The Questions of Pilate for Today #3

“Don’t You Realize I Have Power…?”

John 19:10-11


Power. Now that’s a man’s word.


Whether you’re talking trucks or tools, cars or computers, guns or gadgets—it’s all about the power. The biggest, the baddest, the best—it’s all about the power. (Can’t you hear echoes of Tim “the Toolman” Taylor from the show Home Improvement?)


This quest for power has infiltrated the church as well. Today power is in. There is “power evangelism”…”power prayer”…”power preaching”…”power healing”… “power encounters” and “power ministry” of ev​ery shape and size…even “power ties” available in various colors that “power ministers” can wear on “power Sundays.”
 (I’ve got to get one of those!)


Power can be understood in two ways: the ability to do something and the authority to do something. The first speaks of strength and muscle while the second refers to the right and the position. Athletes may strive for the first kind of power, while the second is sought after in politics, business, and, sadly, churches. 

You need not have one to have the other. I know it is commonly held that, “might makes right,” but I have seen huge, muscle-bound men be brought down to size by a little ol’ woman because they call her, “Mom.” She may not have the physical strength to subdue them, but she has the authority.

It is this second type of power—the power of authority—that forms the focus of our message today. In John 19:10 we read of another question (actually two questions) from Pontius Pilate that reverberates to our own day and age: “Do you refuse to speak to me?” Pilate said. “Don’t you realize I have power either to free you or to crucify you?” 

The Delusion of Human Autonomy


In some ways Pilate was the portrait of power in those days. He had the political power of being appointed by the emperor to his present post. With this came certain advantages. High officials in the Roman Empire and some mem​bers of the Senate were privileged to join the elite fraternity of Amici Caesaris, or “Friends of Caesar.” No doubt Pilate wore the ring with the image of Tiberias Caesar that marked him as a member of this club.
 As governor of Judea, Pilate commanded the Roman contingent of soldiers, giving him military power to enforce the law and to protect himself if necessary. His position also gave him judicial power to hear cases, pronounce verdicts, and sentence the guilty to appropriate punishments that would be carried out immediately. Pilate’s decisions could only be appealed to the Emperor himself, and that only by a Roman citizen. When Pilate said to Jesus, “Don’t you realize I have power either to free you or to crucify you?” he was practically bragging to Jesus that he held the power of life and death in his hands.


What led Pilate to ask this question? Certainly Pilate is angry at Jesus’ refusal to answer him, and many scholars believe this anger was rooted in pride and arrogance that was insulted by the Accused’s silence.
 Others see this as a threat—the intimidation of power—in order to get Jesus to respond.
 But I think Warren Wiersbe discerns the real crux of the matter as he writes:

Fear and anger often go together. When we are afraid we are weak, we go the other extreme and try to appear strong. This is what Pilate did as he reminded Jesus of his Roman authority. But his statement did not demonstrate his power; it demonstrated his weakness. For if he had the authority to release Jesus, why did he not do it? He condemned himself with his own boastful words.

Isn’t that true? On one hand Pilate boasts of the power he has—and he uses the Greek term exousia, which literally means “authority”
—yet on the other hand he tries every possible maneuver to avoid using that power! As John Phillips notes,
It was an empty claim at best. He had already attested to the prisoner’s innocence three times, yet he still had not released him. He was himself a prisoner, a captive of his own fear of the Jews and their ability to make trouble for him with Rome.


Jesus could see right through this, and His reply in verse 11 demonstrates the delusion of human autonomy: “You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above.”  Pilate says, “I have the power…” but Jesus says, in effect, “You have no power…” 


Oh, how mankind lives under this delusion today! We think we have it all together, that everything is under control, and that we can live however we please. Yes, God has given us a great deal of latitude to make choices in our lives, but that does not mean that we have the power to do whatever we want!


Jesus spoke of a successful farmer in Luke 12:16-20:

The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. He thought to himself, “What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.” 
Then he said, “This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I’ll say to myself, ‘You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.’”  
But God said to him, “You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?” 

James warns us in James 4:13-16,

Now listen, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.” Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. Instead, you ought to say, “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.” As it is, you boast and brag. All such boasting is evil.

When we leave God out of the picture; when we think we have it all under control, we are living under the delusion of human autonomy. The classic poem reads, “I am the master of my fate; I am the captain of my soul,” but in reality it just ain’t so.

A very prominent Christian businessman wrote an article with the strange title, “The Art of Being a Big Shot.” Among many insightful things he said were these words:
It is my pride that makes me independent of God. It’s appealing to me to feel that I am the master of my fate, that I run my own life, call my own shots, go it alone. But that feeling is my basic dishonesty. I can’t go it alone. I have to get help from other people, and I can’t ultimately rely on myself. I’m dependent on God for my next breath. It is dishonest of me to pretend that I’m anything but a man—small, weak, and limited. So, living independent of God is self-delusion. It is not just a matter of pride being an unfortunate little trait and humility being an attractive little virtue; it’s my inner psychological integrity that’s at stake. When I am conceited, I am lying to myself about what I am. I am pretending to be God, and not man. My pride is the idolatrous worship of myself. And that is the national religion of Hell!
 


I realize the above statement might be considered un-American, but the concept of rugged individualism is in reality unscriptural. We are not in control as much as we think we are.

The Delegation of Human Authority 


In response to Pilate’s arrogant delusion Jesus points to the delegation of human authority. In verse 11 we read, “Jesus answered, ‘You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above.’”  Pilate was boasting about his authority, but Jesus reminded him that his so-called authority was only delegated to him from God. One day God would call him to account for the way he had used his privileges and responsibilities.


The Bible clearly teaches that God is sovereign (meaning that He is ultimately in control) and that He has delegated authority to people. Daniel 4:17 proclaims, “the Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men.” He is the power behind every throne.

Furthermore, Paul writes in Romans 13:1, 

Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. 


When Paul says that, “the authorities that exist have been established by God,” he is not suggesting that God is responsible for the election or the appointment of every government official, nor is He responsible for what every government official does. The phrase means that God has established the principle of governmental authority, so that the official is actually “the servant of God” (Rom. 13:4, 6). As such, he deserves respect and obedience. We may not respect the person, but we must respect the office.
 


Within this regard Charles Stanley makes an insightful observation: “No one exercises any authority at all in this world unless God first gives it to him or her. As children of a sovereign God, we are never victims of our circumstances.”
 Whenever things look bad we can still take comfort in knowing that God is ultimately in control!


This delegation of human authority dates all the way back to the beginning of time. After He created Adam and Eve, God said, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it; rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground” (Gen. 1:28). Here God delegates the authority over His creation to the humans He also formed.


Now I ask you: Does this make God any less sovereign? Can man do whatever he pleases? No, for God is ultimately in control, and He has established certain boundaries over which man can exercise his delegated authority.


I would like, for a moment, to broaden the scope of this principle beyond the delegated authority of human government. The vast majority of us are not involved in government, so we might be tempted to think this has little to do with us. But the broader principle most certainly does.


I believe that God has delegated to every person some authority when it comes to his or her own destiny. This is often called “free will.” When God placed Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, He gave them a choice: To obey or to disobey God. They chose to disobey. Throughout Scripture we see admonitions to choose, such as:

“This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live” [Deuteronomy 30:19]
“Now fear the Lord and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord. But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord” [Joshua 24:14-15] 


As humans, God has given each one of us a will to make choices. Does this mean we have absolute freedom to choose whatever I want? Of course not! That is absurd. Does this make God any less sovereign over His creation? Not at all. He always maintains His control, even though He has delegated some authority to human being. We may control our choices, but God controls the consequences of our choices. And He can even make the worst choices by humans work out into His ultimate good plan, as Romans 8:28 promises.

The Determination of Human Accountability


This brings us to our final thought: the determination of human accountability. Returning to our text for this morning, Jesus says to Pilate at the end of verse 11, “Therefore the one who handed me over to you is guilty of a greater sin.” Here Jesus speaks of the responsibility borne by those who were involved in His trial and death.


Let’s first consider whom “the one who handed me over to you” is referring to. This phrase may refer to: (1) Caiaphas, the high priest; (2) Judas, the betrayer; or (3) the Jewish people in general.
 In the Greek “the one” is singular, which would eliminate the Jewish people in general.
 Furthermore it cannot mean Judas, for he did not deliver Jesus to Pilate, but to the Jews. In any case, in this context it must be the man who is ultimately responsible who is in mind, and that means Caiaphas. Judas was no more than a tool.
 


This does not mean, however, that Pilate is excused from responsibility. After all, “greater sin” implies “lesser sin,” and that was the governor’s. He did not bear all the authority he thought he did. But he was a man with authority, and therefore accountable for his actions in this case.
 

Authority always leads to accountability. Jesus taught in Luke 12:47-48,

That servant who knows his master’s will and does not get ready or does not do what his master wants will be beaten with many blows. But the one who does not know and does things deserving punishment will be beaten with few blows. From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded; and from the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked.

If the only authority we are given is over our own selves, we will still be accountable to God for those choices we make. The more we know about God’s will and desires, the more accountable we will be for our actions. Pilate should have known better than to make the decisions he did based on basic principles of justice. Caiaphas should have known better because he had the knowledge of the Scriptures and was aware of God’s truth and His plan. Therefore Caiaphas is accountable for a greater sin, though Pilate is still accountable for his own choices. Ultimately he could not avoid responsibility, and I believe that his words and actions show that deep down he realized this.


Donald Carson writes,

Even the worst evil cannot escape the outer boundaries of God’s sovereignty—yet God’s sovereignty never mitigates the responsibility and guilt of moral agents who operate under divine sovereignty, while their voluntary decisions and their evil rebellion never render God utterly contingent [dependent].


In other words, God maintains His sovereignty while delegating human authority to make personal choices. Free will does not diminish divine sovereignty! God is still very much in control, and while He does not determine our choices, He does determine the consequences of our choices, bringing about His perfect plan while holding humans accountable for their decisions.


Pontius Pilate thought he had it all under control. He thought he had the power—the power over Jesus, the power of Judea, the power over his own world. Jesus informed him that he was living under the delusion of human autonomy. God has delegated human authority, even down to the individual who makes choices for his or her own life. But with that authority comes accountability. Man is not the master of his own fate; God is. Man is not the captain of his own soul, answerable only to himself. No, “each of us will give an account of himself to God” [Rom 14:12]. “Nothing in all creation is hidden from God's sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account” [Heb 4:13]. One day every man, woman, and child who ever lived will appear before God and will be accountable to Him. 


I like the way Everett Harrison summed up this text: “Pilate the judge was himself on trial all the time he was supposedly trying Jesus.”
 How true! And one day Pilate will stand before Jesus and give account of his actions…not only on Good Friday, but for his entire life.


But before we are too hard on Pilate, we need to remember that we, too, shall appear before Christ’s judgment seat. We will be held accountable for the decisions we made in our lives. Ultimately one decision will seal our fate: What did we do with Jesus?
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