
“Christ’s Passion In John:  Pontius Pilate”                                 March 29, 2020 
John 18:28-19:16 

SI:  It’s just two weeks until Easter.  
We’re spending these Sundays preparing for our celebration of Christ’s resurrection  
   by meditating on his passion as recorded in John’s gospel.  
What makes John’s account of Christ’s passion interesting is that John wrote it 
   in his old age, after he had had a lifetime of reflecting on the meaning and 
   spiritual significance of these events. 

All the Gospel writers tell us about Jesus’ trial before Pontius Pilate, 
   the Roman governor.   
But John spends more time on the trial than Matthew, Mark, or Luke 
   and he emphasizes one theme over and over. 

As I read, take note of how many times the words king and kingdom appear. 



INTRO:  Someone in our church asked me a good question this week. 
He asked if I felt the need to preach on a passage of Scripture that specifically  
   applies to the corona virus pandemic.   
I asked him if he thought the Ten Plagues of Egypt would be a good passage 
   and he said he was thinking about something from the book of Revelation— 
   like the Rider on the Pale Horse who kills a fourth of mankind with sword,  
   famine, and plague.   
We both laughed nervously about that one.   

It’s a good question.   
   A preacher can’t be tone deaf to what’s on people’s minds. 
The Sunday after September 11, I preached on that passage in the Gospels where  
   Jesus says to his disciples—Do you see these magnificent buildings?   
   Not one stone will be left on another, every one of them will be torn down. 
The Sunday after the 2011 tornado, I preached on Psalm 29, which is about a  
   tornado and God’s power and glory.   
Maybe you remember we had no electricity in that service.   

So this current crisis is on my mind with my sermon preparation. 
But it seems that what is probably the most comforting and assuring thing 
   is to preach what the church has always preached this time of year— 
   Christ’s suffering for our salvation in preparation for Easter. 
In unsettling times, it’s good to hear the stories that never change, 
   and to follow the rhythms of the church calendar that has guided Christian  
   worship through the centuries.   

Also, I do think this episode in Jesus’ passion has specific application to the  
   situation we are in right now.  Let me explain how.   
I asked you to take note of how often the words king and kingdom are used— 
   twelve times.  
The theme that John emphasizes in his telling of the story is political power.   
   Pontius Pilate represents Rome, the most powerful Empire in the world. 
   Jesus Christ represents another kingdom, a kingdom that is not of this world. 
And the whole focus of this trial is about which kingdom is greater and where 
   real power resides in this world.   

If you go on any news site today and read the top stories about the virus— 
   there will be medical stories, financial stories—and tons of political stories. 

What is this or that politician or government doing to address this? 



   How are those in power responding to this? 
   Are they using their power for good or to advance their own agendas? 
And people are either confident that what the government is doing is right or  
   wringing their hands over what they see as a dreadful failure or misuse of power. 
Lots of people are looking to political power for hope and salvation,  
   but at the same time, the limitations and failures of political power are on display.    

In this world we live under political power and human government,  
   but as followers of Christ, we’re also citizens of another kingdom  
   that is governed by another King. 
And it’s in that kingdom we really live, and it’s in that King we put confidence 
   and our ultimate hope of safety and salvation. 

Let’s see what this passage tells us about Christ’s kingdom. 
Three points:   
   His kingdom is spiritual, submissive, and sacrificial. 

I hope this grounds you and gives you perspective in this current crisis. 



MP#1  Christ’s kingdom is spiritual 
The Jews led Jesus from Caiaphas the high priest to the palace of the Roman  
   governor.  Why did the Jewish leaders take Jesus to the Romans? 
Because they did not have the authority to execute anyone. 
   They could fine people and impose minor punishments, but the power of the  
   sword belonged to the Roman Empire. 

When Pilate asked them what charges they were bringing against Jesus, that rocked  
   them back on heels because they thought he would rubber stamp their decision. 
And it put them in a bind, because Roman courts refused to get involved in  
   religious squabbles.  And they knew that Pilate knew this was a religious issue.   
They blustered a bit and said:  Trust us, he’s a criminal.  

So Pilate questioned Jesus about the only thing that really mattered to him 
   as the Roman governor:  Is this man a threat to Roman power?   
That’s all Pilate cared about, the political power of Rome. 
    He asks Jesus:  Are you the king of the Jews?  That was the heart of the matter. 

Jesus’ answer tells us about the spiritual nature of his kingdom. 
   Jesus says something negative and something positive. 
His negative statement is:  My kingdom is not of this world. 
   And then, just to make sure Pilate understands he explains that his servants 
   did not take up arms and fight to prevent his arrest. 
Pilate had probably heard from his solders how Jesus had not resisted arrest and 
   had even told his one disciple who pulled out a sword to put it away. 
Jesus was telling Pilate:  I have no army, I have no political aspirations.  I have no  
   plans to rebel against Rome and set myself us as king in an ordinary sense.   

As American Christians, that’s sometimes hard to accept. 
We often equate political victories with the advance of Christ’s cause and  
   Christ’s kingdom.  If the right political leaders are elected, or if the right laws 
   are passed, then things are good for the kingdom of God. 
And if the opposite happens, and the political picture looks grim for us, 
   then we sometimes think or feel that Christ’s kingdom itself is under threat 
   or retreating in the world. 

I think it was Chuck Colson who said: 
   The kingdom of God does not arrive on Air Force One. 

Colson’s point was that though we may have strong political opinions about who  



   should be president, whether our man is elected or not has no bearing  
   whatsoever on the advancement of Christ’s kingdom. 
Jesus’ negative statement is an extension of what he told Peter— 
   put your sword away.  It’s a warning to us never to equate human political  
   power or victories with his kingdom. 
If Jesus had just made this negative point, then we would be left shrugging our  
   shoulders and asking what the point of his kingdom is in this world at all. 

But he also said something positive.   
Pilate said:  So, you are a king then!  And 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.   
Jesus did not come to establish a political kingdom, but a kingdom of truth. 
Jesus is building a kingdom of people down through the ages and all over the world 
   who believe the truth.   
The truth that God created this world.   
   The truth that mankind is in sin and rebellion.   
   The truth that God’s judgment is coming. 
   The truth that God so loved the world. 
   The truth that Jesus died for sinners and rose from the dead. 
   The truth that whoever believes in him will not perish but have eternal life. 
   The truth that Jesus Christ is coming again to judge and make all things right. 

Can the kingdom of truth change political kingdoms?  
Of course it can, not through political action, but by changing the hearts and  
   values of people.  Jesus compares his kingdom to yeast, working through dough. 
There was an article in the Wall Street Journal this week titled: 
   “A Coronavirus Great Awakening?”  Subtitle  
   Sometimes the most important ingredient for spiritual renewal is a cataclysmic event. 
The author, Robert Nicholson, outlines the revival and growth of the church  
   in America after WWII, what some historians call Third Great Awakening. 
   He asks, could it happen again, as the things people rely on are shaken? 
Maybe.  Here’s what we know. 
There will be many people like Pilate who won’t care about the truth. 
   They will only be interested in secular solutions, they will be unchanged. 
But there will be some who are open to the truth, who are shaken and looking 
   for answers and security that can only be found in Christ. 
And we need to be there for them in this crisis. 
So as citizens of Christ’s kingdom of truth, this is a time to stand up and be counted.   
Don’t be shy when you’re talking to worried people to say: 



   Let me tell you where my hope is found.  Let me tell you about King Jesus. 
   Christ’s kingdom is spiritual. 

MP#2  Christ’s kingdom is submissive 
Pilate could see Jesus was not a political leader so he didn’t want to execute him. 
It went against his Roman sense of justice.  But he was in a political bind 
   because as a governor he had to keep things as calm as possible and there 
   was an angry mob who wanted this man dead for some reason. 

So Pilate had Jesus flogged.  There were two floggings Jesus suffered,  
   this one and then the flogging just before his crucifixion.   
This first flogging was not as severe and Pilate did it in hopes of satisfying  
   the Jews.  If they saw Jesus all beaten and bloodied, maybe that would be enough. 
That’s also why Pilate had the robe and crown of thorns put on Jesus head. 
   He was trying to make the Jews see how absurd it was to demand this man’s  
   death.  He brings the bloody and beaten Jesus in the ridiculous robe and crown 
   and he dramatically announces:  Behold the man. 
This is the man you want dead?  This pathetic character? 

But it didn’t work, and the crowd became more enraged and shouted, Crucify! 
So Pilate began arguing with them:  I find no basis for a charge against him. 
   I’m not going to crucify him, you crucify him. 
   In other words, give him one of your religious sanctions. 
At that point the Jews drop their pretense that Jesus is a political threat to Rome 
   and they reveal their real reason they want him dead. 
This man must die because he claimed to be the Son of God. 

That backfires because it spooks Pilate.  The Romans were superstitious. 
So Pilate takes Jesus back inside and asks him:  Where do you come from? 
   Jesus refused to answer, so Pilate threatened him. 
   Don’t you realize I have the power to free you or crucify you? 
Jesus replied: 
   You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above.   
   Therefore, the one who handed me over to you is guilty of a greater sin.   
What does that mean?  The second part clearly means that everybody involved in  
   Jesus’ crucifixion was guilty in some way, but some were guilty of greater sin. 
   All people are morally responsible for their decisions to some degree. 
But it’s the first part that is especially important. 
Jesus was saying that God is sovereign over all things and all human decisions. 
   God is sovereign over all human power and authority. 



So everything that happens, even guilty, sinful decisions like handing over 
   the Son of God for crucifixion, are part of God’s plan. 
   God is using them to carry out his eternal purposes. 
Jesus didn’t submit to Pilate’s authority, he submitted to God’s authority. 
   Because he saw that God’s hand, and God’s plan was behind it.  
   Even in the death he was supposed to die by crucifixion.   

Being in Christ’s kingdom means we don’t hesitate to call out evil and abusive  
   authority.  And if there are lawful means to resist, then we should.  
But it also means that we see God’s sovereign hand behind everything that happens 
   and we are to submit to his plan.  Sometimes that will even mean accepting unjust  
   treatment as part of God’s plan, as Jesus did when he went to the cross. 

A while back I read to you part of a statement by the Chinese pastor Wang Yi of the  
   Early Rain Covenant Church.  Two years ago he was arrested, his church was  
   closed, and he was sentenced to nine years in prison.   
Listen to his opening paragraph and you will hear Christ before Pilate. 

On the basis of the teachings of the Bible and the mission of the gospel, I respect the authorities 
God has established in China.  For God deposes kings and raises up kings.  This is why I submit 
to the historical and institutional arrangements of God in China.  As a pastor of a Christian 
church, I have my own understanding and views, based on the Bible, about what righteous order 
and good government is.  At the same time, I am filled with anger and disgust at the persecution 
of the church by this Communist regime, at the wickedness of their depriving people of the 
freedoms of religion and of conscience.  But changing social and political institutions is not the 
mission I have been called to, and it is not the goal for which God has given his people the 
gospel.  For all hideous realities, unrighteous politics, and arbitrary laws manifest the cross of 
Jesus Christ, the only means by which every Chinese person must be saved.  They also manifest 
the fact that true hope and a perfect society will never be found in the transformation of any 
earthly institution or culture but only in our sins being freely forgiven by Christ and in the hope 
of eternal life. 

God deposes kings and raises up kings.  This is why I submit to the historical and institutional 
arrangements of God in China 
We could just as truly say, God sends viruses and he sends healing, 
   God crashes stock markets and he raises them up. 
The reality of his hand in these things does not in any way make us passive if there 
   are things we need to do, but it does radically change our perspective. 
We don’t fight against God, we don’t question his ways. 
   We submit to his hand in this, and seek his will.   
   God, how do you want me to live in this time? 



Christ’s kingdom is spiritual, it’s submissive, and  
MP#3  Christ’s kingdom is substitutionary 
I’ve mentioned that when the Apostle John wrote his Gospel, he was an elderly  
   man, and he had spent many years pondering the details of his experience with  
   Jesus and the significance of those things. 
John saw significance in certain numbers, and you see that in his account. 

How many times did Pilate say:  I find no basis for a charge against him? 
   Three times.  18:38, 19:4, 19:6. 
Three is a significant number in the Bible, it’s a number of completeness 
   like seven or ten.  John remembered this and thought it was important.   
Each time Pilate examines and questions Jesus and comes to the same conclusion. 

You’ve heard the expression, a kangaroo court. 
A kangaroo court is where everybody knows the person is innocent, even the judge,  
   but the judge plays along and pronounces the person guilty to give a facade of  
   legality for the person to be executed.   
Pilate didn’t do that.  This wasn’t a kangaroo court. 
   Pilate didn’t play along and say: Yes, this man is plotting rebellion against the  
   Roman Empire so he deserves to die.   
Instead, he declared Jesus innocent three times and then sentenced him to death.   
   When has that ever happened?  

And there’s one final detail.  Instead of releasing Jesus, Pilate released the man  
   Barabbas who was in prison awaiting crucifixion for insurrection. 
   Here was a man truly guilty and he was released.   
What does all this mean?  Let me give you one word:  Substitution. 
The essential thing about all of Jesus’ suffering is that he was fulfilling God’s  
   salvation plan by putting himself in our place and suffering on our behalf the  
   penalty we deserved. 

This is the heart of our faith.  The Prophet Isaiah said: 
   He was wounded for our transgression, he was crushed for our iniquities, the  
   punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his stripes we are healed.   
He’s the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. 
He was condemned to death for sin, but not for his sin.   
   Jesus had to be judged so that he could save people who face judgment. 
By the amazing accounting of God’s grace, when you put your faith in Jesus, 
   his judgment before Pilate becomes your judgment before God. 



If you trust Jesus and believe in him, then God will count Jesus’ judgment  
   as your judgment. 
So that even though you are actually a guilty sinner and law-breaker, 
   and deserving of death, even though you’re Barabbas— 
God will acquit you and release you because Jesus has already suffered  
   judgment for you. 

On the great Day of Judgment, when all men and angels stand before God 
   to give an account, the good news for you will be—your final judgment has  
   already happened.  Your sentence has already been passed and served. 
It happened in a Roman courtroom in downtown Jerusalem 2000 years ago 
   with Pontius Pilate presiding.   
Why would Jesus do this for us?   
   Why would he take our place and face judgment for us?  Because he loves us. 
   Why would God give his Son for us like this?  Because he loves us.   

And you may wonder how Christ’s substitution works, and it is hard to explain. 
   How can it really work that Jesus’ gets our guilt and punishment and we go free? 
But if you think about it, all life-changing love requires substitution.  
When you love a troubled person or a hurting person, whether their pain is  
   emotional or financial or even physical, if you really love them, there is a transfer. 
Some of their trouble and pain comes on you, even as your strength flows to them. 
   If a person is lonely or penniless or grieving and you reach out to that person in 
   love then some of that will attach itself to you.   

And I think this gives us a very clear application in this present crisis. 
We are citizens of the substitutionary kingdom.   
   We serve a King who stood in our place and took our guilt and shame and  
   punishment so we would have freedom and life.  
His substitution empowers us and obligates us to do the same for other people 
   in some way.   
We can’t be sin substitutes, but we can reach out in kindness to those who are  
   fearful, worried, lonely, and take on ourselves part of their pain, even as our  
   kindness flows out to them. 

I’ll be more specific.  People are isolated in this crisis. 
Pick up your phone this Lord’s Day afternoon and don’t text, call someone who you  
   know could use encouragement. 
Let them hear your voice.  Speak to them words of encouragement and take  
   on yourself some of their worry and fear and pain.   



There’s a line in the hymn Lead On, O King Eternal that says: 
   For not with swords’ loud clashing, or roll of stirring drums, 
   With deeds of love and mercy the heavenly kingdom comes. 

Our hope, our confidence, our help in these times is not the political kingdoms 
   of men, but the spiritual, submissive, and substitutionary kingdom  
   of Jesus Christ. 
We’re citizens of his kingdom by faith, let’s live lives worthy of this great privilege.


