SERMON SERIES: CHOOSE CAREFULLY

“The Man Who Almost Changed History”

Luke 23:1-7
Then the entire council took Jesus to Pilate, the Roman governor.  2They began to state their case: “This man has been leading our people astray by telling them not to pay their taxes to the Roman government and by claiming he is the Messiah, a king.”  3So Pilate asked him, “Are you the king of the Jews?”
Jesus replied, “You have said it.”  4Pilate turned to the leading priests and to the crowd and said, “I find nothing wrong with this man!”  5Then they became insistent. “But he is causing riots by his teaching wherever he goes—all over Judea, from Galilee to Jerusalem!”
6“Oh, is he a Galilean?” Pilate asked.  7When they said that he was, Pilate sent him to Herod Antipas, because Galilee was under Herod’s jurisdiction, and Herod happened to be in Jerusalem at the time.

It was all so annoying.  He hated dealing with these people--especially when it concerned their backwards laws and customs--and especially this early in the morning.  The sun was climbing into the sky, and the ever-present dust was already heavy in the air as the city rumbled into life.  The heat lay thick upon his skin, like a beast trying to suffocate him.  He silently wished for a cool breeze as he looked out across the angered, teeming mass of people gathered below him.


He lowered himself onto his ornate chair while watching the religious leaders scurrying among the people.  Their robes fluttered around them like the feathers of a peacock.  They paused here and there among the unwashed mass, furtively whispering and pointing.  He knew what they were doing.  He could feel hostility continuing to grow, the heat of the peoples’ anger mixing with their antagonism toward him.

He closed his eyes and ran his hand over his grey-streaked hair, smoothing it around the crown of laurel leaves that encircled his head.  As he opened his eyes, he felt his stomach rumble.  It was time to eat, but that was a luxury he did not have at present.  He had to deal with the complaints of this miserable people, whose voices continued to grow in disagreeable volume.  Several guards looked at him, awaiting the command to wade into the thick of this rabble and deal out a few swift blows with the shafts of their spears.  He made a small motion for them to hold their position as his aide approached, bearing a small marble-topped table.


The crowd noise dropped to a low rumble as he rose from his seat and stepped to the table, upon which the aide placed a basin.  The aide filled the basin with water from a ceramic pitcher, then stepped aside.

The man dipped his hands into the water, and lifted them shoulder high for everyone to see.  The water was cool as it ran down his arms.  He did this two more times.  The aide stepped forward and handed him a linen cloth which he used to dry his hands.


“I am innocent of the blood of this man.  The responsibility is yours!” he boomed, extending his arm toward them in a gesture of release.


“We will take responsibility for his death!” some in the crowd screamed.  “Let his blood be upon us and our children!”


He stared down at the huddled group of religious leaders, smug and proud as they looked back at him in triumph.  The people began to scream once again: “Crucify him!  Crucify him!”


Pilate turned to the closest guard.  “Bring that fool Barabbas and release him.  Then take this Jesus, have him flogged, and see to his crucifixion.  At least that will be two less that we will have to keep in our dungeon.  I’ve had enough of these ridiculous people for today.  I’m going to take some food.”

The soldier saluted crisply, spun on his heel, and disappeared through a purple curtain to carry out the orders of the man who almost changed history.


Why would I give Pontius Pilate the label “the man who almost changed history?”  Who was he?  What did he do to deserve such recognition?

Pilate was the procurator—the governor—over Judea, where Jerusalem was located.  He was a Roman citizen of the Equestrian or, upper-middle class.  As the ruling authority representing Caesar, Pilate had full control over Judea.  He was in charge of the occupation army.  He had total power over life and death, and could reverse sentences passed by the Jewish Sanhedrin.  Pilate appointed the high priest and controlled the Temple and its funds.  The religious vestments of the high priest were in Pilate’s custody and were only released for festivals.  He was a formidable man of great authority and power.


Like most Romans in the region, Pilate was less-than-pleased with his assignment, and during his tenure did several things which increased tensions and antagonized the Jews.  Shortly after accepting his post, Pilate placed banners around Jerusalem bearing the image of Caesar.  Because of the determined resistance of the Jewish leaders, Pilate relented after six days and removed the banners.


He used money from the Temple treasury to build an aqueduct, which the Jews also protested.  Pilate sent disguised guards into the midst of the protestors and slaughtered a great many of them, which lead to an ugly, bloody riot.  Historians also credit Pilate with ordering the slaughter of many armed Samaritans; of insult, inhumanity, and rape.  So it’s easy to see why Pontius Pilate was despised by the Hebrew people.

But for all his faults, abuses of power, and cruelty—for one moment in time—Pilate held the fate of Jesus Christ in his hands.


The Pharisees and religious leaders were seeking the death of Jesus.  Herod had passed the buck, sending Jesus to Pilate.  Both Luke and John record in their gospels that Pilate interviewed Jesus: “I have examined him thoroughly on this point in your presence and find him innocent.  Nothing this man has done calls for the death penalty” (Luke 23:14-15; John 18:38).

From the perspective of the gospel writers, Pilate saw no reason to execute Jesus.  No doubt he recognized the religious and political maneuvering in the situation.  And for one brief instant, he could have pronounced Jesus free to go.  No humiliation.  No cross.  No death.  In fact, Luke records Pilate saying, “…I will have him flogged, but then I will release him” (Luke 23:16).  He almost changed history.


Almost.


But for all his authority and influence, Pilate was a man caught in the middle.  He was like a leaf spinning down a raging river.

Because of the riots and turmoil that had already occurred during his time as governor, Pilate was under scrutiny by Rome.  He was charged with keeping things peaceful in Judea and avoiding trouble.  He could sense another riot on the verge of breaking out if he handled the Jesus situation poorly.  If he did indeed let Jesus go, there was likely to be bloodshed, and another uproar to attract Caesar’s attention.

Then there was his wife.  Matthew is the only gospel writer to record that as Pilate was hearing the case, his wife sent him a message: “Leave that innocent man alone, because I had a terrible nightmare about him last night” (Matthew 27:19).  Now there is surely space here for a joke about men not listening to their wives, but it shows that Pilate had another opportunity to step back and consider the situation more carefully.  Dreams were taken very seriously by Romans.  And in this dream, his wife saw Jesus as a righteous man whom Pilate should avoid.

And let us not forget the presence and influence of the religious leaders in Jerusalem.  They knew the delicate situation Pilate was in with Rome.  Further civil unrest would not look good on the governor’s resume, so the Pharisees stoked the crowd into a frenzy, demanding the release of Barabbas--a person whom they surely could have cared less about.


In John 19:12, when Pilate considered releasing Jesus, the religious leaders shot back: “If you release this man, you are not a friend of Caesar.  Anyone who declares himself a king is a rebel against Caesar.”  No, it wouldn’t look good for Pilate to be accused of undermining the Emperor.  The religious leaders intentionally manipulated the political situation for their own devious ends.


Were it not for the scheming of the Pharisees, the threat of another riot, and the security of his position, it seems that Pilate could have changed history.  He could have set Jesus free.

But he didn’t.

He sacrificed justice for expediency.  He surrendered truth for appeasement.  His reputation and position and pension were more important than Jesus’ life.  Pilate caved in to the pressures around him to conform, to take the safest route, and to keep the peace.  He was one simple word—one simple action away—from changing history.

And every day, so are you and I.
Like Pilate, we have the opportunity to change history for someone else.  We present and represent Jesus in the world.  All it takes is one simple word, one simple action, to make a powerful impact in someone’s life.

A few years ago there was a series of public service announcements on television, encouraging people to give and help others out.  One spot showed a family in their car on a cold, rainy night.  The voiceover said: “This is a family who was almost fed by neighbors who almost volunteered to help them out.  Almost volunteered...  When it comes to giving, almost doesn’t count.”

God has given us an amazing gift.  Every single one of us has it.  We have the gift to lift up another person with kind words and generous actions.  We have the opportunity every day to make someone feel better by what we do and say.
How many of you can remember something hurtful that was said about you years ago?  Sticks with you, doesn’t it?  It is said that it takes ten positive comments to make up for a single negative one.  And there is no shortage of negative comments around us every day.

You and I can be Jesus Christ for the lady at the convenience store counter, for the man who brings the mail, for the child who plays in the neighborhood, for the elderly woman who needs someone to care, for the guy stocking the grocery store shelves, for the single mom, for the people all around us.

Don’t believe me?  Think about the people in your own life who have had the greatest, deepest, most profound influence on who you are.  I’m willing to bet it wasn’t because they gave you lots of money or presents; or because they took you on trips; or because they had a fine education; or because they had an ancestor who fought in the Civil War.  They impacted our lives through words and actions that said we were special, important, valued!  They changed your history and mine by lifting us to a higher place.  I am who I am because of what they placed in me.
That is what Jesus would have us do.  It’s often the simplest and most unnoticed things that make the most critical impact for others—especially when they are down and out.

Pontius Pilate almost changed history.  He almost let Jesus go.

You and I have the opportunity to change history this week.  We can make someone’s future more positive, more productive, more valued.  We can show them the love of Jesus.  Now...I dare you to go out and change history!  Amen.
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