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SIXTH LENTEN SERMON – Conversations on the Way to the Cross
April 5, 2006

In Control


Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

I would imagine that Carla’s story (in the drama) struck a chord in some of your lives, whether you’ve dealt with health issues yourself or someone close to you has walked down that road.  It can be a very confusing and upsetting experience.  Many emotions—some distinct and identifiable, others nameless and indefinable—swirl about you, engulfing and overwhelming you in waves.  Perhaps one of the worst of those emotions is the sense of loss of control.

What a blessing it is to have a friend or family member to confide in, to cry with, and to pray with during tough times!  Those opportunities for conversations are a treasure.  Pam is a wonderful gift from heaven that God placed in Carla’s life.  Within the body of Christ you and I have an opportunity to be a gift, too.  

Most of us have lived through or are presently living in personal struggles of some type.  Though I’m not generally prone to pessimism, I must say the odds are high that living in this fallen world you will experience this overwhelming loss of control again.  And you will be tempted to lose hope and faith.  Fortunately, you have a wonderful friend to whom you can turn.   Better than anyone else, He understands what you’re going through.  

The author of Hebrews puts it this way: “We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.  Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need” (Hebrews 4:14-16).

Jesus—much more than you or I—knows what it feels like to be stuck in a situation that seems to be spinning out of control.  The events of our text are a excellent example of just that.  At first glance it seems that Jesus is a helpless victim of His circumstances, a mere pawn in the dangerous game of political and religious intrigue of His day.  But as you know, appearances can be deceiving.  Things are not always as they seem.  We’ll see that as we reexamine our text for this evening from John 19:1-16.

Then Pilate.  These words, which benignly begin our text, tell us something about Pilate and about God.  Pilate honestly thought he was in charge.  After all, he represented the power of the Roman Empire, a mighty force in the European and Near Eastern world at that time.  Jesus was simply this pathetic Jewish prophet and teacher whom His own people wanted dead—even at the cost of freeing the notorious terrorist, Barabbas.


The sentence in John 19 could just as easily begin, Then God.  For Pilate was not in charge, nor were the enemies of Jesus.  God was.  God’s plan was unfolding as the prophet Isaiah expressed in 53:10: “Yet it was the Lord’s will to crush Him and to cause Him to suffer.”  The church throughout the centuries has proclaimed this event with these words: “He suffered under Pontius Pilate.”  

We can, perhaps, understand the dilemma confronting Pilate as he faced Jesus.  We might even feel a bit sorry for him, squeezed between pressures coming from the Jewish leaders and those in Rome who were critical of his performance.  But our sympathy disappears as John writes that Pilate, trying to satisfy Jesus’ enemies with something short of crucifixion, “took Jesus and had Him flogged.”  

Floggings administered by the Romans were particularly brutal.  They used a short whip that had a number of leather lashes.  Attached to these were knobs containing bits of bone or pieces of metal.  The soldier who did the flogging, usually the strongest and most sadistic, would strike the back of the bound prisoner with maximum force.  It was not a pretty sight, for the lashes and knobs tore open the back all the way to the bone, and the whipping would go on for a long time.

Although Pilate did not administer the beating himself, he ordered it and probably witnessed it.  Moreover, he also condoned the mockery of Jesus, where the soldiers outdid themselves in perverse playfulness, taking a thorn plant close at hand, twisting it into a circle to form a mock crown, which they pressed firmly onto His head.

Then they placed a purple robe over His bloody, naked shoulders, mocking Jesus’ claim to be a king by dressing Him in the color of royalty.  “Again and again” they went up to Jesus with the taunting cry, “Hail, king of the Jews!”  And they struck Him repeatedly in the face.

Once again Pilate tried to declare Jesus innocent and end this travesty of justice.  Sad to say, however, Pilate had become an integral part of the travesty.  He knew Jesus was innocent.  Still, he had Him tortured and mocked, showing he cared more about controlling the crowd of Jews than about administering justice.

Finally, Pilate called a halt to this outrage and went to the crowd to say: “Look, I am bringing Him out to you to let you know that I find no basis for a charge against Him.”  


As the pathetic figure of Jesus appeared, Pilate announced, “Here is the man.”  Here was the man they accused of wanting to be king.  Here was the man over whom they were making such a fuss.  Here was the man they wanted to have executed.  The unspoken words of Pilate were this: “Surely He’s not worth the effort.  He’s innocent and harmless, a bit delusional at worst.  Let the poor wretch go.  What more do you want?  Let’s all go home and be done with this”

But the Jewish leaders, seized upon Pilate’s apparent weakness and his willingness to act unjustly.  As on cue, they shouted: “Crucify!  Crucify!”

Pilate still tried to weasel out of his dilemma.  “You take Him and crucify Him,” he cried back.  “As for me, I find no basis for a charge against Him.”

Then the hostile Jews revealed their real basis for insisting on Jesus’ death: “We have a law, and according to that law He must die, because He claimed to be the Son of God.”  

This last outcry scared Pilate more than he already was from being under fire from the crowd.  With his heathen background, he didn’t know what to make of a man who claimed to be the Son of God.  No doubt he was also thinking of his wife’s warning about this strange man because she had had a dream about Him.  Furthermore, Jesus’ composure during His previous questioning seemed to have rattled Pilate.  Now Pilate had to deal with these claims.  

“Innocent, non-earthly king, and Son of God!?  What had he gotten himself into?”  God was tapping at the door to Pilate’s heart.  Would he listen?

Pilate led Jesus back into the palace to interrogate Him further.  But what could he say?  An uncomfortable pause followed.  “Where do you come from?” he finally asked.  

What an answer Jesus could have given to that question!  But He didn’t respond.  He let the silence answer the question and allowed the greater question to address Pilate: “Who is this man standing before me?”

Exasperated and intent on preserving his own sense of dignity and power, Pilate badgered Jesus: “Do you refuse to speak to me?  Don’t you realize I have power to either free you or to crucify you?”  Although Pilate had clearly lost control of the situation, he wanted Jesus to know that he would still decide whether Jesus lived or died.

With that, Jesus spoke.  He told Pilate that He would have no power over Jesus if it were not given Pilate from above.  Yes, even heathen, tyrannical governments hold power by God’s providence.  And God uses those governments ultimately in the best interests of His kingdom.  Pilate’s boast was empty, particularly since Jesus was there by His own will.

Furthermore, Pilate had sinned in continuing to hold the innocent Jesus and subjecting Him at last to crucifixion.  But the one who gave Jesus over to Pilate was guilty of an even greater sin, said Jesus, referring apparently either to Caiaphas or Judas.  Who can imagine the enormity of their sin?

Jesus’ words got through to Pilate.  From that point on, the spineless governor looked for ways to release Jesus, stopping short, however, of exercising the power he claimed to have in order to set Jesus free.  

The hostile Jews shouted back at Pilate, relentless in their quest to be rid of Jesus.  They threatened Pilate’s very base of power by saying he was not a friend of Caesar if he let Jesus go.  Anyone who claimed to be a king was opposed to Caesar.  So Pilate had better do his duty or risk Caesar’s disfavor.

The threat was real.  The Roman governor already had other problems that made his situation shaky.  The Jews might bring Pilate’s rule crashing down if they followed through and reported this situation to Caesar.

The Jews were forcing Pilate’s hand, but he wouldn’t give in without showing his disdain for them.  He brought Jesus out again, sat at the judge’s seat (known at the Stone Pavement, or Gabbatha).  “Here is your king,” he stated once more in a voice filled with disgust, hatred, and anguish.  

His words needled the Jews, who resented the thought of Jesus as their king.  But they were not shamed by the irony or the injustice of the situation.  Instead they demanded: “Away with Him!  Crucify Him!”

 “Shall I crucify your king,” Pilate asked them, taunting them for their senseless demand for His death.

At this point the awful words were flung out: “We have no king but Caesar.”  Actually, they despised Caesar, but they played their hypocritical game to the end.  For the religious leaders of a nation that looked to the coming of the Messiah, for a people that despised the occupation of the Romans, these words were no less than a surrendering of their faith, their uniqueness, and their future hope.  With these words, these spiritual leaders claimed allegiance to Caesar and not Yahweh.

At this point a surprised Pilate gave in and handed Jesus over to be crucified.  It seemed to be the end of the story.  Another failed rebellion put down by Rome.  Another prophet meets an early death at the hands of the religious establishment.  Business as usual.

But it wasn’t business as usual.  Yes, it was the Lord’s will to crush Him and to make Jesus suffer.  As Isaiah prophesied, Jesus was stricken by God, smitten by Him, and afflicted.  But He was pierced for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon Him, and by His wounds we are healed.  


Our Lord’s promise and presence makes all the difference in our lives.  Though He had every reason to feel all alone, Jesus knew His Father walked with Him to the cross.  Jesus faced flogging, ridicule, and most every kind of painful torture with a heart of love that kept Him going.  So whether it’s cancer, grief,  addictions, terminal illnesses, divorce, prodigal children, problems in school – whatever, our Savior comes with understanding.  He is able to sympathize with us in our weaknesses.

So let us them approach His throne of grace with confidence, where we may receive mercy and find grace in our every time of need.  There Jesus comes with help and hope through His promises and presence.  He will not abandon us.  He promises to be with us every step of the way in His Word and Sacraments—encouraging us and equipping us to share His message of grace and love, reminding us that for His sake we are forgiven of all of our sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  
