Believing Is Seeing #40

“Playing Dodge Ball with the Truth”

John 18:28-19:22


Remember playing dodge ball in gym class at school?


Before it was banned—I’m still not sure why it was banned—dodge ball was a staple for gym class, particularly in the winter when it was too cold to go outside.  The rules were simple: if you were hit by a thrown ball, you were out; if you caught it, the thrower was out.  The last person “in” was the winner.


The really athletic types tried the catch the balls thrown at them.  The rest of us tried to dodge them.  I remember once I tried to hide behind someone else.  The ball came at him, he ducked, and I caught it right in the face!  

I don’t know who came up with the idea of dodge ball, but I’m sure that it goes back quite a ways in history.  In fact, we find a variation of this game recorded in the Bible.  No, it’s not quite the same game we played in gym class.  But it is one that many people are still playing today.

Turn with me to John chapter eighteen.  In our last study we examined the Jewish trials of Jesus, held all night (illegally) after He was arrested.  Our text this morning picks up the account the next morning as the Jews bring Jesus to the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate.  It is here we read of this age-old variation of the gym class game.  I’m calling it “playing dodge ball with the truth.”

The Dilemma Pilate Encountered


We read of the dilemma Pilate encountered in verses 28-30,

Then the Jews led Jesus from Caiaphas to the palace of the Roman governor. By now it was early morning, and 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.”

“Early” will then mean “in the early part of the day,” perhaps between 6 a.m. and 7 a.m., not an unusual hour to begin legal proceedings in those days.
  The Jewish authorities had decided that Jesus must die.  They wanted their dirty work carried out by Pilate.


Most people familiar with the story of Good Friday are aware of Pontius Pilate.  He is generally portrayed as a bumbling idiot whom the Jews were able to manipulate to their desires quite easily.  But history records a different portrait of the man, as Paul Maier points out,

Pilate ruled as prefect of Judea from 26 to 36 a.d., 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 political cripple of popular repute… He did, however, find the governorship of Judea a most taxing experience, and several vignettes of Pilate show the remarkably “modern” problems an ancient administrator had to face. 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.

We will not take the time this morning to examine those incidents in Pilate’s career, but suffice it to say that the Roman governor was under pressure from the emperor above him and the Jewish people below him.  On the one hand he knew that Jesus was no threat to Rome as the Jewish officials were trying to portray Him.  On the other hand he knew that one more troublesome incident would mean the end of his career.  In modern terminology, he was between a rock and a hard place.

The Diversions Pilate Endeavored


And so Pilate begins playing dodge ball with the truth.  As we read John’s account, we see Pilate seeking to find some “loophole” that would please both sides.
  I want to point out five diversions Pilate endeavored to avoid dealing with the truth staring him right in the face.


First Pilate tries circumvention.  In verse 31 we read, “Pilate said, ‘Take him yourselves and judge him by your own law.’”  In effect, he gave them approval to do with Jesus whatever their law demanded. In all likelihood, Pilate assumed they would eagerly accept his nod of approval and immediately take Jesus out and stone Him. He was in essence telling the Sanhedrin that if they wanted to put Jesus to death for His supposed crimes against Judaism, Rome would turn a blind eye to the deed this time.

In reality, Pilate tried to put the responsibility on to someone else. He said to the Jews: “﻿You take this man and judge him according to your laws.﻿” He tried to evade the responsibility of dealing with Jesus—let someone else do it.  Perhaps we have heard people say, “I don’t know what to believe about Jesus—let the scholars deal with that!”  But, as William Barclay writes, “that is precisely what no one can do. No one can deal with Jesus for us; we must deal with him ourselves.”


The second diversion Pilate attempts is cynicism.  Verses 33-38 record,

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. In fact, for this reason I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.” 

“What is truth?” Pilate asked… 


Pilate’s opening question reflects his cynical tone. The “you” is emphatic: “Are you the king of the Jews?” Pilate is incredulous. This man is a king?
  When Jesus replies with a question of his own, Pilate remarks condescendingly, “Am I a Jew?”  In verse 36 he says in mock seriousness, “You are a king, then!”  Even his famous question in verse 38, “What is truth?” expresses more disdain than an intention for discovery.  MacArthur writes,
It was a rhetorical question, merely an expression of Pilate’s extreme frustration. It also reveals Pilate’s cynical pragmatism about matters of truth. “Truth” to Pilate was defined in utilitarian terms. He stood ready to embrace as “truth” anything that advanced his political agenda. He was not interested in any other kind of truth—especially spiritual truth. He hadn’t asked the question because he was looking for an answer. After all, the One who was Truth incarnate was standing before him, and if Pilate had been serious about seeking the truth, all he had to do was knock and the door would be opened to him. But what Pilate was really concerned about was finding a way out of the political dilemma the Sanhedrin had placed him in. Pilate’s real attitude toward “truth” is seen in the fact that he didn’t even wait for a reply. “And when he had said this, he went out again to the Jews, and said to them, ‘I find no fault in Him at all’” (John 18:38).


How often do we encounter this when we share the Gospel with others?  Many today try to dodge the truth behind a mask of cynicism, doubting the veracity of the Scriptures, the testimony of the eyewitnesses, or the integrity of the Church.  It is easier to come up with a quick one-liner than it is to give careful consideration to the truth of Christ and the implications of that truth.  People today would rather laugh it off than think about it.


The third diversion Pilate tries is change of venue. John does not record this, but we read about it in Luke 23:5-12,

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. 

When Herod saw Jesus, he was greatly pleased, because for a long time he had been wanting to see him. From what he had heard about him, he hoped to see him perform some miracle. He plied him with many questions, but Jesus gave him no answer. The chief priests and the teachers of the law were standing there, vehemently accusing him. Then Herod and his soldiers ridiculed and mocked him. Dressing him in an elegant robe, they sent him back to Pilate. That day Herod and Pilate became friends—before this they had been enemies.
Maier explains what Pilate did here:

Pilate invoked what would later be called change of venue and sent Jesus under armed, guard to the Hasmonean palace, which lay due east about two-thirds of the distance back to the Temple, for this is where Herod Antipas and his entourage were staying at the time. Legally, Pilate did have the authority to try Jesus in Judea as the forum delicti of his alleged crime, the place of the offense. But he also had the option of remanding the case to the jurisdiction of the sovereign of the accused, since Galilee was his forum domicilii, the place of resi​dence. And since the tetrarch understood Jewish religious law better than he did, the shift was logical enough.


In other words, Pilate tried to shift the attention elsewhere.  Perhaps you’ve run into this yourself:  You are talking to someone about Christianity, and they counter with, “If God is so good, then why to innocent children suffer?” or “How come there are so many hypocrites in the Church?”  They don’t want to deal with their own situation, so they try to change the subject.  But, just like with Pilate, the truth has a way of coming back around and staring you in the face once again.


Next Pilate tries compromise.  In verses 38-40, he uses an ancient custom of releasing a prisoner at Passover to alleviate the situation.  He offers Jesus, who was of no threat to anybody, or Barabbas, who was already convicted of murder and treason.  As Morris points out, 

Pilate was evidently trying to get the best of both worlds. If his plan succeeded he would be able to release Jesus, as he plainly wished to do. But he would also technically be convicting him, and by refraining from an acquittal he doubtless hoped to please the high-priestly party.


“Getting the best of both worlds”—this has become the creed of many people in our world.  They want to run with the devil in this life and rest with the Lord in the next.  They don’t want to appear too religious, for that might cost them their family, friends, or business colleagues, but they want to have some feeling of security offered by God.


Pilate tries this tactic again by having Jesus flogged.  We can scarcely imagine how horrible Roman flogging was.  I know of no modern depiction that even comes close—not even Mel Gibson’s graphic portrayal in The Passion of the Christ.  The whips used by the Romans was like a cat o’ nine tails, but each leather thong had bits of metal, bone, or even shards of glass in it.  A scourging literally ripped the skin from the body, and often the victim of a Roman scourge died from the ordeal.


The ironic thing about this was that Pilate had Jesus scourged to avoid having Him crucified.  He must have thought that the mob would be satisfied if Jesus was punished without passing the death sentence.  But in the end Jesus was both scourged and crucified—He got the worst of both!  The same can be said of those who try to dodge the truth through compromise.  You may try to get the best of both worlds, but in the end you get the worst of both!


At this point, what Pilate should have done was to end the trial and acquit Jesus.  

“If Pilate had been stamped with integrity,” D. A. Carson writes, “his verdict would have ended the matter: Jesus would have been released, and the Jewish authorities dismissed.”
  But this wasn’t about truth and justice now; it was about self-preservation.  The more Pilate tried to wriggle out of his predicament, the more entangled in the political web he became.


Just as the prosecution was seeing their case slip away, they played their trump card: 

Perhaps it was Caiaphas himself who said, “If you release this man, you are not a Friend of Caesar. For anyone who would make himself a king treasonably defies Caesar!”

It was a brilliant thrust that hit the mark cleanly, directly. Im​plied was every syllable of the following: “If you set this man free, we will send a delegation to Tiberius Caesar, accusing you of condoning treason in one who would set himself up as subversive counter-king to Rome, and also of failure to uphold our religious law. You recall Tiberius’ threatening letter to you five months ago: if he upheld us then in the case of the golden shields, he’ll uphold us now in a far more serious matter. You, Pilate, will have to leave your exclusive club of the Friends of Caesar. Your golden membership ring with Tiberius’ image will be pulled from your fingers and you will make your exit via the usual means for dis​graced members: exile, or compulsory suicide.”

The club existed. High officials in the Empire and some mem​bers of the Senate were privileged to join the elite fraternity of Amici Caesaris, the Friends of Caesar, and no one left it except under mortal disgrace. Pilate’s resistance crumbled: it was Jesus or himself, and he opted for self. His final feeble attempts to defend Jesus and the bowl in which he tried to wash his hands from responsibility in the matter were all retreating actions in the face of the mounting riot conditions that rattled cries of “Away with him! Crucify him!” across the plaza. The trial was over—also for the judge. Drying his hands, Pilate gestured toward Jesus and said, “Staurotheto” to a centurion of the Jerusalem cohort. “Let him be crucified.”

Finally, Pilate crumbled into capitulation.  In the end he admitted defeat. As Barclay puts it well, “He abandoned Jesus to the mob, because he had not the courage to take the right decision and to do the right thing.”
  Again, how many times do we witness people fall into this same category when confronted by the truth?  They can choose the right way or the easy way, and they opt for the easy way out.

Pilate was not about to go down without a fight, though.  His final diversionary tactic was compensation.  This is recorded in John 19:19-22,
Pilate had a notice prepared and fastened to the cross. It read: Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews. Many of the Jews read this sign, for the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city, and the sign was written in Aramaic, Latin and Greek. The chief priests of the Jews protested to Pilate, “Do not write ‘The King of the Jews,’ but that this man claimed to be king of the Jews.” Pilate answered, “What I have written, I have written.”


Perhaps Pilate was acting in defiance of the Jewish leaders, who had cornered him into an uncomfortable situation.  Maybe this was Pilate’s final (and futile) attempt to set the record straight.  The same thing happens today when people say, “I know what I should do, but…” I’ve encountered many who were raised in church, who know what the Bible says, and they will be the first to admit that they are not living the way God wants them to live.  They may try to compensate in other areas—giving to charity or volunteering time to worthy causes—but it does not change the fact that they have rejected the truth!  Admitting that you know better will not put you in better standing when you appear before Almighty God; if anything, it will seal your fate even more!

The Decision Pilate Entered


Although I’ve already touched on it, I want to return to the decision Pilate entered at the conclusion of the case.  Throughout this entire episode Pilate tries to avoid making a choice.  He tries a number of diversions to evade the responsibility of choosing sides.  He tried to admit the truth but keep those around him happy.  He tried to shift responsibility to others for decisions that only he could make.  As Max Lucado puts it, “He washed his hands of Jesus. He climbed on the fence and sat down. But in not making a choice, Pilate made a choice.”
  He tried to hide from the truth behind others, but as I found out the hard way in gym class, when the guy in front of you ducks, the truth has a way of hitting you right in the face.  From the beginning of human history until the final chapter is written, mankind is confronted with a choice concerning the truth.


The lesson we can learn from this passage is that we cannot play dodge ball with the truth.  At some point we must face the truth ourselves and declare our allegiance.  Like Pilate, we will be pulled in many directions, and if we try to please everyone, we will end up pleasing no one—including ourselves.  We may face the easy road, the path to popularity or the avenue of affluence.  We may fear what others may think of us if we stand up for what we know is right.  We may be afraid of what we would have to give up in order to follow Jesus.  We may, like Pilate, try to divert attention away from the real issues, and ultimately away from ourselves. 
But the truth has a way of finding us, despite our attempts to hide and dodge.  


We may ask, as Pilate did, “What is truth?”  If we care enough to wait for the answer, we will hear Jesus saying, “I am the way, the truth and the life” (John 14:6, emphasis added).  The question before us, then, is the one we find in our invitation hymn this morning, “What will you do with Jesus?”


Because we cannot play dodge ball with the truth.
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