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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Before the crucifixion Jesus was tried twice.  First he was tried in 

front of the religious authorities and convicted of blasphemy.  Second he was 

tried in front of the secular authorities and acquitted of treason.  The 

acquittal didn't matter, for they executed him anyway.  In our lesson this 

morning we find the second trial of Jesus.  His trial before the religious 

tribunal has come to a close.  Or perhaps I should say his sham of a trial has 

come to a close.  As we saw last week, in each and every stage of his 

prosecution irregularities and illegalities took place.  First, he was, contrary 

to the law, arrested at night.  Second, and again contrary to the law, he was 

tried at night.  His first examination, under Annas, the former high priest, 

was illegal; there was no provision in law for an accused to stand before a 

single judge; Jesus had the right to stand before the whole court.  That 

standing took place shortly thereafter.  Jesus was brought before Caiaphas 

and the entire Sanhedrin.  But this stage of the trial was also filled with 

irregularities.  Witnesses against Jesus were obviously lying.  Caiaphas 

interfered in the process in a way the chief priest was forbidden to.  Jesus 

was not allowed to present a defense.  It was at this stage of the religious 

trial Jesus was declared guilty.  Finally, in the last stage of the tribunal, held 

early in the morning, in front of Caiaphas and the entire court again, the 



sentence of blasphemy against Jesus was confirmed and the court sent the 

Lord to the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, to be executed. 

 It wasn't as easy as they thought it was going to be.  They simply 

wanted Pilate to rubber stamp their decision.  They were rather taken aback 

when he demanded to know what the specific charges against Jesus were.  In 

John's gospel their surprise and lack of preparation is heard in their response: 

"'If he were not a criminal,' they replied, 'we would not have handed him 

over to you.'"  They were saying, in effect, "Just take our word for it and 

have done with this fellow.  The details aren't important.  Just do it."   

 Now Pontius Pilate refused to carry out their wishes, but I hasten to 

add that it wasn't because he was a fair and judicious person.  The ancient 

writer Philo reveals Pilate to be "inflexible, merciless and obstinate."  He 

notes that Pilate had on any number of occasions meted out punishments 

without trial.  He was insensitive and brutal, a minor functionary who had 

advanced only because he had married the emperor's granddaughter.  Why, 

then, would he treat Jesus fairly?  There are, I think, two reasons.  First of 

all, Pilate hated and resented the Jewish religious establishment and was 

happy to do whatever he could to make them miserable.  Let me give you a 

few examples.  When Pilate first arrived in Judea, he sent soldiers to 



Jerusalem by night carrying ensigns blazoned with the image of Tiberius.  

He did it at night because he knew it would be a problem.  The Jews 

considered such ensigns to be idols and as such they were not to enter into 

the holy city.  But even though he knew it would be a problem, he did it 

anyway.  The Jews protested the defilement of their city.  They flocked in 

huge numbers to Caesarea, where Pilate was staying, to demand the ensigns 

be removed.  Pilate refused.  The stalemate lasted for five days, until finally 

Pilate summoned the people to the stadium and threatened to kill them if 

they would not quietly disperse.  Much to his surprise, they all of one accord 

fell to the ground and exposed their necks, declaring they would rather die 

than see their city contaminated.  Pilate had to back down, for he could not 

order a wholesale slaughter and keep his position.  He had made himself 

look weak and foolish.   

 On another occasion Pilate decided to build an aqueduct to bring 

water into the city.  This would have been a very popular move, except in 

order to finance it Pilate looted the temple treasury, taking money that had 

been designated for God's work.  Protests ensued.  The people took to the 

streets.  Pilate salted the crowds with soldiers in disguise.  At a prearranged 

signal the soldiers pulled out clubs and daggers, attacking the demonstrators.   

  



 Relations between Roman and Jew grew even more hateful.  Pilate 

caused golden shields with the emperor's embossed upon them to be hung in 

the temple itself.  In another incident he mingled the blood of worshipers 

with the blood of the sacrifices they were offering.  He was a thoroughly 

nasty character and not inclined to jump at the requests of the Sanhedrin, no 

matter how vehemently they were made.  

 The second reason has to do with his wife Claudia.  Her story is told 

in Matthew 27.  When Pilate was sitting in the judgement seat, she sent him 

a message.  It was an ominous one.  "Don't have anything to do with that 

innocent man, for I have suffered a great deal today in a dream because of 

him."  It probably happened this way.  Claudia and Pilate were spending the 

night together on the evening Jesus was arrested.  Claudia would have 

known of the visit of Caiaphas and others in the Sanhedrin by overhearing it 

or by asking Pilate about it.  She went to bed with thoughts of Jesus on her 

mind and dreamed of him with foreboding.  When she woke up, Pilate was 

already off at work, so she sent him a message of warning.  And, it appears, 

that Pilate heeded her advice--at least for a while.  The trial he held of Jesus 

was fair, exemplary and entirely in accordance with Roman law. 



 Let me talk a bit about Roman trials.  They had four parts.  First came 

the indictment, a formal charge of wrongdoing.  Second came the 

examination.  At this stage the case for the prosecution would be made.  

Third came the defense.  The accused would have his say in court.  Finally, 

in the last stage of the trial, a verdict would be rendered.  All four of these 

trial stages Pilate fulfilled with precision, dispatch and wisdom.  Let's take 

them one at a time. 

 First came the indictment, the formal charges.  When the Sanhedrin 

asked for Jesus' execution, Pilate demanded that they bring charges.  In the 

lesson from Luke they make three charges.   

 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." 

Now note this. These are not the crimes Jesus was convicted of by the 

Sanhedrin.  They convicted him of blasphemy; now they are accusing him of 

subversion and treason.  Why the change?  Because blasphemy was not a 

crime under Roman law.  Romans didn't care what religion you had; they 

cared that you kept the peace, paid your taxes and recognized the legitimacy 

of the rule of Caesar.  Religious disputes simply didn't interest them.  Had 

the charge of blasphemy been brought, Pilate would have said, "Take care of 

this yourselves; my court has no jurisdiction in religious affairs." 



 The first charge, of subverting the nation, was too vague and 

indefinite to be considered.  The second charge, of opposing taxation to 

Caesar, was much more serious.  There was a specific statute in Roman law 

covering subjects in captive states like Judea who called for non-payment of 

taxes.  It labeled such actions treason and it would bring death.  The only 

problem with the charge, of course, was that it was clearly and demonstrably 

false.  Jesus had urged people to "render unto Caesar the things that are 

Caesar's."  Another time he provided Peter with money to pay taxes for Peter 

and himself.  In any event, Pilate seemed to recognize there was nothing to 

these charges so he simply swept them aside. 

 The third charge, that Jesus claimed to be a king, was the most serious 

one.  It was serious for two reasons.  First, it was true and second, the 

Romans took these claims very seriously indeed.  They were extremely 

sensitive to any who would challenge the authority of Caesar.  So Pilate cuts 

to the chase, begins the second part of the trial, the examination, and asks 

Jesus the question, "Are you the king of the Jews." 

 Now at this point we need to go to the Gospel of John, for he has the 

longest and most detailed account of this second stage of the trial.  The 



account in Luke in abbreviated.  In John 18 Pilate asks Jesus, "Are you the 

king of the Jews?"  Jesus answers this way: "Is that your own idea, or did 

others talk to you about me?"  Now that might seem like an insolent answer, 

but it isn't.  Jesus is asking for clarification.  Does Pilate want to know if 

Jesus is king in a Roman sense of the word, or if he is king in a Jewish sense 

of the word?  You see, depending upon where you are coming from, a 

different answer is required.  At this question Pilate replies, "Am I a Jew?"  

That is to say, "What do I care about Jewish kings?  I want to know if you 

are a threat to Caesar--if you are challenging his authority and sovereignty." 

 At this we find the defense of Jesus.  He declares that he is a king, but 

a special kind of king.  His kingdom is not of this world.  It is from another 

place. 

 "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." 

At this point Pilate realized that Jesus posed no earthly threat to the throne of 

Caesar.  The defense rested.  And Pilate delivered the verdict, for the first of 

three times: "I find no basis for a charge against this man."  "I find in him no 

fault at all" (John 18:38).  Let me read a portion of a sermon of C. H. 

Spurgeon that speaks to this point. 



 "I find in him no fault at all."  Is that not the verdict of all who 
have ever associated with the Lord Jesus Christ?  We have spoken of 
those who lived with him during his lifetime and knew him then.  But 
what of those who have associated with him since--both friends and 
enemies.  What of those?  Is their verdict not identical?   
 Let us take Christ's friends first of all.  These have trusted him 
as Saviour and have been saved from their sin.  But their way has not 
always been smooth.  In the providence of God some have suffered 
great personal disappointment.  Some have lost jobs, some families.  
Some have lost health.  Some, like the Old Testament patriarch Job, 
have lost everything and have been forced to say, as he did, "Let the 
day perish in which I was born, and the night in which it was said, 
There is a male child conceived… Why died I not from the womb?  
Why did I not expire when I came out of my mother's body?  Why did 
the knees receive me?  Or why the breasts that I should suck?  For 
now should I have lain still and been quiet, I should have slept; then 
had I been at rest."  Yet these have not cursed Christ.  They have 
confessed rather there in no fault in him at all. 
 Do you not think that out of the millions of Christians who have 
lived hoping in Christ some one would have told us if it is his habit to 
disappoint his people?  Out of so many believers who dwell with him 
surely some one or other of them, when they came to die, would have 
told us if he is not all that he professes to be.  Would not some one or 
other have confessed, "I trusted in Christ and he has not delivered me; 
it is all a delusion"?  Surely, out of the many we have seen depart we 
should have found some one or two that would have let out the secret, 
and have said, "He is a deceiver.  He cannot save, he cannot help, he 
cannot deliver."  But never one dying believer throughout the ages has 
spoken ill of him, but all have said, "We find no fault in him." 
 If any of you reject Christ, when you shall stand at his 
judgement seat to be condemned because you believe not on him, and 
when that withering word, "Depart, ye cursed!" shall consign you to 
your everlasting portion, you shall then be obliged to say, "I find no 
fault in him."  There was no failure in his blood, the failure was in my 
want of faith; no failure in his Spirit--the failure was in my obstinate 
will; no failure in his promise--the failure was that I would not receive 
him; there was no fault at all in him.  He never spurned me.  He never 
refused to hear my prayers.  If Sabbaths were wasted, it was no fault 
of his; if I defied the gospel, it was not fault of his; if I have perished, 
my blood is at my own door.  I find no fault at all in him."  From all 



parts of creation shall go up one general attestation to his perfection.  
Heaven and earth and hell shall all join the common verdict, "We find 
no fault at all in him."   

 Pilate declared Jesus to be innocent.  But as you know, that did not 

stop Pilate from having Jesus crucified.  He succumbed to the insistent 

voices of the religious authorities. 

 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." 

And so we come to the second great mystery of the Roman trial.  The first is 

that Pilate at first acted completely out of character and dealt with Jesus in 

fairness and justice.  He heard the charges.  He examined the witness.  He 

heard the defense.  He made the right verdict.  Innocent.  The second is that 

in spite of his desire to see Jesus set free and the immense power he had to 

do so, in the end he consented to Christ's execution.  There are two things we 

need to take from this. 

 First, it is impossible to be neutral where Christ is concerned.  Pilate 

wanted to release him, but he was not a believer in Christ.  He was not a 

follower.  He merely wanted to be innocent of his blood.  In this he failed 

miserably.  He could not be neutral and neither can we.  We must be either 

for the Lord Jesus or against h8im.  Either we are for him, in which case he 



will strengthen us and enable us to live for him in the midst of even great 

trials, or we are against him, no matter how humane, noble or understanding 

we may consider ourselves to be.  It is one or the other; there is no middle 

way. 

 The second lesson has to do with our need to be prepared for the trials 

of life.  When he woke up that morning, Pilate had no idea he would be 

faced with the greatest decision of his career--the greatest decision of his 

life--one that would see his name remembered as long as history still goes 

on.  That day he thought he was simply faced with another routine 

condemnation much like the others.  And yet suddenly the crisis was upon 

him.  Jesus was there.  He was either guilty or innocent.  What would he do?  

How would he act?  We know the answer.  He failed miserably.  Look: It 

would be wise for us to remember that we should never count on a sense of 

nobility, insight or the advice of friends and relations to lead us to do the 

right thing in a crisis.  The only thing that is adequate to lead us in the 

decisions of life is found within a close and devoted relationship to Jesus 

Christ.  He is the one who, in the Scripture and through his Spirit speaks to 

us infallibly and leads us to do the right thing in spite of our natural sinful 

inclinations.   



 Do you have such a relationship?  If not, you can by committing 

yourself to the Lord.  You can say, "Lord Jesus, I know that I am a sinner.  I 

deserve to die for my sin, but you have died for me.  I trust you as having 

become my Saviour in your death.  Receive me now as one of your 

followers.  I promise to follow and serve you from this time forth and 

forever."  If you honestly prayed that prayer, you are already his, for he has 

received you, having already done the marvelous work of regeneration in 

your heart.  In Christ's name.  AMEN. 


