The Questions of Pilate for Today #1

“Are You the King of the Jews?”

Matthew 27:11; Mark 15:2; Luke 23:3; John 18:33


The significance of the phrase, “The Trial of the Century” may depend upon your age. For some, those words bring thoughts of the so-called “Scopes Monkey Trial,” where famed lawyers Clarence Darrow and William Jennings Bryan faced off regarding the teaching of evolution in public schools. Others may remember the Bruno Hauptmann trial for the kidnapping and murder of the child of Charles Lindburgh. More recently, the double-murder trial of football and movie star O. J. Simpson was dubbed “The Trial of the Century.”


No such description existed in the first century Roman Empire, and even if it did, it is unlikely that the case of an accused insurrectionist from a backwater town on the eastern fringe of the Empire would have merited the title, “Trial of the Century.” I doubt that it would have even made the front page of the Rome Daily Journal or evening news.


Yet twenty centuries later, the case is remembered and commemorated around the globe around this time of year. Even the name of the presiding judge is readily known—Pontius Pilate. (How many judges from the famous cases mentioned above are that well known?) As historian Paul Maier puts it, 

Hardly due to any personal achievement, Pontius Pilate be​came the pin in a hinge of destiny simply because he presided at a trial that would become one of the central events in history.

[By the way, Dr. Maier has written a fascinating historical novel entitled Pontius Pilate (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, ©1968) that I would highly recommend to anyone.]


As we approach the Easter season this year, I would like to focus on this trial that forever changed history. If the Romans had given names to trials as we do today, this one might have been called Sanhedrin v. Yeshua Hanosori, or the Jewish religious leaders versus Jesus of Nazareth. We all know the end result of the trial—Jesus was found guilty and given the death penalty, carried out that same day by crucifixion—but I want to take a look at the proceedings of the trial before the verdict was pronounced.


In Roman trials there was the prosecution and the defense, but the questions were asked by the judge, rather than by lawyers as in American courtrooms. Over the next five weeks I want to consider the questions Pilate directed both to Jesus and to His accusers. We will discover in each case that these questions are relevant today.


Each of the four gospels records this trial, though none give a complete transcript of the trial. The first three gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—give a brief overview of the proceedings while the fourth gospel—John—provides much more detail. Only as we bring these four accounts together do we have a more complete picture of what happened in the fateful hearing.


This morning I want to concentrate on Pilate’s first question directed to Jesus. Here is a compilation of the four gospel accounts:

Very early in the morning, the chief priests, with the elders, the teachers of the law and the whole Sanhedrin, reached a decision. They bound Jesus, led him away and handed him over to Pilate. [Mark 15:1] To avoid ceremonial uncleanness the Jews did not enter the palace; they wanted to be able to eat the Passover. So Pilate came out to them and asked, “What charges are you bringing against this man?” 
“If he were not a criminal,” they replied, “we would not have handed him over to you.” 

Pilate said, “Take him yourselves and judge him by your own law.” 

“But we have no right to execute anyone,” the Jews objected. (This happened so that the words Jesus had spoken indicating the kind of death he was going to die would be fulfilled.) [John 18:28b-32]

And they began to accuse him, saying, “We have found this man subverting our nation. He opposes payment of taxes to Caesar and claims to be Christ,﻿ a king.” [Luke 23:2]

Pilate then went back inside the palace, summoned Jesus and asked him, “Are you the king of the Jews?” 

“Is that your own idea,” Jesus asked, “or did others talk to you about me?” 

“Am I a Jew?” Pilate replied. “It was your people and your chief priests who handed you over to me. What is it you have done?” 

Jesus said, “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.” 

“You are a king, then!” said Pilate. [John 18:33-37a]

“Yes, it is as you say,” Jesus replied. [Matthew 27:11; Mark 15:2; Luke 23:3] “You are right in saying I am a king.” [John 18:37b]


Before considering the trial itself, let’s take a look at Pilate himself. Pontius Pilate was a personal friend of Lucius Sejanus, the de facto leader of Rome during Emperor Tiberius’s extended retirement on the isle of Capri. Soon after rising to power, Sejanus granted his friend one of the most coveted posts in the empire: governor of Judea.
 


Judea (also called Palestine) was a Roman province bristling with problems, one which required a firm and a strong and a wise hand. We do not know Pilate’s previous history, but he must have had the reputation of being a good administrator or he would never have been given the responsible position of governing the land of the Jews.


Pilate ruled as prefect of Judea from 26 to 36 ad, the second longest tenure of any first-century Roman governor in Palestine. The very length of his office contradicts the usual impression of Pilate as an incompetent official, for it is doubtful that the em​peror Tiberius, who insisted on good provincial administration, would have retained Pilate in office so long had he been the bumbling idiot as he is often portrayed.


Pilate was not a novice. For a man to become a Roman governor, he had to come through the ranks. He had to be known as a brave soldier. He had to be a leader. He had to be a hard administrator and a legislator. He had to be a man of decision. And Pilate was no fool. It is likely that he was a man between forty and fifty. He was a hardened, cruel, seasoned Roman official.
 The historian Philo of Alexandria described Pilate as “a man of a very inflexible disposition, and very merciless as well as very obstinate.”

Pilate found the governorship of Judea a most difficult experience, and several events of his administration show the delicate nature of his task. Aside from his familiar role on Good Friday, there are five other inci​dents involving Pilate that are reported by the first-century au​thors Josephus and Philo. Because it seems that Pilate blundered in each of these instances, he has been roundly faulted for his performance as governor in most histories since that time. Yet a close study of these episodes would suggest that Pilate, while hardly a master of diplomacy, was at least trying to make the best of very difficult administrative situations.
In what came to be called “the affair of the Roman standards,” Pilate’s troops once marched into Jerusalem carrying medallions with the emperor’s image or bust among their regimental stand​ards. This action provoked a five-day mass demonstration by Jews at the provincial capital, Caesarea, which protested the medallions as a violation of Jewish law concerning engraved images (Commandment #1). Pilate finally relented and ordered the stand​ards removed.
Later in his administration, he built an aqueduct from cisterns near Bethlehem to improve Jerusalem’s water supply, but paid for it with funds from the Temple treasury. This sparked another riot, which was put down only after bloodshed, even though Pilate had cautioned his troops not to use swords.
On another occasion, Pilate set up several golden shields in his Jerusalem headquarters that, unlike the previous standards, bore no im​ages whatever, only a bare inscription of dedication to Tiberius. And yet the people protested even the imageless shields, but this time Pilate refused to remove them. He could, and perhaps did, point to the precedent of Jews in Alexandria, who adorned the very walls of their synagogues with gilded shields in honor of the Roman emperor. But Alexandria was not Jerusalem, and the Judeans formally protested to Tiberius. In a very testy letter, the emperor ordered Pilate to transfer the shields to a temple in Caesarea, and ominously warned him to uphold all the religious and political customs of his Jewish subjects.
It was only a few months after this bizarre affair that Pilate made his entry on the stage of history as judge of Jesus of Nazareth, and the episode of the golden shields is critically impor​tant in understanding Pilate’s conduct at the trial, as will be noted in the next chapter. Indeed, the Roman viewpoint in the “greatest story ever told” has been remarkably neglected, and yet it offers an important key to understanding the events of Holy Week.

When he arose early Friday morning on April 3, 33 ad, Pontius Pilate could hear no drum roil of destiny as he prepared to sit in judgment for the cases waiting at his tribunal.
 Had it not been this particular week of the year, Pilate would not have even been in Jerusalem. Normally Pilate resided at his comfortable and beautiful palace on the Mediterranean coast in Caesarea, but he was in Jerusalem during Passover because the crowds were so large. His presence, His entourage, and the soldiers who came with him were there to help maintain law and order in the streets of Jerusalem.
 

“Early morning” would probably mean about seven or eight o’clock. Roman leaders preferred early starts to their day, often completing necessary work by noon. When Mark begins the account with “very early in the morning,” he may have meant just after dawn for the Jewish council (the Sanhedrin) to officially pronounce a death sentence on Jesus, since it was illegal to condemn a criminal to death at night. (In fact, the Jewish leaders violated no less than eighteen of their own laws in their trials of Jesus.
)

If the Sanhedrin conducted their own trial, reached a verdict of guilty, and condemned Jesus to death, why did they bother going to the Roman governor Pilate? John records the reason in John 18:31, “‘But we have no right to execute anyone,’ the Jews objected.”  Rome had taken the power to execute criminals away from the Jewish leaders, reserving capital punishment for the provincial governors.

The Question


This brings us to the trial itself. As mentioned earlier, the judge asked the questions. John 18:29 records Pilate’s initial query, directed to the prosecution: “What charges are you bringing against this man?”  After a brief exchange the Jewish leaders listed their accusations, recorded in Luke 23:2, “We have found this man subverting our nation. He opposes payment of taxes to Caesar and claims to be Christ,﻿ a king.” 

Yet these were not the charges brought against Jesus in the trials held the previous night. Why the difference? The Jews’ real grievances against Jesus were religious, but religious charges carried no weight in the court of Rome. Knowing that, when they brought Him before Pilate they pressed these political charges against Him.


That last term, “king,” was the word that concerned Pilate. A charge of blasphemy meant nothing to him. But to a loyal Roman, Caesar was the only king—”We have no king but Caesar”—so anyone claiming to be king would be of enormous concern to Pilate, and even more so to Rome. Hence, the Jewish leaders accused Jesus of claiming to be “the King of the Jews.”


And so Pilate asked Jesus, “Are you the King of the Jews?” Pilate’s question is identical in all four Gospels, and in all four you is emphatic—“You are King of the Jews?” Clearly one sight of Jesus was enough to tell this experienced governor that this was no terrorist, no leader of a revolt aimed at overthrowing the Romans.

The Qualification


Jesus’ answer to Pilate’s question may seem strange. Matthew, Mark, and Luke all record His answer as, “Yes, it is as you say.” The Greek is better rendered, “You are saying it” (﻿the niv’s “Yes, it is as you say” is a trifle too definite).
 Jesus says to Pilate, in effect, “It is as you say…but not the way you mean.” 

So why the qualification? Leon Morris explains:

Either “Yes” or “No” would have been misleading. Had he said “Yes,” Pilate would inevitably have understood that Jesus was claiming to be an earthly king and that he was indeed the rebel the Jewish leaders claimed he was. But to say “No” would negate the fact that he was indeed King, King in the kingdom of God. So his answer means that he was indeed a king, but not in the sense that Pilate used the term.
﻿


John’s account of the exchange between Pilate and Jesus is much more detailed, and the qualification in Jesus’ answer becomes clearer:

Pilate then went back inside the palace, summoned Jesus and asked him, “Are you the king of the Jews?” 

“Is that your own idea,” Jesus asked, “or did others talk to you about me?” 

“Am I a Jew?” Pilate replied. “It was your people and your chief priests who handed you over to me. What is it you have done?” 

Jesus said, “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.” 

“You are a king, then!” said Pilate. 

Jesus answered, “You are right in saying I am a king.”

Once the terms were explained and understood, Jesus could reply affirmatively to Pilate’s question. “Yes, I am a King,” Jesus said, “but not in the worldly understanding of the word. My Kingdom does not have geographical borders—it does not appear on any map. I don’t wear a crown or sit on a throne. I don’t have an army to protect Me or to conquer My enemies. My Kingdom does not even come from this world.”

The Quandary


At this point Pilate realizes this Nazarene is no threat to the Emperor Tiberias, or even to his own position as prefect (or governor) of Judea. Pilate returns to the Jewish accusers and says, “I find no basis for a charge against him” (John 18:38). This Jew may fancy Himself a King, but not any kind of king that Pilate has ever heard of, or has any concerns about.


However, Pilate’s question—and Jesus’ subsequent reply—presents a quandary for every person who has ever lived or ever will live. 


Each one of us is confronted by the question, “Is Jesus a King?” Perhaps we don’t phrase it that way; maybe we have never consciously thought about it at all. But the question exists nonetheless.


Many would respond, “Of course Jesus is a King! The Bible says that He is King of Kings and Lord of Lords!” But I wonder how often Jesus would have to respond with the same words as He did to Pilate: “Yes, I am a King, but not the way you think that means.”


You see, some think of Jesus as a King in a political sense…that America can be made into a Christian nation and a world superpower. Others see Jesus as a King in a material sense…“if God is King, then I am a child of the King, and I should live like a king!” (Believe it or not, this is what some of the television preachers will tell you!) Still others see Jesus as King in a magical sense…“I can call on Jesus to solve all my problems, heal me when I’m sick, and basically give me whatever I want!”


The problem with all these views of Jesus as King is that in each of these cases, Jesus serves me! I may call Him a King, but in reality I am in charge, and He is my Subject! 


That is not what it means for Jesus to be King. As King, Jesus demands absolute surrender; nothing less than this will do. We must fall at His feet and say, as Ahab said to Ben-Hadad in 1 Kings 20:4, “Just as you say, my lord the king. I and all I have are yours.” Only when we acknowledge Jesus as Lord, only when we unconditionally surrender ourselves and all that we have to His control, only then can we speak of Jesus as being King.


Whether we do this or not will not change the fact that Jesus is, in fact, King of Kings and Lord of Lords. When Jesus stood before Pilate, He was King, whether Pilate believed it or not. When He returns to earth, He will return as the conquering King, and no one will be able to stop Him. Paul writes in Philippians 2:10-11,

At the name of Jesus every knee [shall] bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

Not everyone will want to do this. But everyone who ever lived—even Satan and all of his demons—will be forced to acknowledge Jesus as Lord and King. We have the opportunity to crown Him as Lord and King of our own lives today. We can become a part of His kingdom right now. We can bow before Him now, or we will bow before Him later…but if we wait it will be too late to be part of His kingdom!


Pilate asked Jesus, “Are you a king?”


Jesus answered, “Yes, I am a King, but not the kind of king you are thinking of.”


Now we must answer the question, “Is Jesus my King?”


What is our answer to Him?
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