
"The Roman"PRIVATE 


John 18:28 - 19:16


The first glow of yellow on the horizon was turning night’s inky darkness into the gray of dawn. 


Surrounded by the cold stone pillars and walls of his palace, Pontius Pilate shivered as he waited warming his hands over a charcoal fire.  He cursed inwardly at having to get up so early and cursed the reason he was awaiting his visitors.


He was not anxious for the day’s events to begin.  Soon, he was informed, a man would be brought for him to judge and sentence. The religious leaders of Jerusalem, in reality more political than spiritual in motivation, had been in contact with Pilate’s people about a deal.  The prisoner they were bringing was a threat to their empire...and, they reminded Pilate’s underlings, a threat to Rome’s as well.  That insinuation had made Pilate laugh out loud.  There had been numerous attempts over the years to unseat Rome’s rule in this little province.  Jesus of Nazareth seemed among the most unlikely of candidates to try it again.  Still, Pilate knew this day would be coming.  For months reports had been getting back to him about the person he would judge today.  From all the information he had been able to gather Jesus of Nazareth was not a political climber, a military insurrectionist or a publicity seeker.  He was a carpenter in his early thirties, unmarried and of lower economic class from a little town to the north called Nazareth.   No one around Jerusalem had even heard of Jesus until he had left his home and starting speaking in the villages around Nazareth about three years ago.  His speaking had at first attracted the attention of the more religiously inclined, but soon people came to realize there was more to Jesus than just religious talk.  Reports of supernatural occurrences began to get back to Pilate.  Wherever Jesus of Nazareth went, miracles were sure to follow.  Skeptical soldiers Pilate had sent to be first hand witnesses recounted incidents that still left them wide-eyed in wonder.  Blind people saw again.  Deaf people had their ears open to the world of sound.  Crippled people danced on restored limbs.  Wild eyed people possessed by who knew what instantaneously returned to sanity.  Diseased people regained their health.  There were even stories of dead people resurrected to life.  At first Pilate had discounted the stories, but as time and the stories of miracles continued to accumulate, he couldn’t ignore this Jesus anymore.  Vast crowds of people went to hear him wherever he went.  His name seemed to be everyone’s lips.  The simple carpenter from Nazareth became the most controversial figure in the nation. 


His popularity was a paradox.  Jesus had never advocated rebellion against Rome.  His organization seemed to consist of only a dozen men and a few women.  He had made no attempt to gain power of any kind.  In fact, Pilate had heard that on more than one occasion Jesus had resisted attempts by the masses to thrust him into political prominence.  His teaching and actions resembled those of a servant more than a celebrity.  Still, Pilate was also aware that Annas and Caiaphas, the leaders of Jerusalem’s religious and financial empire, increasingly viewed Jesus as a threat.  He was well aware of their desire to get rid of him.  They saw him as a rival. Others, however, lauded him as a savior.  Some were calling in a king.  Others didn’t know what to think of him, but everyone had heard of Jesus of Nazareth. Last night even Pilate’s wife Claudia had told him how she would sometimes watch the crowds and the Man called Jesus from her litter carried by Roman servants. She even repeated some of the things she’d heard Jesus teach and in her retelling Pilate could tell she had been deeply moved by what she’d heard. She was too emotional for his tastes most of the time, but her female intuitive discernment was usually right when his male logic was off the mark.  He was still troubled by her words...“This Jesus is unlike anyone I’ve ever seen or heard about.  Be careful. Maybe he really is a god in the form of a man.”  She had been reflective in that way she was when she was right on target with her assessments of people or situations.  Pilate shook his head at the memory and drew his robe more closely around him.  


Now they were bringing this Jesus of Nazareth to him.


Moodily, Pilate reflected on his own position.  He had been sent to be the chief administrator and governor over the Roman province of Palestine.   Pilate had risen to the top by the usual means.  He was a veteran soldier...and had married Caesar's granddaughter.  Stepping around, over, and usually on top of all opponents he had risen up the ladder until the appointment to Palestine came.  The dusty little country was not a not necessarily a desirable assignment, but being a governor had a certain amount of prestige and power he enjoyed.  One had to start somewhere if he was to climb the ladder of success back to a place of honor in Rome.  Palestine was his somewhere.



The people he governed were a strange lot.  The little country had a long history of religious and civil unrest.  They were for the most part very religious, sometimes to the point of a fanaticism he didn’t understand.   Yet, in spite of their expressed spiritual convictions, he had seen their own susceptibility to greed and power corrupt them like any other people.  Their religion had a great deal of outward form and ritual, but apparently little inward power to change the motivations of the heart.


Pilate had a soldier’s contempt for religion.  When younger he had tried appeasing the gods in hopes that it would further his career.  Not seeing the results he wanted soon enough, he had given up on religion.  He had seen plenty of religion in his military travels...idols and ceaseless prayers and fear and suspicion and frustration...he would have none of that!


For him, the motto "might makes right" had worked well.  Give him power...a legion of hardened veterans, trusty swords, sharp spears and shiny armor.  That was his security!  He had done well trusting his fate to himself.  No gods could claim credit for his rise to power.


Yes, Pilate mused, he was truly a self-made man. His own hard work and shrewd manipulating of opportunities had paid off.  He had all a person could want--position, wealth, power, luxury and material prosperity.   Yet, smiling grimly to himself he faced his reality with a sense of irony.  In spite of all he had...he remained an empty man.  Something had eluded him all his life.  There was a void inside that couldn't be filled by his might and fierce Roman pride.


Pilate had it all, but he had no meaning to fill his heart with purpose to make life worthwhile.
A soldier appeared from behind one of the marble pillars informing him the party of priests and the prisoner had arrived.


Pilate's thoughts snapped back to disciplined attention.  Wrapping his purple toga around him against the morning chill, he went out into the courtyard.  He cursed again at their silly religious rules that made him go out to meet them.  They were in the midst of a religious observance that prohibited them from being in the home of a Gentile.  Stepping inside his place would render them unclean.  He snorted in contempt.  He already felt a little dirty about the way this whole incident was being handled.


Morning light had advanced to the point where Pilate could make out the features and expressions of the crowd who faced him.


The group was comprised of religious leaders, dressed in their fine robes, looking haggard from lack of sleep.  With them were palace guards with their spears, and hired rabble consisting of local ruffians armed with clubs.  They had thrust the Prisoner in front of them.


Viewing the crowd, he saw many faces look back at him with ill concealed intolerance and pious pride.  They looked more to Pilate like a pack of snarling animals waiting for a kill than righteous religious people.


Pilate then sized up the Prisoner, and immediately saw it was the only calm face in the seething crowd.  
His soldier’s eyes noticed the Prisoner carried no weapons.


The Prisoner was dressed in a plain, seamless robe, soiled from dirt and spit.  His hands were tied behind His back, and His face showed evidence of the beating He had already received.  One eye was turning an ugly dark blue and His cheek displayed an angry red spot from repeated blows.  Portions of his beard had been pulled out. 


Outwardly the Man was a pathetic sight.


But Pilate had not risen to his position by viewing outward appearances.  He looked past the clothes to see the Man Himself.  The face, though bruised, remained calm and held high.  Pilate had seen many prisoners in his time... 


…wild eyed revolutionaries who struggled and cursed the hated Romans.


…the common thieves, repentant for their crimes only because they had been caught.  Pilate had sentenced two to death only yesterday.


…He had even seen other religious prisoners on assorted charges eagerly willingly to turn over a new spiritual leaf in exchange for freedom.


Yet, this Man was like none of them.  There was something different about him...a bearing that made Pilate sense in an odd way that Jesus was more in control of the situation than he was.  There was a depth in those eyes that attracted Pilate.  He himself had been in the presence of royalty many times, and strangely, in the presence of this man he felt he was in the presence of royalty once again.


Finally Pilate spoke.  "What charges are you bringing against this man?"


The reply was insolent and brusque.  "If he were not a criminal," they replied, "we would not have handed Him over to you."


Pilate answered in the same tone.  Turning to go, he said, "Take Him yourselves and judge Him by your own law."  Deal or no deal, he wasn’t going to put up with that kind of obvious disrespect.

A murmur swept through the crowd.  The high priest gasped and stepped forward to object.  "But we have no right to execute anyone," he complained.


Pilate turned back to them.  His eyes narrowed.  So that was it!  His role was only to give his stamp of approval so they could kill Jesus.


Pilate looked at the Prisoner again.  Suddenly he had an urge to talk to this man privately.  There was more than met the eye here.  He’d heard all the stories about Jesus, but this was the first time the two had met personally.  He needed to find out more about this man for himself.


He motioned brusquely to the soldiers and had Him brought inside.


Once inside, Pilate again viewed the Prisoner.  In spite of himself, he was impressed with the calmness he saw in Jesus.  He sat without speaking, looking at the man in front of him.  This was the one some people were calling the King of the Jews.


"Are you the King of the Jews?"


Pilate's question came out so softly it had surprised him.  He really wanted to know!


Jesus’ eyes searched Pilate, and He smiled faintly.


"Is it your own idea, or did others talk to you about Me?"


The direct response to his own query startled the Roman.  Jesus had forced him to qualify his statement.  Did he really want to know personally if Jesus was who He was claimed to be, or was he only curious about the issues of Roman law?  For the first time Pilate felt like the one being searched for answers. 


"Do you think I am a Jew?"  Pilate replied, a bit irritated at feeling like he was not in control of the conversation.  "It was your people and your chief priests who handed you over to me.  What have you done?  Are you seeking to overthrow Rome with a kingdom of your own?"


All Jesus had to do was deny the charges and Pilate could set Him free.  But Jesus answered Pilate's question directly.


"My kingdom is not of this world.  If it were, my servants would fight to prevent my arrest by the Jews.  But now My kingdom is from another place."


Jesus looked past the armor and fine clothes and hardened exterior of the Roman and saw into his heart.  He was getting to Pilate's real need....not of a kingdom of might but a King who could bring meaning to his life!


"You are a King, then!" said Pilate.  As improbable as is sounded, the words of Jesus rang true.


Jesus answered, and now it was He who spoke as Son of God to a searching man.  "You are right in saying I am a King.  In fact, for this reason I was born, and for this cause I came into the world, to testify to the truth.  Everyone on the side of truth listens to me."


Whose side was he on?  The question came instinctively, automatically to Pilate.  He’d always confessed to being on the side of Rome.  In reality he had always been on his own side.  Now Jesus was making him choose from a new point of view.  He had always come down on the side of “might made right”.  But was might always right?  The man in front of him was in a position of no earthly power, but Pilate knew was Jesus was saying was right...and true.  Jesus’ words brought Pilate to a reality that threatened his Roman presuppositions.  Might didn’t make right.  Truth made right.  


Whose side was he on?


One thing was now clear to Pilate.  There was nothing wrong with Jesus.  Let the hypocritical religious rulers make their own choices.  He’d have no part in this mockery of truth and travesty of justice.


He rose, resolute, and went out to face the crowd.  For a moment their murmuring stopped as they saw him appear before them.  


“You take him...as for me, I find no basis for a charge against this man.”


A roar went up.  Caiaphas the high priest stepped forward and shouted, "We have a law, and according to that law He must die, because He claimed to be the Son of God. He’s been spreading his lies all over our nation, starting in Galilee…"  The crowd began to shout their agreement with Caiaphas.   Now an unruly mob, they began to howl for blood.


Suddenly Pilate sensed a possible out from this uncomfortable scenario.  He didn’t like feeling like he was being squeezed between the Jewish leaders here and his superiors in Rome. They’d done this to him before, mixing Roman politics with their religious prejudices skillfully with Pilate becoming the unwilling puppet for their purposes.  Memories surfaced his resentment at being used and out maneuvered by these troublesome Jews…

He was the sixth governor of this Roman province, and Palestine came with a reputation unlike any other place in the empire.  They were difficult to rule with their religion at the root of their rebellion. It rose to the surface at the most unlikely and confusing times.  Although his headquarters was near the sea at a city renamed Caesarea after the Roman Emperor Caesar, he would often make trips to Jerusalem on Roman business.  His Fortress of Antonia in Jerusalem was in proximity to their Temple area…sacred ground for their worship and selling ground for the religious leaders to accumulate wealth.  He’d had his soldiers carry the emblems of the empire into Jerusalem—the Roman eagle attached to the top of a pole, symbol of Caesar as Conqueror and King.  They attached the eagles of Rome on a wall that overlooked the Temple area. It was designed to be clear statement about who was truly reigning and in control in Jerusalem. 

Instead, it threw the entire region into chaos and a life or death stand off.  Jewish religious leaders incited huge crowds of people in Caesarea and Jerusalem to demand the removal of what they called graven images, which broke the first of their ten eternal and immutable commandments from God.  Jewish emissaries appeared to him at his headquarters in Caesarea with demands to remove the idolatrous images.  For five days he refused to hear them and yet their stipulations grew louder and more insistent.   On the sixth day he allowed the crowd into his courtyard, surrounded them with sword wielding soldiers and harshly told them that any further clamoring about this matter would result in sudden death from Roman steel. Instead of backing down, the Jews had laid on the ground and bared their necks, roaring that they’d rather die than violate sacred commandments and allow any rival to their God.  Their response had taken Pilate by surprise…he was not used to seeing people willing to die for the sake of their religion.  Faced with the prospect of his headquarters courtyard being colored with blood and the bloodbath then extending to the ends of his now limited rule, he’d backed down.  He hated losing at anything, and that defeat had galled him ever since.  The uneasy relationship between Pilate and Sanhedrin leaders became even more tenuous.  Any exchange between him and the Jews was tight with tension.

He’d even tried to do something for their benefit as a gesture of goodwill.  He’d determined that Jerusalem needed a better water supply, so he used Roman ingenuity to build them a new aqueduct system.  However, he’d used monies from their temple treasury to pay for the expenses—they were already touchy about too many taxes—and the religious leaders turned on him again.  They were experts about stirring up uninformed common folk into slogan shouting, emotionally crazed mobs.  When they did it again, this time Pilate was ready.  He sent in soldiers dressed as civilians and at his signal they turned on the rioters with wooden staves and beat them into submission.  Somehow word got back to Rome about the incident and it had strained his relationship with Caesar, to whom he reported directly.  Rome did not like reports of ongoing upheavals when Pax Romana was supposed to be the norm.  Even in winning, they’d done it to him again.  No matter what he did, Annas and Caiaphas would find a way to make him an embarrassing example of Roman arrogance and the object of Jewish hatred.

However, when he heard the word “Galilee,” his chance for delicious revenge and political irony came clearly into view.  Galilee represented Herod Antipas, a Gentile political appointee with no Jewish blood assigned to rule Jewish rabble “up north” in an area considered to be backwoods and backwards.  Herod was resented almost as much as Pilate among Jewish people. Pilate and Herod had sparred over political boundaries and played one upsmanship power games more than once.  Herod had well earned his reputation as a conniving, egotistical fox.  Their relationship had been sporadic and prickly at best.  Then Pilate’s soldiers had mistakenly killed some of Herod’s subjects and all communication between the two had been cut off.

Now, in the midst of such an inconvenient time, came a win/win opportunity for Pilate.  He could get the Nazarene off his hands and extend a gesture of respect to Herod.  When reports got back to Rome about how he’d handled the situation involving Jesus, he could say that he’d sought Herod’s counsel and turned the case over to him for his decision.  In one brilliant stroke he could be free of Jesus, put the problem in Herod’s scheming hands and put Annas and Caiaphas into an almost indefensible position.  It was almost too good to be true.  He sent the prisoner off to Herod’s palace with his soldiers to verify the results.

An hour later, his soldiers were back with the prisoner, now dressed in an elegant robe.  The centurion reported that Herod had at first received the Nazarene with amusement and then asked Him to validate His reputation with a miracle.  When Jesus remained stoic and unyieldingly silent before the bloated buffoon of a ruler, Herod had sent Him back to Pilate with a regal purple robe as his mocking endorsement of Jesus’ supposed royalty.  Pilate’s ploy had utterly failed and now the pressure on him was intensified.

Since only the Roman government could authorize a public execution, Pilate realized once again the decision rested upon him.  What would he do with Jesus?  He didn’t want to have to do anything.  He tried again to take away his personal responsibility for the decision.  “I will have him flogged and then release him.”  The crowd only became more frenzied in their anger.  Their shouting took on a venomous quality with an ominous unity...crucify...crucify...crucify.

Pilate paled.  It was true!   No ordinary life hung in the balance here.  Pilate was on the verge of making a decision that would affect all eternity.


Quickly he went back inside and spoke to Jesus.


"Where do you come from?  Are you really from God?"


Jesus looked at him straight in the eyes and said nothing.  That decision was to be made by Pilate himself.  Jesus was waiting for a decision of faith.


But Pilate didn’t want to make that decision.  Jesus words came back to him again... 


“...I came into the world, to testify to the truth.  Everyone on the side of truth listens to me."

Pilate now asked the question he had waited so long to hear an answer for…

"What is truth?"


Suddenly, standing there, he needed no answer. 


He was looking at the Answer.  


As improbable as it seemed, Pilate's answer to the emptiness of his heart was before him in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.  


       King of the Jews.  


            Son of God.


Pilate returned to the entrance to face the mob once more.  He was determined that this Man be set free.  He could not allow this innocent man and the answer to his own quest be killed.


Then it came to him. There was a solution.  Surely the people would want Jesus rather than a murderer!  He motioned for silence and spoke again.


"I find no basis for a charge against him.  But it is your custom for me to release to you one prisoner at the time of Passover.  Do you want me to release 'the King of the Jews', or Barabbas, who had taken part in a rebellion?"


At that moment one of Pilate’s aides came alongside and whispered to him, placing a note in his hand.  He walked off to the side out of the view of the Jews to see what would cause such an interruption. The note bore Claudia’s familiar handwriting.  He glanced upward toward their apartment high in a southwestern tower of their Fortress.  She would be waking up about now and must have heard the commotion below her.  


He frowned.  It was highly unusual for her to insert herself into his work, especially in the midst of an ongoing interrogation.  When he read her words, his eyes widened slightly and he felt a lump rise in his throat.


“Have nothing to do with this just man” it read.  “I’ve had a vivid dream about him that troubles me greatly.”


Of all the times for her intuition to kick in, why now?  He shook his head, trying to clear his mind.  Was it possible that she was aware of something that was beyond him?  He’d learned to give grudging respect to her discernment…and in this case it rang true with everything else that was going one in regard to Jesus.  Could the gods…God…actually reveal Himself to people through dreams?  Claudia had always been more spiritually attuned to the unseen realm…could it be?  Something inside him shifted.  The note trembled in his hands.  Implications far bigger than Jewish religious mandates and Rome’s political muscle in this small parcel of the empire were clearly at work here…

The centurion caught his attention and motioned with his eyes back to the crowd.  Pilate strode back to look down on the seething mass of people.  For a couple of breaths, there was a silent stand off.

Then a priest whispered into the ear of one of the hired mob.  Quickly the word spread and a shout went up, rolling into a roaring chant.


"Give us Barabbas.  Crucify Jesus!  Crucify Him!  Crucify!"


Pilate was shocked.  Surely they couldn't mean that!  Returning inside, he spoke again to Jesus.


"Do you refuse to speak to me?  Don't you realize that I have the power to either to free you or to crucify you?"


It was almost as if Pilate were saying, "Only say the word and I will release you."  Once again Jesus could have escaped the cross...but He would not.


Jesus answered slowly and clearly.  "You have no power over Me that was not given to you from above.  Therefore the ones who handed Me over to you are guilty of a greater sin."


Pilate had his answer.  Not even the might of the powerful Roman Empire could match the power of this One Man who stood before him.


Pilate squared his shoulders, all the more determined to find a way to release the Nazarene.


But now the sea of writhing humanity before him took up the howling chant again...


"Crucify... Crucify... Crucify..."


They were completely out of control by now.


Pilate stood there waiting, unable to hide his contempt.


The Roman looked over to the priests at the front of the mob leading the calls for death.  Seeing the hate in their eyes, hearing the savagery of their shouting, he found himself wondering about their religion... marveling that any religion that would allow men to behave like this. “Do you want me to crucify your king?”  he shouted.


"We have no King but Caesar!" shouted the chief priests.  "Any man who sets himself up as a King is a rebel against Caesar."


The insinuation was clear... "Do you want word to get back to Rome that you have encouraged rebellion against Caesar?"


In claiming allegiance to Caesar, the Jews were guilty of their own charge of blasphemy.


The pressure mounted.  Pilate had to decide.  There was no escaping a decision.  Whose side was he on?  Rome...The earthly kingdom.  Christ...The heavenly kingdom.  Wealth...or fulfillment. Power...or peace. Emptiness...or answers.  Saying yes to Jesus meant giving up all he had worked for...all he had acquired.  He could save Jesus’ life....or save his own.


Pilate gave in.  He knew his answer in Jesus.  He realized fully who He was, but could not pay the price of following  Him.  The pressure of the shouts around him drowned out the pleading of his own heart.


Deliberately, scornfully, he called for a basin of water to be brought in front of the mob.  Slowly he washed and then dried his hands.  The action, unexpected, reduced the shouting of the crowd to a confused murmur.  He spoke to them for the last time.  


“I find nothing wrong with this man.  Take him and do with him as you wish.  The responsibility is yours.” 

The roar of approval made him shudder.  He could at least tell his wife he had tried.


He handed Jesus over to be crucified.


His last act was a sign he ordered fastened to the cross.


"Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews."


Pilate had tried to wash his hands of his decision about Jesus, but he was never able to escape in his heart.  Tradition tells us that Pilate ruled in Jerusalem for three more years, then was exiled where he later committed suicide.  The frustration of his denial of Christ followed him to the end of his life.


We too, are faced with the question--


Whose side are you on?  


What will you do with Christ?


The issues are the same for our hearts today as they were in Pilate's.  We can try to save ourselves and wind up losing everything.  We can say yes to Christ find in Him everything our hearts long for...and immeasurably more.


What will you do with Christ?


The choice is yours.

Beyond the Story

To help you think, pray, share and do

1. Some people see religion as a crutch for the weak.  How do you respond to that?

2. Pilate was turned off by religious people whose walk didn’t match their talk.  What have been some of your religious turn offs?  Why?
3. Have you ever had someone warn you because they had a dream or intuition about a situation?  What did you do when they did?

4. Who do you know that appears outwardly disdainful of religion but might be secretly longing for the truth in Christ?  Take time to pray for them now…keep praying…and keep living truth in front of them!
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