The Questions of Pilate for Today #5

“What Shall I Do With Jesus?”

Matthew 27:22


What are the two unavoidable things in life? According to Benjamin Franklin, they are death and taxes. Then someone added, “The only difference is that you can cheat on your taxes.” There is no cheating death, as this old legend depicts:

One day a merchant in Baghdad sent his servant to the market. Before long the servant came back, white and trembling, and in great agitation said to his master: “Down in the market place I was jostled by a woman in the crowd, and when I turned around I saw it was Death that jostled me. She looked at me and made a threatening gesture. Master, please lend me your horse, for I must hasten away to avoid her. I will ride to Samarra and there I will hide, and Death will not find me.”
The merchant lent him his horse and the servant galloped away in great haste. Later the merchant went down to the market place and saw Death standing in the crowd. He went over to her and asked, “Why did you frighten my servant this morn​ing? Why did you make a threatening gesture?”
“That was not a threatening gesture,” Death said. “It was only a start of surprise. I was astonished to see him in Baghdad, for I have an appointment with him tonight in Samarra.”

There is a third unavoidable reality, though some might argue that it does not fit with the other two since it occurs beyond this life. The Bible tells us in Hebrews 9:27, “Man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment.” I like how The Message paraphrases this: “Everyone has to die once, then face the consequences.”
 Either way you word it, the truth is clear: Every person will come to the end of life on earth, and after that, will have to stand before God’s judgment seat, giving an account of oneself.

Over the past few weeks we have examined the questions of Pontius Pilate on Good Friday to see how they relate to today. This morning we arrive at the final query recorded in the gospel accounts from the Roman governor’s lips, and it is the one question every person who has ever lived or ever will live must answer for themselves.

The question is simple, even though the ramifications of the question are profound. It is found in Matthew 27:22, after Pilate offers the crowd two alternatives for the Passover amnesty and the crowd chooses Barabbas:

“What shall I do, then, with Jesus who is called Christ?”

The Inevitable Determination


Pilate is faced with the inevitable determination. He wanted to solve the problem but not make any definite decision about Jesus. As a Roman governor, he was pledged to uphold the law. But as a politician, he knew he had to get along with the people
—especially since, as we have seen, he was already on probation with the emperor over previous conflicts with his Jewish subjects.

Furthermore, it is plain from this account that Pilate found Jesus innocent of the accusations leveled against him. He realized that the charges were trumped up. He saw no good reason why this prisoner should die. He wanted to release Jesus, but he feared for his career, which he had jeopardized by several poorly received decisions in the past. He dared not make another.

Throughout this trial, Pilate vacillates from one side to the other. One moment he is ready to declare Jesus’ innocence and let him go; the next he is trying to pacify his opposition. In this way, Pilate represents every individual who wavers when finally confronting Jesus Christ. Pilate’s own question, “What shall I do with Jesus?” remains the most important choice any person can make.
  

The Ineffective Diversions


Attempting to get out of this predicament, Pilate tried several maneuvers to escape his responsibility. (If nothing else, Pilate deserves some credit for creativity!) Yet, as we will see, these attempts were but ineffective diversions from the true accountability Pilate bore. We will also see that many are trying some form of these same ineffective diversions today.

The first diversion Pilate tried is recorded in Luke 23:5-7,

But they insisted, “He stirs up the people all over Judea by his teaching. He started in Galilee and has come all the way here.” On hearing this, Pilate asked if the man was a Galilean. When he learned that Jesus was under Herod’s jurisdiction, he sent him to Herod, who was also in Jerusalem at that time.

This was a brilliant move by Pilate. By sending Jesus to Herod Antipas, he got rid of this sticky case before him while at the same time mending fences with a political foe. (Verse 12 informs us, “That day Herod and Pilate became friends — before this they had been enemies.”) Here is a case of “reaching across the aisle,” in today’s political terms.


In judicial terms, this is called a “change of venue.” Even today defense attorneys use this tactic to move a trial to another location in order to avoid the unpopular media coverage that may prejudice a jury before the trial begins.


In psychological terms, this is called “passive avoidance.”
 Rather than dealing with a difficult issue directly, we evade the whole problem without making a choice.


In spiritual terms, I call this bypassing. We are not in a position to send Jesus elsewhere, so we move ourselves. We steer clear of television or radio programs that confront us with uncomfortable truth. If the church we attend does not preach what we want to hear, we change churches! Trust me, if you look hard enough, you will find a church that tells you exactly what you want to hear. Paul warned in 2 Timothy 4:3-4, 

For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.


Unfortunately for Pilate, Herod sent the case back to his court. There was no way of bypassing Jesus. There still isn’t.


The second diversion I call bargaining. Pilate tried this ploy twice in this trial. First in John 19:1-5,

Then Pilate took Jesus and had him flogged. The soldiers twisted together a crown of thorns and put it on his head. They clothed him in a purple robe and went up to him again and again, saying, “Hail, king of the Jews!” And they struck him in the face. Once more Pilate came out and said to the Jews, “Look, I am bringing him out to you to let you know that I find no basis for a charge against him.” When Jesus came out wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe, Pilate said to them, “Behold the man!” 


Verse one simply says that Jesus was “flogged.” Flogging by the Romans took one of three forms: fustes (a light beating administered as a warning), flagella (a medium beating) and verbera (severe beatings associated with other punishments as crucifixion). It is difficult to know to which sort of beating the evangelist refers here.
 Some scholars believe that Jesus may have received the ‘lighter’ punishment at this point, as Pilate’s attempt at appeasement; and then the most severe punishment before his execution.
 
Clearly Pilate knew that Jesus was not guilty of the crimes He was being charged with. Why, then, did the Roman governor have an innocent man flogged? Why did he allow the soldiers to abuse Jesus the way they did? Pilate was trying to elicit sympathy for Jesus from the Jews. He figured that if he punished Jesus partially, he would not have to punish Jesus completely. Unfortunately for Pilate (and even more so for Jesus) the compromise didn’t work. He couldn’t go halfway.


Then Pilate tried another bargain with the Jews: a choice between Jesus and Barabbas, a notorious criminal. It made sense; at this time of year Pilate traditionally released a prisoner of the people’s choice, and so Pilate gives an alternative that I’m sure he never thought they would choose. Once again, it didn’t work. The more Pilate tried to wriggle out of his predicament, the more entangled in the political web he became.


How do people bargain with God today? Some try the first tactic of Pilate, going halfway in their commitment to God. Some tried this with Jesus, as recorded in Luke 9:57-62,

As they were walking along the road, a man said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.” 

Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” 

He said to another man, “Follow me.” 

But the man replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.” 

Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” 

Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say good-by to my family.” 

Jesus replied, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.” 

There is no bargaining with God. We cannot elicit sympathy from the Almighty by giving up something for Lent. We cannot negotiate terms of partial submission to Him; He demands and will only accept our unconditional surrender. Just as Pilate was left aggravated by the inflexible insistence of the mob on Good Friday, so we will find ourselves frustrated when we try to bargain with God. He is not Monty Hall; this is not “Let’s Make a Deal.” Listen to Jesus’ ultimatum:

“If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he cannot be my disciple. And anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple… Any of you who does not give up everything he has cannot be my disciple” [Luke 14:26-27, 33].


There is no such thing as a casual Christian. There is no such thing as a part-time follower of Jesus. As A. W. Tozer puts it well, “Christ will be either Lord of all or will not be Lord at all!”


The third diversion Pilate tried is blaming. One of the enduring images of Pilate in this Good Friday account is the washing of his hands. Matthew 27:24 records, 

When 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. “I am innocent of this man’s blood,” he said. “It is your responsibility!”


Washing the hands was a typically Jewish way of declaring one’s innocence, going back to the Old Testament (Deut 21:6-7).
 He takes an action his Jewish subjects would understand, and pronounces himself innocent of the affair, blaming the Jews.


Blaming is an age-old diversion, dating all the way back to the Garden of Eden. Remember when Adam was confronted for his sin? “The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it” (Gen 3:12). Did you catch that? Adam blamed both Eve and God! When God turned to Eve, she said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate” (Gen 3:13). At least she didn’t blame God for creating the serpent! The blame game did not work for Adam and Eve, and it didn’t work for Pontius Pilate, either. Larry Richards points out,
Pilate reveals the futility of blaming others for our own choices. Pilate made a great show of washing his hands and announcing that Christ’s blood was on His accusers. Yet, Pilate was the one with the authority to permit an execution. He was the one who permitted Jesus to die. Nothing he said or did can obscure the fact that he was personally responsible for that choice.


What was true then is still true today. One thing we can never rid ourselves is responsibility. It is never possible for Pilate or anyone else to say, “﻿I wash my hands of all responsibility,﻿” for that is something that no one and nothing can take away.


Bypassing, bargaining, blaming—Pilate tried them all. But all of these proved to be ineffective diversions from answering his own question: “What shall I do with Jesus?” The more he tried to dodge, the worse his situation became. As Warren Wiersbe writes, “Every decision Pilate made forced him to make another decision, until he was the prisoner of his own evasions.”
 
The Inescapable Decision


Pilate faced the inescapable decision: What would he do with Jesus? He had to do something, for he was the judge, and only he could determine the fate of the Accused. He thought he could avoid making a choice. He tried bypassing the decision. He tried striking a bargain with the crowd. He washed his hands of Jesus, blaming the mob. He climbed on the fence and sat down. But in not making a choice, Pilate made a choice.


We, too, face the inescapable decision in response to the final question of Pilate: “What shall I do with Jesus?” No, we are not in the position of presiding judge, but each person must decide for themselves whether to follow Jesus or to go their own way. There is no neutrality, no alternative, no third choice. We cannot merely say, “He is a nice man.”
 


C. S. Lewis, the atheist scholar who became an outspoken Christian advocate, puts it in no uncertain terms:

I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: ‘I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.’ That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronising nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.


We must decide for ourselves about Jesus, and there are only two options: We either crown Him as King of our lives, or we crucify Him as history’s ultimate fraud. Like Pilate, the ball is in our court (no pun intended). The decision is inescapable. All attempts to evade are ineffective. 


The difference, though, between our decision and Pilate’s deals with whose fate is sealed. As presiding judge, Pilate’s verdict determined the immediate fate of Jesus of Nazareth—whether He would be set free or be crucified. The verdict we each render will not determine Jesus’ fate; it will determine our own.


For there is an hour coming when the world shall see Jesus again. But this time the roles will be reversed. When Jesus came the first time, He stood before Pilate; when He returns, Pilate will stand before Him. And so will each and every one of us. And the question will also be reversed. The question will not be “What shall I do with Jesus?” but “What will Jesus do with me?”

As we close, I want to share a true story about this verse passage of Scripture we are considering today:

On October 8, 1871, evangelist D. L. Moody preached in Chicago’s Farwell Hall. On that night he addressed one of the largest crowds of his career. Our eternal destiny, he said, depends on our answer to Pilate’s question: “What shall I do with Jesus?” At the conclusion of his sermon, Moody said: “I wish you would take this text home with you and turn it over in your minds during the week, and next Sabbath we will decide what to do with Jesus of Nazareth.” Ira Sankey then sang the closing hymn to conclude the service.

But there was no next Sabbath. As Sankey closed the meeting, his voice was suddenly drowned out by cries of alarm and the roar of fire engines on the street outside. The Great Chicago Fire had started and was sweeping toward the Hall. That night, the city and many of its citizens perished.

Twenty-two years later on the anniversary of the fire, Moody again spoke in Chicago from Matthew 27:22, saying: “What a mistake! I remember Mr. Sankey’s singing, and how his voice rang: ‘Today the Savior calls, for refuge fly! The storm of justice falls, and death is nigh!’

“I have never seen that congregation since. I have hard work to keep back the tears today. Twenty-two years have passed away, and I have not seen that congregation since, and I never will meet those people again until I meet them in another world. But I want to tell you of one lesson I learned that night, which I have never forgotten, and that is, when I preach, to press Christ upon the people then and there, and try to bring them to a decision on the spot.

“You will notice that Pilate was just in the condition of my audience that night, just the condition that you are in today—he had to decide then and there what to do with Jesus. The thing was sprung on him suddenly.

“I have asked God many times to forgive me for telling people that night to take a week to think it over. I have never dared to give an audience a week to think of their salvation since.”
 


We will close our service with a different hymn, one that captures this question of Pilate for today. The most significant question each of us will ever answer is this: “What shall I do with Jesus?” As the chorus puts it,

What will you do with Jesus?

Neutral you cannot be.

Some day your heart will be asking,

“What will He do with me?”


Don’t put off making that decision. By not deciding, you are deciding against Jesus. When that day comes that you stand before Jesus as the Judge, it will be too late. You must decide before then. 

Decide today.

“What Will You Do With Jesus?”

Lyrics: Albert B. Simpson

Music: M. L. Stocks

Jesus is standing in Pilate’s hall,

Friendless, forsaken, betrayed by all;

Hearken! what meaneth the sudden call?

What will you do with Jesus?

Jesus is standing on trial still,

You can be false to Him if you will,

You can be faithful through good or ill:

What will you do with Jesus?

Will you evade him as Pilate tried?

Or will you choose Him, whate’er betide?

Vainly you struggle from Him to hide:

What will you do with Jesus?

Will you, like Peter, your Lord deny?

Or will you scorn from His foes to fly,

Daring for Jesus to live or die?

What will you do with Jesus?

“Jesus, I give Thee my heart today!

Jesus, I’ll follow Thee all the way,

Gladly obeying Thee!” will you say:

“This I will do with Jesus!”

Chorus: 

What will you do with Jesus?

Neutral you cannot be.

Some day your heart will be asking,

“What will He do with me?”
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