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    Pilate was above it all.  Many characters were involved in the Passion of 
our Lord and weÕve talked about many of them in this picture, but Pilate 
was above it all and above them all Ð or so he thought. 

 

    Folks, how would you like your name to be repeated and something you did to be 
remembered by around a billion people all over the world every Sunday.  ThatÕd be pretty cool, 
wouldnÕt it?  Well, maybeÉ  sort ofÉ  until you were told that it was said of you that Jesus 
Christ, the Lord of the universe, the Savior of the world, suffered and died under you Ð by 
your authority Ð under your watch.  Having read everything the Bible says and a good bit about 
what other historians have said about Pontius Pilate, I feel pretty confident that if Pilate had had 
any choice in the matter, those words of the creed, Òhe suffered under Pontius Pilate,Ó would be 
the absolute last words he would choose to be remembered by.  But circumstances often intrude 
on our self-image and force us to be who we are.  And if we have not already decided 
beforehand who that is, a side of ourselves comes out that we would rather not have seen by the 
rest of the world. 
    Tonight we consider a man who wanted to remain above it all Ð detached and impartial in His 
relationship to Christ.  But you canÕt do that with Jesus.  You canÕt stay luke-warm with Him.  
He Himself says that HeÕll spit you out!  You either receive Him as King or reject Him.  And 
there are, of course, consequences of that choice that are inescapable. 
    Just to give you a little background (we have documentation from Josephus and Philo and 
Tacitus and other historians that compliments what the Bible tells us quite well), Pontius Pilate 
was the Roman Governor, or prefect, of the imperial province of Syria from a.d. 26 to 36.  As 
important as the land of Israel has become to us, so that we even call it ÒThe Holy LandÓ, to 
Rome it was anything but holy.  It was a contrary, out of the way province that took way more 
energy and troops to control than it was worth.  So when Pilate got assigned there, his political 
aspirations for something higher were at risk.  He tried various ways to get CaesarÕs attention 
and get in his good graces.  For instance, he even built a basilica and named it after Caesar.  
(Another place that archaeology is the BibleÕs best friend, we even have the dedication stone 
from that building) 
Slide: Pontius Pilate stone pic. 
But many of the things Pilate did seemed to backfire.  For instance, once he had his troops 
march into Jerusalem with the image of the emperor on their shields, and the Jews immediately 
started a riot in the streets over this image of a god coming into their Holy City. (all the Caesars 
from Julius on, were called Òsons of GodÓ).   
    Then he embarked on a building program that he figured everyone would love Ð an aqueduct 
system to bring a steady source of good water into the city.  Of course, as you know, building 
projects take money, so probably with the cooperation of the temple priests, he took money out 
of the temple treasury to help build it.  But when the people found out about that, they rioted 
again.  Josephus tells us that they threw themselves on the Roman swords until the blood ran in 



the streets.  That one raised a stink clear to Rome.  The emperor wrote Pilate a nasty letter 
warning him to uphold all the religious and political customs of his Jewish subjects. 
   So at the time when Jesus came into Jerusalem amid the shouts of Hosanna and the waving of 
Palm branches, Pilate wanted nothing but to lay low and not get involved.  If Pilate had done his 
homework on the history of the region, he might have remembered that some 200 years earlier, 
these Jews had succeeded for a time in overthrowing their Roman masters under Judas 
Maccabeus, and had even printed their own coins,  
Slide: Maccabean coins pic 
with the image of the royal Palm branch on one side.  I would suspect that either he, or his 
advisors, would surely have made that connection as the crowd waved those palm branches on 
this Triumphant entry of Jesus. 
Slide: Triumphant entry and Pilate 
But again, Pilate was not looking to spark some new controversy.  Just keep the peace, collect 
the taxes and keep the people from rioting again.  How ironic that Pilate, who wanted nothing 
but to remain neutral to Christ, is now linked to Him for all history. 
    One wonders, as he looked down on this scene, as he surely may have, what thoughts went 
through his head?  Was he threatened as they said, ÒBlessed is the King who comes in the name 
of the Lord.Ó  Was he worried?  Curious?  Amused?  One thing was certain as you read the 
different Gospel accounts and particularly JohnÕs account, he did want to stay above it all.  In 
fact he didnÕt want to handle JesusÕ case at all.  Very quickly he understood it to be a Òreligious 
issueÓ so he told the Jewish leaders to take Him and judge him themselves.  But as I said before, 
circumstances sometimes intrude and force you to be who you are.  In this case, the church 
leaders threw it back in PilateÕs court (so to speak) by telling him that according to their laws 
Jesus should die.  And of course, in Roman provinces the Romans kept the right of review and 
final decision in all capital crimes, so Pilate had to be involved.  Even so, he still tried to get 
out of it by throwing the case to King Herod, since he found out Jesus was from Galilee and 
Rome allowed Herod to govern in that territory.  Herod was in town for the Passover and agreed 
to see Jesus, and Luke gives us the interesting details that 
Slide: ÒHerod and his soldiers ridiculed and mocked him. Dressing him in an elegant robe, they 
sent him back to Pilate.  That day Herod and Pilate became friendsÑ before this they had been 
enemies.Ó  (Luke 23:11-12) 
But Herod didnÕt want to make the decision either, so he threw the case back to Pilate.  So 
Pilate very reluctantly begins the process.  And we know how it went.  Pilate asked Jesus if he 
was the King of the Jews, they bantered back and forth a bit, then Jesus said:  
Slide: ÒYou are right in saying I am a king. In fact, for this reason I was born, and for this I 
came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.Ó (John 
18:37 NIV) 
   Folks, at that point in time, Jesus was very clearly giving Pilate an opportunity to do his job, 
and to preserve his own integrity by actually trying to get at the truth.  After all, in a court of 
law, isnÕt the main goal to discover the truth?  I like the story of the court case where a 12-year-
old boy was an important witness in a lawsuit. One lawyer, who was cross-examining him and 
pretty impressed by his unflappable testimony, said, "Your father has been telling you how to 
testify, hasnÕt he?" "Yes," admitted the boy. "Now just tell us how your father told you to 
testify," the lawyer remarked. "Well," replied the boy, "Father told me the lawyers would try to 



tangle me in my testimony; but if I would just be careful and tell the truth, I could tell the same 
thing every time."  
    There is a new T.V. series out called ÒLie to MeÓ with the interesting concept of people who 
are professionals at reading peopleÕs expressions and body language to see whether or not they 
are telling the truth.  And why do we need such a thing?  We have become a nation with disdain 
for the truth in this Post-modern society.  Nevertheless, as weÕve been discovering each week in 
the Truth Project, you canÕt really function in a society without the truth.  And the more people 
start lying to each other and to themselves, the more important the Truth becomes. 
    But in a similar way to many in our society today, Pilate just didnÕt want to go there.  He 
simply responded with contempt to JesusÕ statement with a common phrase of the day: 
Slide: ÒWhat is Truth?Ó 
He was saying as many say today, ÒTruth is relative.Ó  Everyone has their own truth, they make 
up their own stories.  He was also saying basically, that he wasnÕt really interested in the real 
truth.  He was interested in the truths that mattered to him, namely keeping His power and 
place.  Nevertheless, Pilate did have some concern for justice, so after he questioned Jesus he 
told the Jewish Leaders: ÒI find no basis for a charge against Him.Ó (John 18:38)  ItÕs a 
fascinating statement.  Pilate was saying, not only do I find Him not guilty, I donÕt even think 
youÕve got a case against Him.  And without question, once he made that statement he should 
have let Jesus go.  But he didnÕt.  Why not?  The text in John gives us the clear answer.  He says 
that after another conversation with Jesus in which Pilate boasted of his power and Jesus told 
him the real power was from God,  
Slide: ÒFrom then on, Pilate tried to set Jesus free, but the Jews kept shouting, ÔIf you let this 
man go, you are no friend of Caesar. Anyone who claims to be a king opposes Caesar.ÕÓ (John 
19:12)  
Unless you know your Roman history, you might miss how important this term ÒFriend of 
CaesarÓ was.  It was a political term for an exclusive club.  If you were an ÒAmicus CaesarisÓ, a  
Slide: ÒFriend of CaesarÓ,  
you got a gold ring and the chance to say that the emperor was your friend.  But if you fell out 
of the ÒFriends of CaesarÓ club, it would mean exile or even death.  Because if you were no 
longer CaesarÕs friend then you were most certainly his enemy.  And Caesar didnÕt have much 
mercy on his enemies.  Suddenly Pilate was face to face with the decision he did not want to 
face.  It was either Jesus or Him.  His career or his sense of justice.  He chose to save Himself 
and sell out Jesus.  Matthew tells us thatÉ 
Slide:  ÒWhen Pilate saw that he was getting nowhere, but that instead an uproar was starting, 
he took water and washed his hands in front of the crowd. ÒI am innocent of this manÕs blood,Ó 
he said. ÒIt is your responsibility!Ó (Matthew 27:24) 
Well, he could say that all he wanted, but of course, saying it did not make it so.  It does not 
change the simple statement of our text: ÒFinally Pilate handed him over to them to be 
crucified.Ó (John 19:16 NIV)  He was in charge.  It was his responsibility and it was by his 
authority that Jesus was crucified, and why he will forever be connected to Jesus with those 
words, ÒHe suffered under Pontius Pilate.Ó 
    Now folks, IÕm going to resist walking you through all the rest of the events around JesusÕ 
death.  Instead I want to lead you to the horrific response of the Jewish leaders assembled 
before Pilate.  The Bible says: 



Slide: ÒAll the people answered, ÒLet his blood be on us and on our children!Ó (Matt 27:25 
NIV)  
   Folks, can you imagine being there in the picture of that day, where Pilate is showing off the 
beaten and scourged Jesus to try to generate a little sympathy for Him, and yet saying such a 
thing?  Well, youÕd better.  Because whether you said it or not, it is truth for you!  Because that 
is the message of this night.  That is the great truth of Good Friday and the truth Jesus came to 
win and to lay upon your life.  His blood is upon you and your children.  Pilate wasnÕt above it 
all.  Jesus was in that position.  Even as He walked as a human being in the midst of us all, it 
was His plan that was being played out.  It was His will that would prevail, not PilateÕs or the 
Jewish leaders or the disciples or any of those folks.  And it was his will to bleed and die as the 
only one who had the authority and the will to pay the price for your sins.   
    Friends in Christ, donÕt run away from Pilate.  DonÕt sneer at him.  DonÕt blame him.  DonÕt 
pretend that youÕre better than him.  Because you are Pilate.  And so am I.  The fact is that 
youÕve sold Jesus out for far less than your career or your life.  YouÕve sold Him out for a 
momentÕs sinful pleasure.  YouÕve sold Him out when you had the opportunity to speak of His 
love to a friend or neighbor and instead you swallowed your tongue just because you didnÕt 
want to face a socially awkward moment.  YouÕve sold Him out every time you chose the sinful 
path instead of His path. 
    So letÕs stop pretending.  Knowing who we are and what weÕve done and facing it, let us also 
embrace tonight Whose we are and what HeÕs done.  Let us claim with gladness the great truth 
that His blood of forgiveness is on us and on our children.  For JesusÕ sake.  Amen. 
 
And may the peace of God, which is truly beyond our ability to understand it, keep your hearts 
and minds through faith in the one who shed his blood for you and died for you, Your Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ.  Amen. 
 


