CONDEMNED BY PONTIUS PILATE

Text: Luke 23:1-5,13-25 (read 1-25)
Readings: 1 Peter 3:18-4:11
Heidelberg Catechism LD.15 Q.38
Theme: Pilate declared Jesus to be innocent and yet condemned him to death. 
Purpose: To show that, although innocent, Jesus was condemned and died so we would not be condemned by God. 


Every week in New Zealand there are trials going on in the district courts of our towns and cities. Some of these trials are straightforward and don’t take long; others, especially those that go to the High Court, are involved and complex and can take weeks, even months. 

Some cases are heard only by a judge and others are heard and tried by a judge and a jury; either way the aim is to see that justice is done. We want to see those who are guilty condemned as guilty and punished for their crime and those who are innocent declared innocent and allowed to go free. 

There are some trials where the person being accused is clearly innocent; the charges are false and the prosecution does not have a case. 
Today we are looking at such a trial. The man accused was innocent of the charges laid against him and the judge declared him innocent and then sentenced him to death! Why?

Context: Before we consider that question let’s recall what has happened just before this. 
On the Thursday evening before the Passover Jesus celebrated his last Passover meal with his disciples in an upper room in Jerusalem. After that he was betrayed by Judas in the Garden of Gethsemane and arrested. During that night he was tried by the leaders of the Jews gathered as the Sanhedrin. In the early hours of Friday morning they condemned him to death for blasphemy because he claimed to be the Son of God.

Because the Jews were under Roman occupation they could not put anyone to death. So early on Friday morning the Jewish religious leaders took Jesus to the Roman Governor, Pontius Pilate. Most of the time Pilate lived in Caesarea, further north and on the coast, where the climate was better. But during the Passover he moved down to Jerusalem with extra Roman soldiers in order to keep the peace. This was necessary because national feeling ran high in Jerusalem during this festival as the city was crowded with Jews who came from far and wide. As they remembered how they were delivered out of Egypt they were reminded how desperately they wanted to be delivered from the Romans. 

When he was in Jerusalem Pilate stayed in the magnificent palace built by Herod the Great, also called the Praetorium. This is where the Jewish leaders arrived at sunrise that Friday morning. There must have been a large number of them because Luke tells us that “the whole assembly rose and led him (Jesus) off to Pilate.” (23:1)

During the night they had condemned him for blasphemy, but they could not bring that charge to Pilate as that was a religious matter, so they came with three other charges, all of which were false.

1. THE FALSE CHARGES

a. In verse 2 we read; “And they began to accuse him saying, ‘We have found this man subverting our nation.’”
In verse 5 they reinforced this charge by saying; “He stirs up the people all over Judea by his teaching.”
And in verse 14 we read Pilate’s summary of this charge where he said; “You brought me this man as one who was inciting the people to rebellion.”

It was true that Jesus had had been all over Palestine preaching and teaching and working miracles. He had created a great stir and huge crowds had followed him. 

But he did not incite the people to rebellion, nor did he subvert or undermine the Jewish nation. Rather he spoke against violence and discouraged his disciples from fighting for him. He taught that we should love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us. When he was arrested he told Peter to put away his sword. So this was a false charge.

b. In their second accusation they said (vs 2); “He opposes payment of taxes to Caesar.” 
If that was true it would have been a serious matter because the Romans, like every government, wanted people to pay their taxes! 
But this too was false. Jesus paid his taxes and he taught his disciples that they must give to Caesar what was Caesar’s, and to God what was God’s. (Luke 20:25)

c. Their third charge was that he claimed “to be Christ, a King.”  (vs 2b)

It is true that Jesus claimed to a king. He was the Messiah, the Christ - the One Anointed to be King. 
The Jews implied that this was a threat to Roman rule and to Caesar but that was not so.
The kingdom of Christ was spiritual, not political; it was international, not national; it was from heaven, not earthly. The kingship and kingdom of Christ would eventually cover the whole of the Roman Empire and the entire world, but it was not a direct threat to the Roman Empire. 
Luke summarized his record of these events and the discussions that took place, but we know from the gospel of John that Pilate questioned Jesus closely on this matter and was satisfied with his answers. (John 18:33-38) 

As far as Pilate was concerned these charges of the Jews were false. There was no substance to them and he said so.

2. He proclaimed A JUST VERDICT

a. verse 4: “Pilate announced to the chief priests and the crowd, “I find no basis for a charge against this man.” This is the first announcement of his verdict. 

The Roman judicial system was famous in its day and has had a great influence on the justice system in the Western world. The Romans had a reputation for doing what was right and Pilate, as the Roman judge, had to maintain this. 

The Jews, however, did not accept Pilate’s verdict of “not guilty” and they insisted on their charges (verse 5); “He stirs up the people all over Judea by his teaching. He started in Galilee and has come all the way here.” 

When Pilate learned that Jesus was a Galilean and he saw a way out of his difficulty. 
King Herod was the ruler of the region of Galilee and he usually lived in Tiberius up in the north on the shore of the Sea of Galilee. But he too was in Jerusalem for the Passover; he wanted to make a good impression on the Jews with a show of religious piety. So Pilate sent Jesus to Herod. Herod asked Jesus many questions, but Jesus gave no answer, so Herod sent him back.

b. When Jesus arrived back “Pilate called together the chief priests, the rulers and the people”; he then made his second official announcement; read verses 14b and 15…

Pilate explained that he had “examined” Jesus; he had questioned him about these charges.
He had done that “in your presence”; they had heard what was going on. 
But as far as he was concerned there was no basis for their charges and Jesus was innocent and had done nothing to deserve death.  

But the Jews insisted that Pilate do away with Jesus and that he release Barabbas. (v 18) Barabbas was guilty of crimes against the Roman state. He was in prison for insurrection in the city of Jerusalem and for murder. Here was a man who deserved to be punished. But the Jews wanted him released and Jesus condemned. 

c. This led Pilate to make his third announcement about the innocence of Jesus. In verse 22 he asked them; “Why? What crime has this man committed? I have found in him no grounds for the death penalty.” 

Four times Pilate tried to release Jesus; three times he declared him innocent. 

3. But having declared Jesus innocent Pilate then gave in to the pressure of the Jews and gave AN UNJUST SENTENCE. 

Verse 25; “He released the man who had been thrown into prison for insurrection and murder, the one they asked for, and surrendered Jesus to their will.” He freed a man who was guilty and condemned Jesus who was innocent. Why?

a. There was a political reason for this. 

We know from other historians of that time that Pilate had already made some major errors of judgment as the governor of Palestine.
He had carried the image of the emperor into Jerusalem on the Roman standards, which the Jews regarded as idolatry.
He has also used income from the temple treasury to build a viaduct to carry water into the city.
Both of these actions had made him very unpopular with the Jews. 

He was also losing support in Rome. It seems likely that his patron in Rome, Sejanus, had fallen from favor and the emperor Tiberius was executing all who were connected with him. 

With these factors working against him in Palestine and in Rome Pilate did not want any more black marks against his name. He could not afford to have a huge riot in Jerusalem. 
So there were political factors behind his decision.

b. But there was also a theological reason for this. All this was part of the plan of God. 

Jesus was not killed by a rioting mob in the streets of Jerusalem. 
He was not stabbed with a knife in a dark alley by a robber.
Nor was he put to death in a quiet corner of Jerusalem by assassins hired by the Sadducees.

Rather he was publicly tried before the Roman authorities, the world empire of the time. The trial tool place in broad daylight and was open for all to see and hear. Half of Jerusalem was there to witness what was going on. 
Pilate was a Roman judge and this was a formal trial and he came to an official verdict. Three times he declared that Jesus was innocent of the charges laid against him. Pilate announced his verdict for all to hear, Jews and Gentiles.
But then he condemned him to death. 

This is why Pilate gets a mention in the Apostles Creed where it says that Jesus “suffered under Pontius Pilate.” The creed does not mention Caiaphas or Judas or the Roman centurion who supervised the crucifixion. Rather it has recorded for all history the name of a relatively minor governor serving in a backwater province out on the edges of the Roman Empire. 

Pilate is significant because he officially tried Jesus and then declared him innocent. Jesus did not die for any crime he had done; he was not executed for any wrong; he was not crucified for his own sin. Rather he was put to death for our sin, for our wrongdoing, for our failure to keep God’s law. 

Isaiah prophesied about Jesus; “he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities… The Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” (Is 53:5f) 

Paul expressed this in 1 Cor 5:21; “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”

Jesus, although innocent, was condemned by a civil judge so that we, though guilty might be set free by the heavenly judge, God himself. 

There are two things to see here.

We must see our own sin. It was your sin and mine that brought Jesus to the cross; our rebellion against God, our failure to obey God’s law, our falling short of God’s standards. We must see our sin in the light of the absolute demands of God’s law and the perfection he requires. 

But having seen your sin and faced it honestly and fully, you must then see what Jesus has done for all who believe in him. 
In his letter Peter wrote; “For Christ died for sin once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.” (1 Pet 3:18)
If you believe in Jesus as God’s Son and believe that what he did on the cross was done for you then you can be sure that Jesus has fully paid for all your sin.  
Jesus was taken prisoner so you could be set free.
He was condemned so you may be pardoned. 
He died so you may live.
He went through the suffering and agony of hell so you could enjoy the grace of God in heaven. 

Jesus was put on trial before the Roman Governor. He “suffered under Pontius Pilate” who condemned an innocent man to death. 
Yet God was behind all this; this was part of his plan and purpose. God did this as the judge of all the earth so that he could declare you to be right with him through faith in Jesus Christ. 

Do you believe this?

Amen

