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PONTIUS PILATE’S TRAGIC CHOICE
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Rome divided its vast Empire which stretched from the English Channel to
the gates of Mesopotamia into Provinces.

There were two kinds of Provinces.

There were the senatorial provinces - the older, more settled areas which
were administered by the Roman Senate.

And the imperial provinces, less pacified areas where at any time military
intervention might be required in order to restore order. These were under
the direct control of the Emperor.

Judea was an imperial province, and one particularly hard to govern.

The country had been troublesome and turbulent ever since it had been
conquered by Pompey some 90 years before.

Rome had tried governing it by a client king - King Herod.



Rome had tried governing it directly under the hand of a prefect sent out
from Rome.

Neither had worked. The Jews hated the Romans and the Romans cordially
detested the Jews.

So Judea was a land prone to riot and rebellion.
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Tiberius Caesar Augustus decided it needed a hard, unflinching governor.
He chose a tribune of the first praetorian cohort. A man in whose family ran
royal blood.

He chose Pontius Pilate who had already gained the reputation of being a
tough commander ever since he had helped quell a mutiny in the Twelfth

Legion.



So Tiberius Caesar Augustus sent an equestrian prefect by the name of
Pontius Pilate to govern Judea.

And there he stigmatized himself with disgrace and infamy for all the rest of
time by signing the death warrant for Jesus of Nazareth, the incarnate Son of
the living God, having first given Him the mockery of a Roman trial.

It 1s with man, Pontius Pilate, and with his decision to turn his back upon
Christ that we are going to be concerned for the next little while.

Pontius Pilate and his question: "WHAT SHALL I THEN DO WITH JESUS
WHO IS CALLED THE CHRIST?" We shall see, however, that it is not
really Christ who is on trial, but PILATE!

Before we look closer at the monstrous mistrial that took place in Pilate's

Judgment Hall we need to look first at two preliminary things:
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(1) First PILATE HAD A GOOD GENERAL KNOWLEDGE OF THE
FACTS

We can be quite sure he kept himself informed about this Teacher from
Galilee who for the past 3 years had been attracting enormous followings.
He was far too suspicious of the Jews and their constant plotting against
Rome to allow a person like Jesus of Nazareth to move too far without his
knowledge.

"This thing was not done in a corner," Paul said later to King Agrippa,
another Roman Administrator and the last king of the Jews.

We may rest assured that the MOVEMENTS, the MESSAGE, and the

MIRACLES of Jesus were known in the Procurator's Palace.
Nothing happened in the provinces that was not known in the palace.
But everything his spies had been able to observe and determine about Jesus

of Nazareth told them that Jesus was a good man and no threat to Rome.

Yet we read of the leaders of the Jewish people and their animosity towards
Jesus - "Pilate KNEW that for envy they had delivered Him."

He was much better informed than the Sanhedrin realized.
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(2) Then, too, PILATE PERSONALLY INVESTIGATED CHRIST'S
CLAIMS. (Not that he wanted to be involved with the growing conflict.)

He would just as soon have left the whole issue alone.
But a decision was thrust upon him by circumstances beyond His control.
He was forced to think through for himself the facts of the case...and the

charges made against this Jesus.

Many of us are like Pilate. We have a good general knowledge of the facts
concerning Jesus of Nazareth.

His virgin birth, His sinless life, His claim to be God, in the supreme and
absolute sense of the word, His miracles, His parables, His outgoing
goodness, His atoning death, and His resurrection.

We have the facts more or less straight NOW WE HAVE TO MAKE A
DECISION based on those facts. "WHAT SHALL I DO THEREFORE
WITH JESUS WHO IS CALLED CHRIST?"



The story of Pilate's confrontation with the Person of Christ falls into three
parts. We are told how he FEARED the claims of Christ; how he FOUGHT
the claims of Christ, and how he FACED the claims of Christ.

We shall see that Pilate's inner struggle is a mirror in which we can see our

own.

HOW HE FEARED THE CLAIMS OF CHRIST

Once a person is brought face to face with Christ and His claims, that person
can never be the same again.

For better or for worse, for time and for eternity, for heaven or for hell -
when we stand face to face with Christ we reach the watershed of life, the
Great Divide which determines our destiny now and forever.

We know that Pilate feared Christ. The Bible says so (John 19:8).

And the more he was forced to face the agonizing decision the more afraid

he became.
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He feared the claims of Christ as they related to:

a. His Personal Life

Secular history dismisses Pilate with a word or two. His history is a mere
footnote in the onward march of time.

But both Philo and Josephus help us picture the man.

Tradition has it that he was born in Spain, in Seville. His ancestral roots,
however, were in the Apennine Mountains in Italy. His ancestors were
kings, but after Rome absorbed the rest of Italy the Samnites, who were hill

cousins of the Romans, were reduced to equestrian rank.

He had served the Roman Army in Germany, coming as he did from a
fighting family.

He had fortunate connections in Rome and it was through these, more than
through his own qualities, that he had been appointed the Imperial Viceroy

for Judea.

Personally he was coarse, tactless, and obstinate.

He was the kind of man who liked to have his own way.
He was hot tempered and truculent.

This was Pilate, the person.
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And now he is face to face with Christ and could wish himself back in
Germany or back in Spain, even in Britain, or anywhere safe from this, the
agonizing decision.

We cannot help but look at Pilate as he stands alongside Jesus.

Pilate in his bespangled vestments; Jesus in His blood-stained robe.

Pilate with his Roman arrogance. Jesus with His royal silence.

Pilate, fresh from the presence of a wicked old man, the reigning Caesar, a
tyrant who would as soon execute a man as exalt him, and Jesus, fresh from
the presence of God in the garden of Gethsemane...resolute and unafraid!
Pilate with his contemptuous indifference for the Jewish God, even for the
pagan Roman gods; and Jesus, the uncreated Son of the living God!
Committed to the cross!

Pilate with his Roman education and his fierce temper, and Jesus with His
undaunted stance and imperial claims.

Pilate the tough veteran of frontier barrack rooms, and all that goes with
them—brutality, bawdy jokes, boredom, hard-drinking, harsh

discipline.....and Jesus; gentle, compassionate, gracious, and good!

We look from Pilate to Jesus; from Jesus to Pilate.

We know at once who is really Master in that Judgment Hall.

Pilate had all the accouterments of office. He was surrounded by dazzling
pomp, by soldiers in polished steel, by all the insignia and regalia of Roman
imperial might.

Jesus was viewed with utter contempt.
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He had been brutally beaten. "His visage so marred, more than any man."
His face dripped with human spit. "He was despised and rejected of men, a
man of sorrows and acquainted with grief."

He had been manhandled and mauled by the mob and by Israel's magistrates.
Yet it is not Jesus who cuts the sorry figure in this scene. It is the Roman
Governor, Pilate, who stands exposed and condemned.

Likewise, there's not one of us who could stand if we were similarly
compared and contrasted with the Lord Jesus Christ.

He is holy, harmless, undefiled, separate from sinners.

We are petty, mean, worldly, carnal. Full of self-conceit and pride, and
consumed with sin.

Pilate sensed a personal disadvantage, but he had his way of dealing with it.
He tried to bully and bluster;

"Knowest thou not that I have power to crucify thee and power to release
thee?", he boasted.

Unmoved by the threat, Jesus calmly reminded Pilate that, in the last
analysis, his authority was not derived from Caesar but from God.

There was another court, and one to which Pilate would one day have to

answer!

"Thou hast no power over me at all—except it be given thee from ABOVE."

Pilate feared the claims of Christ as they related to his personal life.
He felt uncomfortable in the presence of this truly good man, this One who

was more than a man!
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Further, he feared the claims of Christ as they related to:

b. His Private Life
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Pilate was a married man.

When he was appointed Procurator of Judea in A.D. 26, he obtained the
privilege of bringing his wife with him.

It seems that when Pilate was in Rome he captured the affections of a
Roman girl with very high connections. Her name was Claudia Procula.
She was still in her teens and Pilate in his upper thirties, which made no
difference to him; he married her.

Claudia's grandfather had been a close companion of the Emperor, Caesar
Augustus.

Indeed, he had once saved the Emperor's life during a naval battle.

It was her grandfather who had personally captured the Egyptian queen
Cleopatra for Augustus, and had, himself, returned to Rome crowned with
glory.

Pilate had netted himself no small prize in the person of his wife.

So Claudia Procula was with Pilate in Judea. And she was with him at the
time of his state visit to Jerusalem when Herod referred the case of Jesus to
him.

Pilate now makes the unwelcome discovery that his wife, too, has been
brought face to face with Christ.

Not in the same way he has.

For no two people are confronted by Christ in exactly the same way.

She had met him in a dream.

Yes, and made her decision for Him, too.

She sent an urgent message to her husband.

The nightmare-thought that haunted her was that Pilate might crown his

other vices by crucifying Christ!
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So she sent him an urgent message, pleading with him to be careful what he
did with "that just man."

It is often that way.

Perhaps someone you love has already made a decision for Christ. And
they've been after you. Of course they have!

They have urged you to weigh well the claims of Christ.

And that has not pleased you, perhaps it has annoyed you.

It did Pilate.

But it was God, in grace, adding another weight to the right side of the
scale.....

Just as He does with us.
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Then Pilate feared the claims of Christ as they had to do with:

c¢. His Professional Life

He discovered that Christ was a potential threat to his career.
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He had been the Procurator of Judea for only 4 years.

And had already succeeded in winning the active disapproval and strong
resentment of the Jews.

Once he had deliberately and stubbornly planted the Roman ensign in a
public place in Jerusalem. The Jews regarded the thing as an idolatrous
image and were goaded into a fit of rage over it.

Then he had raided the temple funds to build an aqueduct for public use in
Jerusalem, which further infuriated the Jews.

He had displayed the votive shields of the army in the Herodian Palace and
refused to discuss their removal.

It was then he discovered what pressure the Jews, through their influential
contacts in the Roman world, could bring to bear upon a mere Governor.
Tiberius Caesar had personally ordered him to take them down. Pilate
knew, loathed, and feared the ability of the Jews to put on pressure to get
what they wanted when they appeared ready to stir an uprising.

Now the Jews were demanding that JESUS BE CRUCIFIED!

As he stood there in the Judgment Hall, half inclined to listen to his wife and
take sides with Jesus he heard a cry that made his blood run cold:

"If you let this man go you are not Caesar's friend."

He owed everything in the world to Tiberius.

One word to the Emperor, that he had favored a man who claimed to be the
king of the Jews and he knew what would happen.

That suspicious old tyrant would have his head!

Thus the demands upon him professionally were total and complete.

It was his CAREER or CHRIST. There was no middle ground.

It should be obvious that choosing to stand by Christ is going to affect our

business life.
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Those of us who know the business world realize that often there are
unrighteous things commanded or expected of us by those with or for whom
we work.

It may be that accepting Christ will make the kind of demands upon you that
you don't want to deal with—

The social drinking, the morally offensive entertainment, the lies to cover or
approve—

Accepting the claims of Christ will put an end to all that.

So, like Pilate, you are facing the fact that the claims of Christ will
challenge:

Y our personal life—He wants to make you a new man.

Your private life—He will change your home environment.

Y our public life—the way you do business, even perhaps, that coming
promotion. He might take you right out of that line of business altogether.
Pilate, then, was afraid.

He was afraid to endorse the claims of Christ.

He was afraid to enforce the claims of Caesar.

But he was soon to learn there was no middle ground.

There never is.

There's no middle ground for anyone confronted with the claims of Christ
upon his or her life.

So then, we come back to the great question which tormented Pilate, the
great inescapable question of life: "What shall I do, then, with Jesus which is

called Christ?"
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Next we see:

2. HOW HE FOUGHT THE CLAIMS OF CHRIST

Pilate did what so many of us do. He tried to get off the hook.
He did 5 things. People do them still.

First he tried to:

a. Deflect the Issue

He sent Christ to Herod.

He suddenly recalled that Jesus was from Galilee and that Herod, who ruled
Galilee was in Jerusalem for the Passover.

So he sent Him to Herod.

"This case has nothing to do with me at all," he s aid with a sigh of relief.
Within an hour Jesus was back. Herod had made his decision. He had
mocked Christ.

Now Pilate must make his decision—

For, you see, nobody else can decide for us what our response to Christ is
going to be. We have to decide for ourselves.

Just saying: "This has nothing to do with me," doesn't work. It has

everything to do with you.



19

b. Dismiss the Issue

"You have a law," he said to the Jews, "take Him and judge Him according
to your law." This is a religious issue. I'm not interested in religious issues.
You religious people can get on with it. Leave me out of it.

Again, it doesn't work.

It IS a religious issue, that's true.

But 1t 1s also a MORAL 1ssue, a SOCIAL issue, and a PERSONAL issue.
Christ stands astride ALL issues.

The very fact that God, the eternal, living God, has entered into human life
in the Person of Jesus Christ: that He insists on all men deciding what their
response to HIM will be—THAT dwarfs all other issues.

His claims upon you are total.

He makes His demands upon your BEING, your BELIEFS, and your
BEHAVIOUR.

And shrugging it off as a religious issue because you are not interested is not

going to change the "bottom line."
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He tried to:

c. Discuss the Issue

Again and again he came back to Christ to cross-question Him.

And for the most part, Jesus had nothing to say.

He refused to discuss the issue at all. There was nothing to discuss.

Either Pilate would do what was right, or he would do what was wrong.
That's all there was to it. Jesus knew it and Pilate knew it.

It was simply a question of which side Pilate would choose—would he side
with the world against Christ; or would he side with Christ against the
world?

It 1s the same today. You will find that the Bible refuses to be drawn into an
argument about side issues. It is not interested in your scientific arguments,
your philosophical arguments, your religious arguments.

Where did Cain get his wife? Are heathens lost?

There 1s nothing to discuss. Not up for debate, no brochures.

"What will you do with Jesus?" THAT'S the issue.
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He tried to:

d. Distract the Issue

He is getting desperate now. He tries two things to get off the hook, by
appealing to the crowd—in the vain hope the crowd will choose for him.

First he called for BARABBUS, the most notorious criminal of the day—a

man awaiting execution for murder and insurrection.

"Which of the two will ye that I release unto you?"

"Barabbas!"

The crowd voted to reject Christ. The world's crowd always does.

Y our particular crowd does.

If you're waiting for the crowd to make it easy for you to choose Christ

you'll wait forever in vain!

Then Pilate SCOURGED Christ.

"I will chastise Him," he said—to please the crowd.

"And let Him go"—to pacify the crowd.

"And, of course, that kind of compromise was reprehensible! Pilate simply
ended up adding to his own personal guilt by allowing those under his
command to scourge the Son of God with their terrible whips.

There is absolutely no way anyone can compromise on this issue without
adding more guilt to their souls and that most terrible guilt of all—of having
rejected the claims of Christ.

Last of all he tried to:
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Disown the Issue

He called for a bowl of water. He ceremonially washed his hands. He said:
"I am innocent of the blood of this just person."
Then he handed Christ over to be crucified.

As though a little ritual could expunge the guilt of his coward-heart and the
blood on his hands.

Let us learn that lesson well.
There is no rite, no ceremony, no ritual, no religious performance which can

absolve the soul that has rejected Christ—the living God—the King of

glory!
No baptism! No penance! No fast! No pilgrimage! No mass! Nothing.
No gift to charity

The 1ssue was clear: CROWN OR CRUCIFY—which?

&tk > WFIRE -

3. BHI Z AT HHEENTE S

EAMEE T EE RSB - M —ERE LR -

e e BIEE > EEEEEL - MiEF 7T AHERHIAS -

A Em R+ IR AL -

ELA R T [F— Y - EREAE A DU S - EAMEAY 305 B T
7[1‘2 °

HAE - FRERR « IR F » (AL 2 [H] e YRS B PRaEns 2
HARE - MEAE LB ?

HARIE > ELL T RGN - RREALET 155 - g SRR
NEF{ELF 2 RA L -

HAHIE > EMRAEER - INERIEILEIEIE T e B -
HARIE - ENFE - ECE AR — VISR - (e S ?

uulf

M SR



24

IREBBERA. RARRBIBAR. |

N BURE R IR S ATA B SR - SRR - SR
EFEERG A & S ES— IR 2 -

SRR R AL E YRR - PRSI 7

IR ZAF T —(EE an R - WU i B |

R BT 7

IR ETHHIEY 552105 2

BT IR

TRAEWNE  BEHEEN..

Last of all we see:

3. HOW HE FACED THE CLAIMS OF CHRIST

Before that fateful morning was over Pilate HAD to decide.

He turned away. He walked away from Christ. He signed the death warrant.
He gave Christ a cross to carry to Calvary.

And he made friends with Herod, who also, that morning, rejected Christ,
only in a brusquer and briefer fashion.

Now I ask you. Do you think Pilate went home happy?

I wonder what he said to his wife?

I wonder what he said when the centurion reported that Jesus was dead,
though normally crucifixion took days to end.

I wonder what he thought when he heard later that Jesus was raised from the
dead.

I wonder what he thought 6 years later when his own downfall came?

"If you let this man go, you are not Caesar's friend."



Six years later, this same Caesar, stripped Pilate of all his honors and
summoned him to Rome to explain his mismanagement of Judea.
"What shall I do then with Jesus which is called Christ?"

Pilate made a disastrous decision and lost everything!

What about you?

Will you crucify the Son of God afresh?

Or will you say:

"King of my life I crown Thee now..."
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