 22:7). It 
seems then, that this action indicated in verse 12 took place on Saturday. 

In that year, the official day of preparation for the Passover would have 
been on Friday (when the Passover lambs were sacrificed) (Mark 15:42; cf. Matt 
27:62; Luke 23:54); the Passover would have officially been on Saturday (when 
the meal was eaten); and the first day of Unleavened Bread would have also been 
on Saturday (followed by six more days of festival) (Exod 12:1-20; Deut 16:1-
8)42. On the one hand, it seems then that the disciples of Jesus in Mark are 
preparing to eat the Passover meal on Saturday. However, in Mark, Jesus was 
crucified on Friday, and ate the Passover with his disciples on the day before 
(Mark 15:1.42)43. Therefore, the Last Supper had to have been on Thursday, 

 
41 How do we know that the Synoptics place the Passover and first day of 

Unleavened Bread on Saturday in the year that Jesus died? Matthew 26:5 and Mark 14:2 

require that the crucifixion of Jesus happen before the first day of Unleavened Bread. 

Matthew 26:2 and Mark 14:1 allow only two days before the first day of Unleavened Bread, 

and therefore only one day for Jesus to be crucified. Matthew 27:62 and Mark 15:42 places 

the crucifixion of Jesus on Friday. The first day of Unleavened Bread in Matthew and Mark 

therefore occurred on Saturday. Luke (22:14; 23:54) is chronologically consistent with 

Matthew and Mark regardless of one’s theory of synoptic relationships. 
42 The Passover (Nisan 15) occurred on the first full moon after the vernal equinox, 

but not always on the same day of the week. 
43 All four canonical gospels identify the day of Jesus’ death and burial as the “day 

of preparation for the sabbath” or Friday (Matt 27:57.62; Mark 15:25.42; Luke 23:44.54; 

John 19:31). The clear chronological sequence “day of preparation,” “next day,” and “first 
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especially since it was evening (ὀψίας), before nightfall (Mark 14:17; Matt 
26:20). If we follow all the literary trails in Mark, we seem to arrive at confusion 
wrapped in inconsistency. Mark seems to place the day of preparation and the 
first day of Unleavened Bread on the same day (Saturday). He then seems to 
place the Last Supper simultaneously on two different days (Thursday and 
Saturday), and he seems to place the crucifixion of Jesus simultaneously on two 
different days (Friday and Sunday). From all appearances, this is total confusion. 

I will show that despite appearances Mark is not confused. We begin to see 
this when we realize, first, that Mark actually places the first day of Unleavened 
Bread on Thursday; second, that this particular Thursday was recognized in the 
time of Jesus as an unofficial first day of Unleavened Bread; third, that the 
disciples’ day of preparation for killing the Passover lamb was an ad hoc 
arrangement, probably shared with other Jews, but yet different from the official 
day of preparation a day later. 

I use the contrast official and unofficial instead of traditional and 
nontraditional because Mark’s first day of Unleavened Bread was still 
traditional even though it was not the official day observed for this purpose by 
the temple priests and their congregation. Even though it was a popular instead 
of an official schedule it was still just as traditional as the official observance44. 

The NRSV (and other English translations) give the impression that Mark 
14:12 is two days after vv. 1-11; that is to say, Saturday. Even in the Greek text, 
Mark’s awkward transition from vv. 1-11 to v. 12 can be misleading in that it 
looks like the advent of a later day. In actuality, the time “two days before the 
Passover and the festival of Unleavened Bread” (14:1 NRSV) and “the first day 
of Unleavened Bread, when the Passover lamb is sacrificed” (14:12 NRSV) are 
the same day (Thursday, Nisan 13). 

 
day of the week “(or “day of preparation,” “sabbath,” and “after the sabbath”) occurs with 

little variation in all four canonical gospels (Matt 27:62; 28:1; Mark 15:42; 16:1.2; Luke 

23:54.56; 24:1; John 19:31.42; 20:1). This sequence can only be rendered in sequential terms 

equivalent to Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. 
44 The contrast between official and unofficial religion is an established theme in 

the sociological study of religion, both ancient and contemporary. See BERLINERBLAU, Max 

Weber’s Useful Ambiguities, 605-626; ILLMAN – CZIMBALMOS, Knowing, Being, and 

Doing, 171-199; ILLMAN, Researching Vernacular Judaism, 91-108; WEBER, Ancient 

Judaism; FAHEY, Max Weber’s Ancient Judaism, 62-87. These studies use the terms “folk,” 

“popular,” “vernacular,” and “unofficial,” to describe “everyday” religion and distinguish it 

from “formal,” “institutional,” or “official” religion. 
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In verse 14:1, Mark is referring to the official Jewish observances of the 
Passover and the feast of Unleavened Bread. The official Passover that year 
would have been Saturday, Nisan 15, which was also the first day of the feast of 
Unleavened Bread, to be followed by six more days of festival. However, in verse 
14:12, Mark is referring to a different first day of Unleavened Bread. He is 
referring to the popular day when all leaven is removed from the households of 
Israel45. Officially, this activity would have been Saturday in the year that Jesus 
died, and that day would have officially been called the first day of Unleavened 
Bread. But this day was pushed back two days early by popular demand, and 
unofficially still called the first day of Unleavened Bread. Therefore, Mark’s 
scheduling was not off- kilter after all. He was only following popular custom 
by referring to this day (Thursday) as the first day of Unleavened Bread. 

Marcus offers an alternative explanation for why Mark places the first day 
of Unleavened Bread on the same day as the slaughter of the Passover lambs. He 
maintains that the chronology of Mark 14:12 may reflect the Greco-Roman 
sunrise-to-sunrise description of a day. “By the Greco-Roman sunrise-to-sunrise 
method of reckoning, however, this afternoon slaughter of the lambs occurred on 
the same day as the evening Passover meal (or “seder”)46. However, this sunrise-
to-sunrise description of Nisan 14 allows for only five or six hours between the 
slaughtering of the lambs and the Passover meal. This is not enough time for the 
events of Mark 14:12-15. 

In the fourfold gospel narrative, the time of Jesus’ Last Supper and the time 
of the slaughtering of the lambs (Matt 27:62; Mark 15:42; Luke 23:54; John 
19:14) were separated by a sundown (Matt 26:30; Mark 14:30; Luke 22:56; John 
13:30) and a sunrise (Matt 27:1; Mark 15:1; Luke 22:66; John 18:28). If sundown 
occurred around the first hour of the night in Jewish reckoning (7:00 p.m.), and 
sunrise at around the first hour of the day (7:00 a.m.), then this is a separation of 
at least twelve hours. The Last Supper and the official Passover seder were 
separated by a sundown, a sunrise, and yet another sundown (Exod 12:8; Jub. 
49:1; m. Zebaḥ. 5:8), a span of at least twenty-four hours. Mark’s “first day of 
Unleavened Bread” in 14:12 (a Thursday), is an entirely different day than the 
one (a Saturday) that is two days away in 14:1. 

 
45 To be clear, there are references to two different “first days of Unleavened Bread” 

in the Synoptics. There is the unofficial day on Thursday, Nisan 13 (Matt 26:17; Mark 14:12; 

Luke 22:7), and the official day on Saturday Nisan 15 (Matt 26:2; Mark 14:1.2; Luke 22:1; 

John 13:1). 
46 MARCUS, Mark, 944. 
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Exodus 12:14-15 is the literary matrix for the tradition preserved in Mark 
14:12. 

Exod 12:14-15 And this day shall be a 
memorial for you,  
and you shall celebrate it as a 
feast to the 
Lord, you shall celebrate it 
throughout your 
generations forever; you shall 
eat unleavened bread  
for seven days; and on the first 
day you shall remove leaven 
from your houses. 

םכל הזה םויה היהו  
ןורכזל  הוהיל גח וחא םתגחו  

והגחת םלוע תקח םכיתרדל  
ךא ולכאת תוצמ םימי תעבשׁ  
ראשׂ ותיכשׁת ןושׁארה םויכ  
םכיתכמ  

Originally, the Hebrews were instructed to remove all leaven from their 
households on what became the official first day of Unleavened Bread, Nisan 15 
(Exod 12:15.19-20; 13:7; Deut 16:3-4). However, as we see in m. Pesaḥ. 1:1-3, 
this task was at some point pushed back a day early; and then it was pushed back 
even two days early, by at least some Jews47. There were practical reasons for 
this. The people needed more time to cleanse their houses of leaven and also to 
bake unleavened bread, so that all would be ready for the Passover meal after the 
slaying of the Passover lamb48. This day of cleansing and baking indicated in 
Mark 14:12, was on Thursday, the day before the official day of slaying the 
Passover lamb. It was also the disciples’ ad hoc day of preparing their Passover 
lamb. It may be that the disciples were not the only Jews who used this day to 
prepare their lamb49. 

 
47 Cf. m. Pesaḥ. 1:1: רנה רואל ץמחה תא ןיקדוב רשׂע העב ראל רוא  (On the evening 

preceding the fourteenth day of the month of Nisan, they search for leaven by the light of the 

candle). However, this schedule for the task was disputed as we see in 1:3: הדוהי יבר  רמוא
רשׂע העברא רוא ןיקדוב  (Rabbi Judah says, they search for leaven on the evening of the 

fourteenth). 
48 RYLAARSDAM, Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread, 664. 
49 As suggested by the late CASEY, The Date of the Passover Sacrifices, 245-247, 

whose perspective we shall discuss. 
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The Greek text of Mark 14:12, is frequently mistranslated in English 
Bibles (like the NRSV)50. As I have alluded, this has been a further contribution 
to confusion surrounding the verse. To help remove the confusion, the Greek text 
is better translated, “On the first day of Unleavened Bread, when they sacrificed 
the Passover lamb, his disciples said to him….” (Καὶ τῇ πρῶτῃ ἡµέρᾳ τῶν 
ἀζύµων, ὃτε τὸ πάσχα ἒθυον, λέγουσιν αὐτῷ οἱ µαθηταὶ αὐτοῦ…)51. The implied 
pronoun “they” does not refer to the priests in charge of the temple nor to their 
Passover congregation. It refers only to the disciples of Jesus and perhaps other 
Jews who may have observed the Passover at an earlier time. 

 Similarly, in Luke 22:7 the statement is better rendered “Then came the 
day of Unleavened Bread, when they needed to sacrifice the Passover lamb” 
(Ἦλθεν δὲ ἡ ἡµέρᾳ τῶν ἀζύµων [ἐν] ᾑ ἔδει θύεσθαι τὸ πάσχα). Again, the implied 
pronoun “they” refers not to the priests in charge of the temple nor to their 
Passover congregation, but only to the disciples and perhaps other Jews. These 
renderings clarify that the disciples and possibly other Jews organized their own 
Passover meal two days before the official day of the Passover meal. 

Craig Evans maintains, as Maurice Casey did, that “they were sacrificing” 
refers to Jesus and his disciples, but they still placed Jesus and his disciples in 
the temple in the presence of the priests when they made their sacrifice52. 
Virtually no other biblical studies scholar who has published on Mark 14:12 or 
Luke 22:7 argues as I do that the implicit “they” in the translation of these verses 
refers to Jesus and the disciples acting independently of the temple and the 
priests53. However, five points are certain. First, there is no explicit mention of 
priests and the temple in Mark 14:12 and Luke 22:7; second, there is explicit 
mention of the disciples preparing the Passover in Mark 14:16, Matt 26:19, and 
Luke 22:13; third, the Synoptics and John make it clear that the priests sacrificed 

 
50 And also the CEB, NASB, NET, NIV, and NLT. 
51 The phrase ὃτε τὸ πάσχα ἒθυον (“when they sacrificed the Passover lamb”) 

includes an indeclinable neuter noun in the accusative case governed by an imperfect active 

verb. The verb should not be translated in the passive voice as the NRSV does. Ironically, 

the active voice translation similar to “when they sacrificed the Passover lamb” was used in 

the RSV, KJV, and NKJV. The active voice translation is also used by MARCUS, Mark, 943; 

STEIN, Mark, 644; EVANS, Mark, 368; DONAHUE – HARRINGTON, Mark, 391. 
52 EVANS, Mark, 373; CASEY, Aramaic Sources; STEIN, Mark, 646. 
53 See MARCUS, Mark, 944; GOULD, Mark, 260; STEIN, Mark, 646; DONAHUE – 

HARRINGTON, Mark, 398; PERKKINS, Mark, 702; JOHNSON, Luke, 333; NOLLAND, Luke, 

1032-1033; BOVON, Luke, 142-143 et al. 
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the Passover in the temple on the day of Jesus’ death, not the day of his Last 
Supper (Matt 27:62; Mark 15:42; Luke 23:54; John 19:31); fourth, in regard to 
the Supper, the day of Jesus’ death was clearly the next day (Mark 15:1; Matt 
27:1; Luke 22:66; John 18:28; 19:14); and fifth, there is historic precedence for 
worshippers sacrificing and preparing the Passover lamb independently of the 
priests and the temple (Philo, Spec. 2.145-46,148; m. Pesaḥ. 8.1; m. Zebaḥ. 2:1; 
3:1; 13:1; and implicitly in Deut 16:5-6 and Jub. 49:20-21). 

Therefore, we ask, who does “they” refer to in Mark 14:12 and Luke 22:7? 
Scholars who insist upon seeing temple priests in Mark 14:12 and Luke 22:7 
have the burden of showing how they reconcile this judgement with gospel 
chronology. A critical datum for the Matthean and Markan timeline is that Jesus 
was arrested, tried, crucified, and buried prior to the feast of Unleavened Bread 
(Sat.–Fri., Nisan 15–21) (Matt 26:5; Mark 14:2). 

3  The First Day of Unleavened Bread 

The official first day of Unleavened Bread in gospel chronology would be 
Saturday (Nisan 15) the day after the official Passover sacrifice, but that cannot 
be the day referred to in Mark 14:12 (nor Matt. 26:17 and Luke 22:7) since Jesus 
could not have hosted his Last Supper on Saturday. This statement in Mark 14:12 
and parallel texts actually refers to the day before the official Passover sacrifice. 
As we have seen, the day before the official Passover sacrifice was also called 
the first day of Unleavened Bread because on that day many Jews removed all 
leaven from their houses. This unofficial designation for the day results from a 
practical rather than a precise reading of Exod 12:15 and related texts. In gospel 
chronology the day before the official Passover sacrifice would be Thursday 
(Nisan 13). Some Jews went a step further by sacrificing the Passover lamb on 
this day instead of the official day. 

Incidentally, in John, the official day of the Passover sacrifice or the day 
of preparation for the Passover meal was Friday, Nisan 14 (John 19:14.31.42). 
For John this day was also the day of Jesus’ crucifixion and burial. Although it 
has been denied, the same is true in the Synoptics. However, in the Synoptics 
there are two referents for the term “day of preparation”: the disciples’ ad hoc 
day of preparation for the Passover meal (Matt 26:17; Mark 14:12; Luke 22:7) 
and the official Jewish day of preparation for the Passover meal (Matt 27:62; 
Mark 15:42; Luke 23:54). The former referent was to Thursday afternoon, the 
latter to Friday afternoon. Of course, the official day of preparation for the 
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Passover meal was also “the day of preparation for the sabbath” since that day 
fell on Friday in the week and year that Jesus was crucified (Matt 27:62; Mark 
15:42; Luke 23:54; John 19:31). 

It has frequently been argued that there is disagreement between the 
Synoptics and John over the day of the week identified as the eve of Passover (or 
day of preparation, Nisan 14)54. In the Synoptics, as the argument goes, the eve 
of Passover was the day before the crucifixion of Jesus (Matt 26:17; Mark 14:12; 
Luke 22:7), while in John, the eve of Passover was the day of the crucifixion 
(19:14.31.42)55. It is further argued that John’s placement of the eve of Passover 
on the day of Jesus’ crucifixion reflected John’s determination to represent Jesus 
as the archetypal paschal lamb56. John therefore shows that the crucifixion of the 
Lamb of God occurs on the same day that the other paschal lambs were being 
slaughtered. 

The argument that the Synoptics and John disagree on which day was the 
eve of Passover is mistaken. This argument presupposes that the Synoptic writers 
actually thought that Jesus and the disciples did not eat their Passover meal until 
after the slaying of the lambs in the temple. However, the literary evidence 
indicates that the Synoptic writers were quite aware that Jesus and the disciples 
had created an earlier ad hoc day of preparing and eating the Passover meal57. 
There is then really no disagreement between the Synoptics and John on how to 
identify the day of Jesus’ crucifixion. In all four of the canonical gospels, Jesus 
was crucified on the official Jewish day of preparation, which, in this context, 
happened to be Friday, Nisan 14, the eve of Passover (Matt 27:62; Mark 15:42; 
Luke 23:54; John 19:14.31). 

4  To Clarify Further 

My argument may be further clarified through engagement with John 
Meier’s chronological investigations. I will not rehearse Meier’s incisive 

 
54 See THOMPSON, John, 388; HAENCHEN, John, 105; O’DAY, John, 719. 
55 See DAISE, Christ our Passover, 509-510. 
56 Cf. CULPEPPER, Luke, 415; DUNN, Jesus Remembered, 772. 
57 Again, Matthew (26:5) and Mark (14:2) show that Jesus is crucified before the 

Feast of Unleavened Bread (Sat., Nisan 15). In fact, he is crucified on Friday (Matt 27:62; 

Mark 15:42; Luke 23:54; cf. John 19:31) and hosts his Last Supper on the day before (Matt 

26:17.20; Mark14:12.17; Luke 22:7.14; cf. John 13:1-2; 18:28). 
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critiques of Strack and Billerbeck, Dockx, Jaubert, and Jeremias58. Instead, I will 
limit myself to the broad contours of Meier’s own case, and indicate our points 
of agreement and divergence. 

Meier finds that the Synoptics and John actually agree that the Last Supper 
of Jesus with his disciples occurred on a Thursday evening, that Jesus died on 
the next day, Friday, which was a dual day of preparation, because the next day, 
Saturday, was not only the Sabbath, but also the Passover59. I agree with Meier 
on these points. 

However, Meier feels that in order for this agreement between the 
Synoptics and John to stand, we must strip the Synoptic Passion Narratives of all 
“late or redactional references to Passover”60. Meier maintains that “the 
underlying Synoptic tradition is no more a Passover meal than is the Last Supper 
in John’s Gospel”61. 

For John, the Last Supper was on Thursday, Nisan 13, and therefore not a 
Passover meal. The meal ended after sunset, the beginning of Friday, Nisan 14, 
the day of preparation. Jesus was arrested, tried, crucified, and buried on this day; 
and after sunset the Passover began with the meal on Saturday, Nisan 1562. 

For the Synoptics, the preparation of the Last Supper as a Passover meal 
takes place in the daytime on Thursday, Nisan 14, the day the Passover lambs are 
slaughtered. The Last Supper is then held as a Passover meal after sunset, the 
beginning of Friday, Nisan 15. The arrest, trial, crucifixion, and burial of Jesus 
happens on Friday. The Sabbath, on Saturday, Nisan 16, begins at sundown63. 
For Meier, these differences between John and the Synoptics appear to be “a 
hopeless contradiction,” at least at first reading64. Meier’s solution, as I pointed 
out, is to remove all synoptic language that portrays the Last Supper as a Passover 
meal. 

I disagree with Meier that the Thursday of the disciples’ preparation of the 
Last Supper in the Synoptics was Nisan 14. I would argue that this Thursday 

 
58 MEIER, A Marginal Jew, 390-399; Str-B, 812-853; DOCKX, Chronologies, 24-28; 

JAUBERT, The Date of the Last Supper, 48, 69-76, 97-98, 111-12; JEREMIAS, Eucharistic 

Words, 15-84. 
59 MEIER, A Marginal Jew, 390. 
60 MEIER, A Marginal Jew, 398. 
61 MEIER, A Marginal Jew, 398. 
62 MEIER, A Marginal Jew, 389-390. 
63 MEIER, A Marginal Jew, 389. 
64 MEIER, A Marginal Jew, 390. 
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came on Nisan 13. Meier places one sunset between the Synoptics’ preparation 
of the Last Supper and the Passover meal65. As I have already alluded, there was 
a sunset (Matt 26:30; Mark 14:30; Luke 22:56; John 13:30), a sunrise (Matt 27:1; 
Mark 15:1; Luke 22:66; John 18:28), and yet another sunset (Exod 12:8; Jub. 
49:1; m. Zebaḥ. 5:8) between the Last Supper and the official Passover meal on 
Nisan 15. This minimal twenty-four-hour span pushes the Thursday of the Last 
Supper back to Nisan 13. 

I also disagree with Meier that the implied “they” of Mark 14:12 is a 
reference to the priests and their activity in the temple66. I will continue to argue 
that the implied “they” of Mark 14:12 are the disciples of Jesus and perhaps other 
Jews who sacrificed the Passover lamb one day earlier independently of the 
priests and the temple. 

Contrary to Meier, I am convinced that the Last Supper in both the 
Synoptics and John was a traditional Passover meal occurring prior to the official 
observance on a day popularly referred to as the first day of Unleavened Bread. 
Not only is it unnecessary to divest the Synoptic Gospels of all language 
describing the Last Supper as a Passover meal, it is arbitrary and unwarranted. 

5  Passover in the Mishnah 

In the Mishnah, it was disputed but nevertheless accepted by some Jews 
that the Passover sacrifice could be for a different purpose at an earlier time, i.e., 
“not under its proper name” ( ןמשׁל אלשׁ  ) (m. Pesaḥ. 5:2-3; 6:5; m. Zebaḥ. 2:4)67. 
The original purpose of the Passover sacrifice was to avert the death angel and 
save the firstborn of Israel (Exod 12:12-13), but later the purpose was to remove 
individual and corporate sin (or atonement, רפכ ). This later purpose could only 
be achieved at the proper time (Nisan 14) in the temple in the presence of a priest 
who must collect the blood of the sacrificial victim in a bowl and dash it against 

 
65 MEIER, A Marginal Jew, 389. “The Passover meal…held in the evening after 

sundown, would take place as the fifteenth of Nisan, Passover Day proper, began.” 
66 MEIER, A Marginal Jew, 392. 
67 In m. Pesaḥ. 6:5, R. Joshua declares that a man is exempt from sin if the Passover 

sacrifice he made on the sabbath under an improper name was nevertheless an appropriate 

offering, i.e., a male lamb. However, R. Eliezer disagreed. 
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the altar as the sign of atonement68. This rule is especially inferred from the 
Mishnaic tractate Zevahim: 

m. Zebaḥ. 
4:1 

The House of Shammai said, 
Anyone who makes  
an offering of blood, having 
tossed it upon the central  
part of the altar, has effected 
atonement. 

 לע ןינתנה לכ םירמוא יאמשׁ תיב
חבזמ  
 תחא הנתמ ןנתנ םאשׁ ןוציחה
רפכ  

 
m. Zebaḥ 
5:8 

The First-born offering, the tithe 
of the herd, and the Passover 
sacrifice are Lesser Holy 
Things. They can be slaughtered  
anywhere in the courtyard. The 
blood of the offerings must  
be placed so that it is plainly 
seen to flow from the left side  
pillar to the base of the altar.69 

 םישׁדק חספהו רשׂעמהו רוכבה
לכב ןתטיחשׁ םילק  
 הנתמ ןועט ןמדו הרזעב םוקמ
דוסיה דגנכ ןתישׁ דבלבו תחא  

However, when the Passover sacrifice is for a different purpose, i.e., a 
shalom offering, it is disputably not necessary for the sacrifice to take place in 
the temple in the presence of a priest, nor for the blood to be tossed against the 
temple altar70. In this case, the Passover could take place in a home or meeting 
hall presided over by the male head of a family or association. In many cases, the 
ritual even took place a day or two earlier than the official time for practical 
reasons (m. Zebaḥ. 1:1-3)71. 

In m. Zebaḥ. 1:2; 2:3, a distinction is made between animal sacrifices for 
“Most Holy Things” ( םישׁדוק ישׁדוק ) and “Lesser Holy Things” ( םילק םישׁדוק ). 
The former must occur in the temple; the latter need only occur within the 
confines of Jerusalem72. The Passover sacrifice is a “Lesser Holy Thing”. 

 
68 m. Pesaḥ. 5:5-7; m. Zebaḥ. 4:1-2; 5:1-2; 8:12; Jub. 49:19. The tossing of the blood 

is required for atonement. 
69 My translation, however, the terms “Most Holy Things” and “Lesser Holy 

Things” are taken from NEUSNER, Mishnah, 701, 709. 
70 m. Zebaḥ. 4:4. R. Simeon observes that the tossing of the blood against the altar 

was not required for peace offerings. 
71 See CASEY, The Date of the Passover Sacrifices, 245-247. 
72 NEUSNER, Mishnah, 701. 
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Although it can be made anywhere in the east courtyard of the temple, it need 
only be made and eaten “within the wall” of Jerusalem (m. Zebaḥ. 2:3; 5:8; 14:8). 
This was especially true if the purpose of the Passover sacrifice was only to 
provide a shalom offering, i.e., a communal meal. 

There was a dispute over whether the man who both slaughtered and 
offered up a “Holy Thing” outside of the temple was “liable”73. R. Yose the 
Galilean maintained that if a man both slaughtered and offered a sacrifice outside 
of the temple he was not liable. He would only be liable if he slaughtered the 
sacrifice inside the temple and offered it up outside. The same would be true 
vice-versa, but if he slaughtered it outside of the temple it could not have been 
offered inside anyway (m. Zebaḥ. 13:1). The critical point here is that allowance 
is made for a man to slaughter and offer up a “Holy Thing” outside of the temple 
and apart from the priests. 

The ruling, m. Zebaḥ. 2:1, recognizes that non-priests ( רז ; lit: “strangers”) 
can officiate over animal sacrifices74. The text specifies “all slaughtered animal 
sacrifices” ( םיחבזה לכ ), including the Passover (m.  Zebaḥ. 1:4; 2:4; 3:6). The 
debate is over obscure violations, that would render the sacrifices invalid. 
However, ִit is not disputed that non-priests can officiate over an animal sacrifice, 
such as the Passover lamb. 

An even more radical statement appears in m. Zebaḥ. 3:1: 

If anyone who is unfit slaughters an animal 
sacrifice, the 
offering is valid, just as it is valid if 
slaughtered by a non-priest, 
a woman, a slave, or a ritually impure 
person, even in the case 
of slaughtering Most Holy Things. 

הרשׁכ ןתטיחשׁ וטחשׁשׁ ןילוספה לכ  
םישׁנב ,םירזב הרשׁכ הטיחשׁהשׁ  
 ישׁדקב ולפא םיאמטבו ,םידבעבד
םישׁדק  

The offering could still be rendered invalid if its flesh was touched by an 
unclean person, or if it was slaughtered for an improper purpose. The aim of this 
section is to allow a fit person in any case to reclaim the blood of the sacrifice 
for atonement purposes. The ruling in this section is disputed (m. Zebaḥ. 5:1; 6:1; 

 
73 That is to say, liable for sin, and required to make a sin offering (cf. m. Pesaḥ. 

6:5). 
74 See “a non-priest” in NEUSNER, Mishnah, 700; cf. “one that is not a priest” in 

DANBY, Mishnah, 469. 
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7:4), but it indicates ritual behavior independent of the temple and priests, i.e., 
“outside its proper time and outside its proper place” ( ומוקמל ץוחו ונמזל ץוח ). 

6  Preparing the Passover Lamb 

Some interpreters believe that Jesus and his disciples could not have had 
their own ad hoc Passover on Thursday evening because this would have been 
prior to the slaughtering of the lambs by the priests of the temple on Friday 
afternoon75. Their point is that no priest would have slaughtered a lamb for the 
Passover meal prior to afternoon on Friday, Nisan 1476. However, although it is 
true that many people brought their lamb to the priests for the more elaborate 
rituals of slaughter and preparation in the temple, there was no requirement that 
the paschal lamb be slaughtered and prepared by priests in the temple unless it 
was for the specific purpose of atoning sacrifice77. Otherwise, it was only 
required that the lamb be slaughtered, prepared, and eaten in Jerusalem (Deut 
16:2.5-7)78. Any observant adult male head of a Jewish family or association 

 
75 HOEHNER, The Day of Christ’s Crucifixion, 255. 
76 In Exod 12:6, the time of slaughtering the paschal lambs is set “between the two 

evenings” ( םיברעה ןיב  ), i.e., between sunset and night. Philo, Spec. 2.145 indicated that the 

time of the sacrifice was from noon until evening (ἀπὸ µεσηµβρίας ἄρχρι ἑσπέρας). Josephus, 

B.J. 6.423, said that the time of slaughtering was from the ninth to the eleventh hour (ἀπὸ 
ἐνάτης ὤρας µέχρις νδεκάτης), or 3:00-5:00 p.m. However, CAVICCHIA, La Citazione, 5-9, 11, 

argues that “tra le due sere,” (“between the two evenings”) describes the time set in the 

Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds when both the Jewish daily sacrifice (the tamid), and the 

Passover lamb are slain (b. Pesaḥ. 58a-59a; y. Pesaḥ. 31 a-d). This is the second half of the 

day, starting at noon (the sixth hour), when the sun begins its descend toward the western 

horizon. In John 19:14 Jesus is condemned to die ὥρα ἦν ὡς ἕκτη (“intorno all’ ora sesta,” 

“around the sixth hour”). Jesus’ condemnation and death in the Gospel of John roughly 

coincides with the time set by the Talmuds for the slaying of the tamid and the Passover 

lambs (noon to dusk). 
77 I am grateful to my colleague, William Yarchin of Azusa Pacific University, for 

pointing out to me that it was not necessary that the Passover lamb be slaughtered by priests 

in the temple. 
78 It was at least disputed whether the Passover must be killed and eaten in the 

sanctuary city or only in the sanctuary (temple) itself (Deut 16:2.5-7; Jub. 49:18-21). For 

Jesus, his disciples, and other Jews the city was sufficient. However, it was not always the 
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would then have authority to deploy the far simpler, home-based rituals of 
slaughter and preparation for the lamb wherever he was as long as he was in 
Jerusalem. This is implied and presupposed in m. Pesaḥ. 8.1: 

When a woman is in the house of her 
husband, and  
he slaughters the Passover lamb on her 
behalf, and at  
the same time, her father slaughters the 
Passover lamb  
on her behalf, she should eat the lamb 
slaughtered by her husband. 

הילע טחשׁ הלעב תיבב איהשׁ ןמזב השׁאה  
לשׁמ לכאת היבא הילע טחשׁו הלעב  

Any of the male disciples of Jesus would have had the right to slaughter 
and prepare the lamb for the Passover. In Matt 26:19, the male disciples as a 
whole are said to prepare the Passover. In Luke 22:8.13, Peter and John are the 
ones who prepare the Passover. In Mark 14:13,16, the two disciples who prepare 
the Passover are not identified. 

7  Philo and the Passover 

Philo of Alexandria is a first century witness to the preparation of the 
Passover outside of the temple and apart from the priests, although his language 
may overgeneralize individual roles: 

ἐν ᾗ θύουσι πανδηµεὶ πολλὰς µυριάδας 
ἱερεἱων 
 ἀρξάµενοι ἀπὸ µεσηµβρίας ἄρχρι 
ἑσπέρας, ὁ λεὼς ἅπας,  
πρεσβύται καὶ νέοι, κατ’ ἐκείνην τὴν 
ἡµέραν ἱερωσύνης  
ἀξιώµατι τετιµηµένον. τὸν γὰρ ἄλλον 
χρόνον οἱ ἱερεῖς τάς  
τε κοινὰς θυσίας καὶ τὰς ἰδίας ἑκάστου 
προστάξει νόµων  
ἐπιτελοῦσι, τότε δὲ σύµπαν τὸ ἔθνος 
µετὰ πάσης άδείας  

In this sacred festival, many myriads 
of animal sacrifices 
are made from noon until evening, 
with all and everyone,  
old and young, deemed worthy of 
priestly service. For at 
other times, the priests preside over 
public and private  
sacrificial ceremonies as prescribed by 
the law, but on 
this occasion everyone in the nation 
presides over sacred 

 
case that the Passover was celebrated exclusively in Jerusalem as implied in legislation 

recorded in texts from the seventh and second centuries BCE (Deut 16:5-6; Jub. 49:20-21). 
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ἁγναῖς χερσὶν ἱερουργεῖ καὶ ἱερᾶται. 
 

ceremonies and serves as priests with 
holy hands and all 
authority (Philo, Spec. 2.145). 

Marcus further directs us to Philo, Spec. 2.148 where he speaks of the 
Passover: 

ἐκάστη δὲ οἰκια κατ’ ἐκεῖνον τὸν χρόνον  
σχῆµα ἱεροῦ καὶ σεµνότητα 
περιβέβληται,  
σφαγιασθέντος ἱερείου πρὸς τὴν  
εὐωχίαν εὐτρεπιζουέωου 

And every house on that occasion is 
imbued 
with the form and dignity of the 
temple, and the sacrificial animal is 
slaughtered, dressed, 
and made ready for the sacred meal.79 

Marcus refers to the F. H. Colson LCL translation of this passage to show 
that, by the beginning of the first century CE, some Jews celebrated the Passover 
at home80. However, this passage also shows that the slaughter of the Passover 
lamb could occur at home independent of the temple and the priests. 

Philo remarked that, in the original Passover ritual, the people eagerly 
sacrificed their lambs “without waiting for the priests” (τοὺς ἱερεîς οὐκ 
ἀναµένοντες) (Spec. 2.146). Philo’s remark is anachronistic, but it gives the 
impression that the role of the priests in the Passover was more of a convenience 
than a necessity81. This may reflect Philo’s perspective even in his own pre-70 
CE setting. 

Another argument favoring a Thursday Passover for Jesus and his 
disciples, nevertheless denies that the meal included lamb, because no priest 
would have killed the lamb prior to Friday evening82. Again, there was no 
requirement that the Passover lamb be killed by a temple priest except for 
atonement purposes. There would have otherwise been no legal impediment to 
any observant adult Jewish male providing a lamb for his family or association. 
There are indications that other Jews besides Jesus and his disciples would have 
chosen to slaughter and prepare their Passover lamb on Thursday rather than 

 
79 My translation.  
80 MARCUS, Passover, 309. Marcus suggests that Philo may be referring to “Jewry 

world-wide.” 
81 Canonically, the Israelite priesthood was not established until Moses and the 

people came to Sinai about two lunar months after the Exodus from Egypt (Exod 19:1; 28:1-

4; 29:1-9). 
82 ROUTLEDGE, Passover and Last Supper, 206; WRIGHT, Jesus, 556-557. 
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Friday (m. Zebaḥ. 1:3). This would have been shifting an activity assigned to 
“the day of preparation” back one day. At the same time then, an activity assigned 
to “the first day of Unleavened Bread” was shifted back two days. In this latter 
case, even the name of the day was shifted back two days as we see in the 
Synoptics (Matt 26:17; Mark 14:12; Luke 22:7). 

8  Mishnah and Gospel 

Casey had argued that many Jews made their Passover sacrifice on Nisan 
13 and the morning of Nisan 14, and not just in the afternoon of Nisan 14. The 
case he made began with his translation of m. Zebaḥ. 1:3: 

The Passover [victim] which they slaughter in the morning on the 
fourteenth [of Nisan] which [is] not [sacrificed] under its [proper] 
name, R. Joshua declares it valid as if it were slaughtered on the 
thirteenth. Ben Bathyra declares it invalid as if it were slaughtered 
‘between the evenings.’ 83  

In this passage, “between the evenings” means between the evenings of 
Nisan 13 and Nisan 14, a non-official interpretation of Exod 12:6. To make the 
Passover sacrifice at this non-official time is what is meant by “under a different 
heading” or “not under its proper name”. Casey also translated and cited m. 
Zebaḥ. 1:1 to anchor these interpretations. 

This pre-70 CE controversy concerns whether a Passover sacrifice offered 
“under a different heading,” i.e., on the morning of Nisan 14, is valid. 
Nevertheless, as Casey observed, “R. Joshua’s judgement takes it for granted that 
Passover victims slaughtered on 13th Nisan were also valid”84. This seemed to be 
Casey’s pivotal point. 

The redactor of m. Zebaḥ. disagrees with R. Joshua’s judgment, but the 
dispute still shows that there were Jews who considered the official restrictions 
regulating the Passover sacrifice “inaccurate and very inconvenient”85. Casey 
maintained that the dispute recorded in m. Zebaḥ. 1:1-3 provides the background 
for interpreting Mark 14:12. Casey further notes his conviction that an Aramaic 

 
83 CASEY, The Date of the Passover Sacrifices, 245. 
84 CASEY, The Date of the Passover Sacrifices, 245. 
85 CASEY, The Date of the Passover Sacrifices, 246. 
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original lies behind Mark 14:12,  on day one for unleavened“)  איריטפל דח םויב
breads”)86. 

In a later publication, Casey offered further clarification when he corrected 
a remark made by Steven Carr. He said: 

Again, Carr declares that Mark 14:12 confuses Nisan 15 with Nisan 14, 
because he interprets the phrase ‘On the first day of Unleavened breads’ 
to mean literally the first day of the official feast of Unleavened Bread, 
Nisan 15 (cf. Lev 23.3). We should not interpret Mark like this. In fact, 
leavened bread had to be destroyed on the morning of Nisan 14, so later 
that day only unleavened bread could be eaten. It was therefore entirely 
reasonable of Mark to describe that as ‘on the first day of unleavened 
bread’, and then to specify more precisely ‘when they were sacrificing 
the Passover (victim)’, which put Jesus and his disciples in the Temple 
that afternoon.87 

I agree with Casey that Mark identifies the day of the Last Supper as the 
“first day of Unleavened Bread” because this was the day for destroying all 
leaven in Israel. However, I do not agree with his placement of this day on Nisan 
14, the day the paschal lambs were slain. This placement would mean that Jesus 
was crucified on the same day as the Last Supper. I also do not agree with Casey 
that Mark 14:12 places Jesus and his disciples in the temple that day to receive 
their lamb. As I have argued, it would not have been necessary of Jesus and his 
disciples to get their lamb from the temple. Casey seemed to suppose that the 
priests and the temple were still necessary for the preparation of the Passover 
lamb even when the meal was held on a day earlier than the official day. Aside 
from the gospel texts and Philo, the Mishnah shows us that the Passover 
preparation and celebration could and did occur independently of the priests and 
the temple. 

Some exegetes would object to interpretations of NT texts based upon the 
Mishnah and other rabbinic materials. Their warnings against doing so are well-
taken88. Nevertheless, “the first day of Unleavened Bread” described in Mark 
14:12 and Matt 26:17 cannot refer to either Nisan 14 or 15 in gospel chronology. 
Jesus could not have had the Last Supper on the same day he was crucified nor 

 
86 CASEY, The Date of the Passover Sacrifices, 247, n. 1. 
87 CASEY, Jesus, 29. 
88 HARRINGTON, Can New Testament Interpreters Use Rabbinic Literature?, 335-

340. 
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on the day after. All indications are that the Supper occurred on Thursday, Nisan 
13. Evidently, one or more activities traditionally associated with Nisan 15 were 
at some point shifted back two days early by at least some Jews, and only this 
can account for the description of the day in Mark and Matthew. With all due 
caution taken, the pre-70 CE disputes recorded in the Mishnaic tractates Pesahim 
and Zevahim provide our best framework for understanding the occasion and the 
reasons for this description in the Synoptics. Not every Jew would have 
recognized Thursday, Nisan 13 as “the first day of Unleavened Bread”. The 
priests in charge of the temple certainly would not have recognized the day as 
such, but Jesus, the disciples, and the authors of the first two Gospels did, 
probably along with many other Jews89. 

Conclusion 

Mark 14:1-12 has long been a source of confusion over the time of Jesus’ 
Last Supper with his disciples. This is primarily because of the cultural distance 
between the gospels and Western readers in the modern world. However, if we 
can rise to the challenge of closing the gap between us and the world of Jesus, 
and become sensitive to the Jewish differences and disputes in that world, much 
of the confusion surrounding Mark 14:1-12 would fall away. This has been our 
aim in this study. 

I maintain that Jesus and his disciples observed the Passover two days 
earlier than the temple priests and their congregation. This also means that Jesus 
and his disciples had their own day of preparation one day earlier than the temple 
priests and their congregation. Jesus and his disciples slaughtered and prepared 
their Passover lamb apart from and independently of the priests and the temple. 
There was nothing unusual about any of this as other Jews did the same. 

From the perspective of many Jews, Jesus’ Last Supper would have been 
a legitimate Passover meal, and in popular opinion, it was held on a traditional, 
although unofficial, first day of Unleavened Bread. Contrary to previous 
judgements, Mark 14:1-12 and synoptic parallels are chronologically coherent 
accounts of Jesus’ final meal with his disciples prior to his crucifixion. 

 
89 Luke (22:7) refers to the day, but he does not use the language “the first day of.” 
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Summary 

There appears to be several chronological problems with Mark’s account of the Last Supper. 

First, Mark places the supper on “the first day of Unleavened Bread,” which appears to have 

been on Saturday in that year. However, other indications in Mark are that Jesus was crucified 

on Friday. Therefore, if these indications are correct, the Last Supper could not have been on 

Saturday. Second, Mark seems to say that the Passover lamb was sacrificed on that same 

Saturday, but there are other indications that the Passover lamb that year was sacrificed on 

Friday, “the day of preparation for the sabbath”. Third, it is therefore not clear from Mark 

whether the crucifixion of Jesus occurred before the Passover, after the Passover, or on that 

day. Fourth, it is not clear from Mark whether the Last Supper was in any sense a Passover 

meal. Mark seems to be chronologically unclear and confused. In this article, I will show 

why the situation is not as it appears in Mark. 

Keywords: day of preparation, feast of Unleavened Bread, Gospel of Mark, Last Supper, 

Passover. 

Zhrnutie 

V súvislosti s Markovým rozprávaním o Poslednej večeri sa objavilo niekoľko 

chronologických problémov. Po prvé, Marek umiestňuje večeru v „prvý deň Nekvasených 

chlebov“, čo sa zdá byť v sobotu v danom roku. Avšak podľa iných indikácií v Markovi bol 

Ježiš ukrižovaný v piatok. Ak sú teda tieto indikácie správne, tak sa Posledná večera nemohla 

odohrať v sobotu. Po druhé sa zdá, že Marek hovorí o obetovaní veľkonočného barančeka 

v tú samú sobotu, ale podľa iných ukazovateľov bol veľkonočný baranček obetovaný 

v piatok, „v prípravný deň soboty“. Preto – a to je po tretie – nie je v Markovi jasné, či k 

ukrižovaniu Ježiša došlo pred Paschou, po nej alebo v deň Paschy. Po štvrté nie je z Marka 

jasné, či Posledná večera bola v každom ohľade Veľkonočným jedlom. Marek sa zdá byť 
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chronologicky nejasný a matúci. V tomto článku ukážem, prečo situácia nie je takou, akou 

sa v Markovi javí. 

Kľúčové slová: prípravný deň, sviatok Nekvasených chlebov, Markovo evanjelium, Posledná 

večera, Pascha. 
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