JESUS ON TRIAL
The Gospel record of John and chapter 19 is perfectly suited to the breaking of bread. We read in John the record of Jesus' death, the sacrifice we are here to remember with bread and wine. But of course his sacrifice was more than just the physical death: it was a living sacrifice of obedience to God. This comes out strongly in the days leading up to the crucifixion, and especially here in the record of his trial in Chapters 18 & 19.

These verses give a strong impression of Christ's great inner strength, his strength of mind. As well as physically submitting to their cruelty, controlling his actions, he also kept control of his tongue: on the cross and during his trial he said nothing but what would teach others about God.

Think how easily we lose self-control under little annoyances; Jesus did not utter one bitter remark or any expression of selfish anger - as Peter wrote, "Who, when he was reviled, reviled not again; when he suffered, he threatened not." We can only imagine what a struggle it was for Jesus to keep his self-control, knowing how poorly we keep ours. 

Jesus was fighting a battle with sin, struggling to resist temptation and stay Godly under such great pressure. Perhaps greatest was the temptation to deliver himself, to use the holy spirit power to escape from the suffering. But with that temptation were many others, temptations to react in ungodly ways to the things he suffered.

But as well as his inner battle with sin, Jesus was also in conflict with the leaders of the Jews. They were the seed of the serpent, spoken of in Gen. 3, men ruled by their sinful desires. They were jealous of Jesus' influence over the people, and felt threatened by his godliness: they hated him because his righteousness showed up their wickedness. Their hatred of Jesus was the enmity between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman prophesied by God in Eden.

Throughout the book, John picks out incidents that illustrate this conflict: from the cleansing of the temple in Ch. 2 to his arrest in Ch. 18 we see the Jewish leaders upset by JC and challenging him. John records many of the visits to Jerusalem that Jesus made, and on each occasion the Jews become more and more hostile.

The hostility comes to a climax in these later chapters, with his arrest and trial. In Ch. 18 we read about the first stage of the trial, before Annas the chief priest:

“The high priest then asked Jesus about His disciples and His doctrine. Jesus answered him, "I spoke openly to the world. I always taught in synagogues and in the temple, where the Jews always meet, and in secret I have said nothing. "Why do you ask Me? Ask those who have heard Me what I said to them. Indeed they know what I said." John 18v19-21.

Although Annas' questions aren't recorded, we can tell from Jesus' answer that he was looking for evidence that he was leading a conspiracy or a rebellion against the Romans. Of course, if he could twist Jesus' words to support such an idea, it would help to persuade the Romans to execute him.

It shows that the chief priests completely misunderstood Jesus and his teaching. They assumed he was like them, with the same love of power and political schemes. They were not above conspiring and fomenting rebellion: they had no idea Jesus was totally different. The darkness did not comprehend the light.

But the hostility was two-sided: Jesus was hostile to them too, but from totally different motives. His motive was a Godly hatred of their wickedness: theirs was jealousy and self-protection.

So Jesus didn't give a straight answer, and he made it clear he had no respect for Annas - he had no fear of rank or human authority.

His answer was not quite rude, but certainly pointed, "Why ask me what I said? Ask those who heard me: they know." He implied that if the chief priests themselves had listened more carefully to his teaching they would have known perfectly well he was not inciting rebellion: they should have known better.

Although Jesus' remark was hostile in a sense, it was by no means gratuitous abuse. It was an implied rebuke, a call to repent, to open their ears to his teaching. Jesus kept complete control of his tongue and said only what was good and to his father's glory.

But the Jews felt the rebuke, and the lack of respect, and could only answer with violence: the officer next to Jesus struck him.

Once the Jews were satisfied they'd proved him guilty, they sent him to the Roman governor Pilate. Under Roman rule the Jews were free to judge the people themselves, but the death penalty had to be ratified by the governor. So after the sham trial of the Jewish leaders, here Jesus had a chance to stand before an impartial judge - or so we might think. Although Pilate would have cared nothing for the charge of blasphemy against Jesus, by all accounts he was a tyrant, who would think nothing of executing an innocent man.

A series of Roman governors had ruled Judea since Herod Archelaus was deposed in AD 6, and Pontius Pilate was appointed to the post in AD 26. According to the Jewish historian Josephus, Pilate had no respect for the Jews or their law. He records two occasions when Pilate upset the Jews by breaking their law, and met their protests with violence, in one case killing many in the crowd. Another C1st Jewish writer, Philo, describes Pilate as "by nature rigid and stubbornly harsh" and "of spiteful disposition and an exceeding wrathful man". So this was the sort of judge Jesus had to face.

When the Jews handed him over, they charged him with various crimes they thought would appeal to Pilate, as Luke records, "We have found this man misleading our nation and forbidding us to give tribute to Caesar, and saying that he himself is Christ, a king." It is this last charge, the claim to be king, that Pilate seized on with curiosity:

“Then Pilate entered the Praetorium again, called Jesus, and said to Him, "Are You the King of the Jews?” John 18v33. 

Reading through Pilate's words we can detect a tone of mockery and contempt. He was evidently amused that this haggard, poorly dressed man should be the king of the troublesome people he had to govern.

But Pilate appears taken aback by the tone of Jesus' reply:

“Jesus answered him, "Are you speaking for yourself about this, or did others tell you this concerning Me?" Pilate answered, "Am I a Jew? Your own nation and the chief priests have delivered You to me. What have You done?” John18v34-35
As with the high priest, Jesus gave an indirect answer, and it is plain that he had no more respect for Pilate than for Annas. Pilate must have been used to people cowering before him, terrified of his cruelty, but evidently Jesus was totally unconcerned. Instead of answering, he turned the question back on Pilate, "Do you say this of your own accord, or did others say it to you about me?" He implied that rather than mocking Pilate should take the idea seriously.

Pilate was shocked by this response and we can imagine his anger as he distanced himself from the affair, "Am I a Jew?" His humour had quickly run out: he wanted to get to the bottom of the matter, "What have you done?"

Then again Jesus ignored his questions, but instead explained to Pilate the nature of his kingship, why he wasn't what Pilate would expect of a king, v36.

Pilate appears somewhat baffled by this reply, able only to repeat his first question, "Art thou a king then?" To which Jesus replied by explaining further who he was and what was his purpose, "You say rightly that I am a king. For this cause I was born, and for this cause I have come into the world, that I should bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth hears My voice." (v37).

We can see again Jesus' great strength of mind and control of his tongue. How would we respond to Pilate's mockery and contempt? Perhaps in the first place we would terrified of him, but if we had the courage to speak up we would be inclined to fight back in the same way, returning abuse. Not Jesus: he took a higher tone, cutting through Pilate's foolish questions with sincere statements of the truth. As he said, he came to bear witness to the truth, and here he was, witnessing even before this wicked Roman governor.

Then Pilate returned to the Jewish leaders outside, and declared, "I find in him no fault at all." And he offered to release Jesus, according to their custom at Passover. As we've seen, Pilate was not the sort of man to uphold justice purely for it's own sake, but Jesus' character had clearly made a great impression on him: he was afraid of him.

Perhaps he also wanted to spite the Jews: other gospels comment that he knew the chief priests had condemned him out of envy, and perhaps he wanted to amuse himself by thwarting them. There certainly appears to be a return of his mockery in saying, "Shall I release to you the King of the Jews," provoking them with the idea that Jesus was their king.

But they didn't care what Pilate thought of Jesus, they only wanted to persuade him to give in to their wishes. They much preferred to free Barabbas, a criminal, than to let Jesus escape their clutches.

Then, beginning Ch. 19, we read that Pilate had Jesus scourged, or flogged. Why did he do that? From what we know of him, he would think nothing of flogging a troublesome Jew, guilty or otherwise, but hadn't Jesus made quite an impression on him? He was under considerable pressure, on one hand the Jews clamouring for Jesus' death, and on the other his fear of Jesus, because of his striking manner and words. Under pressure we tend to revert to instinct, and instinct is formed by habit: for Pilate habit was mockery and cruelty, so that is what he naturally fell back on. He was probably playing for time, out of his depth and unsure what to do.

Perhaps he also thought punishing him in this way would satisfy the Jews, their blood-lust, and they would then consent to release him.

We will pass over the cruelty of the Roman soldiers; when Pilate presented Jesus to the Jews he had a crown of thorns pressed on his head and a purple robe round his beaten and bloody body.

Again, what was Pilate trying to do? We can detect the same mixture of a desire to release Jesus, with his instinctive nature of cynical mocking. He announced Jesus in advance, saying, v4. “And then when he brought him out declared, "Behold the man!" Was he trying to provoke pity or to present Jesus as weak and not worth their trouble?  Or was he mocking them still, presenting Jesus in a travesty of kingly splendour?  Whatever his intentions, the sight of Jesus stirred their hatred even more:

“Therefore, when the chief priests and officers saw Him, they cried out, saying, "Crucify Him, crucify Him!" Pilate said to them, "You take Him and crucify Him, for I find no fault in Him." The Jews answered him, "We have a law, and according to our law He ought to die, because He made Himself the Son of God.” John 19v6-7
The idea that Jesus might be the son of God fed Pilate's fears, “when Pilate heard that saying, he was the more afraid” (v8). It might seem inconsistent with his cynicism that he should take it seriously, but we have to remember what a superstitious people the Romans were. Many of the Greek and Roman myths concerned children of gods, demi-gods like Hercules - it wouldn't have seemed so strange to him. Coupled with the strong impression he already had that Jesus was no ordinary man, the idea that he was a demi-god fed his superstitious imagination.

So now, disturbed and on edge, Pilate questioned Jesus again:

“Where are You from?" But Jesus gave him no answer. Then Pilate said to Him, "Are You not speaking to me? Do You not know that I have power to crucify You, and power to release You?" Jesus answered, "You could have no power at all against Me unless it had been given you from above. Therefore the one who delivered Me to you has the greater sin." John 19v9-11
It comes across perfectly clear which of these two men was the stronger. Pilate had great power as governor, the power to make people suffer or die, and so was used to being feared and getting his own way. But instead of Jesus being afraid, it was Pilate, while Jesus remained serenely calm. Pilate's world was upside-down, he was completely out of his depth.

It is also clear to us why Jesus remained calm and confident. Unlike Pilate he cared nothing for human authority - he saw it for the transient sham it really is. His faith in God, his father in heaven, gave him complete confidence that whatever happened to him was right.

Pilate was completely subdued before Jesus: his habitual cruelty and spite were stripped away by this noble man. So, as we are told in v12, he tried all the harder to have Jesus released, “From then on Pilate sought to release Him, but the Jews cried out, saying, "If you let this Man go, you are not Caesar’s friend. Whoever makes himself a king speaks against Caesar.”
While Pilate's sinful nature gave way before the powerful character of Jesus, the Jews were untouched: they only hated him the more. They were becoming more and more frustrated by Pilate delaying and opposing their wishes. They turned to stronger forms of persuasion, threatening to report him to Rome as a traitor.

At this point Pilate appears to give up judging for himself. Instead he would let the people decide, so he brought Jesus out to a place of public judgement. There he could present the case to the crowds, instead of just to the Jewish leaders.

Again he presented Jesus to them as their king, “Behold your King!” (v14). His old habits of mockery were his instinct. So the judgement was open to the people, but that was meaningless. Crowds are fickle, and this crowd was under the sway of the chief priests who had already stirred them up against Jesus. So in their final answer the Jews denied their Messiah and welcomed the rule of Rome:

“But they cried out, "Away with Him, away with Him! Crucify Him!" Pilate said to them, "Shall I crucify your King?" The chief priests answered, "We have no king but Caesar!” John 19v15

So they condemned themselves to the ultimate consequence of Roman rule: their destruction by Rome in AD 70.

Pilate consented. He had seen for himself the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ, a man who could remain calm and confident in the face of flogging and threats of death, a man who had no fear of human power, but total faith in God. Pilate knew it was wrong to kill such a man, even he who was used to dealing out cruelty and death without justice. But in the end he submitted to the will of the people: he knew from bitter experience what a stubborn and desperate people the Jews were, and was desperate as governor to keep the peace. So justice gave way to convenience.

But while Pilate submitted to the will of the Jews, he defied them at the last by displaying a notice on Jesus' cross, "Jesus of Nazareth the King of the Jews." Was it still his mockery, amused that the Jews should want to kill their king, or was it mixed with a strong impression that if ever a man deserved to be king, it was this man. Jesus had far more natural authority than Pilate himself.

So, we have seen two contrasting groups of people this morning, poles apart. On one hand the Jewish leaders baying for Jesus' blood, full of hatred born out of envy and selfish pride, and with them Pilate, a wicked cruel man, superstitious, with no strength of character, in the end only a tool in the hands of the Jews. And on the other hand Jesus our lord and king, full of faith in God, full of the mind of God in character, strong, calm, and confident even in the face of such terrible suffering, insults and threats. Two extremes: the flesh and the spirit, the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman.

This gives us a powerful example. None of belong to either extreme, we're all somewhere in the middle, our minds a mixture of the flesh and the spirit. But which way are we going? Which example are we following?

When we look in detail at Christ's ordeal it is overwhelming to think what he achieved on our behalf. His self-control was amazing, way beyond our abilities. There he was being abused and insulted, beaten and mocked, falsely accused and threatened, but not once did he protest against his treatment or attempt to stoop to answer the slanderous accusations:
“Surely He has borne our griefs And carried our sorrows; Yet we esteemed Him stricken, Smitten by God, and afflicted. But He was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for our iniquities; The chastisement for our peace was upon Him, And by His stripes we are healed. All we like sheep have gone astray; We have turned, every one, to his own way; And the LORD has laid on Him the iniquity of us all. He was oppressed and He was afflicted, Yet He opened not His mouth; He was led as a lamb to the slaughter, And as a sheep before its shearers is silent, So He opened not His mouth. Isa 53v4-7. 
Here indeed is the true King of the Jews.
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