SERMON SERIES: WITNESSES
“Caiaphas: From Power To Persecution”

Matthew 26:57-67
Our sermon series during the season of Lent is titled “Witnesses,” and each week we’re looking at a person who witnessed Jesus in an up close and personal way.  We’re also using this series because it leads us to our choir Easter cantata which is titled “We Are Witnesses.”

Let’s turn to today’s Scripture reading, Matthew 26:57-67

The first Sunday in our series we looked at Mary Magdalene, a woman who went from darkness to light because of her experiences with Jesus.  Last week our witness was Simon the Cyrene, a man pressed into service by the Roman soldiers to help Jesus carry his cross.  Simon went from observer to participant in the climactic events of Jesus’ passion.

As part of each message, I’m using the writings of J. Barrie Shepherd, former pastor of First Presbyterian Church of New York City.  Each week I’m including Rev. Shepherd’s thoughts on our witness—read by someone in our congregation--to give us a different perspective.

Today we turn our attention to a man who was a witness to Jesus, but who was walking on the razor’s edge of political expediency and religious orthodoxy.  His name was Caiaphas, a man who went from power to persecution because of Jesus.
57Then the people who had arrested Jesus led him to the home of Caiaphas, the high priest, where the teachers of religious law and the elders had gathered.  58Meanwhile, Peter followed him at a distance and came to the high priest’s courtyard.  He went in and sat with the guards and waited to see how it would all end.

59Inside, the leading priests and the entire high council were trying to find witnesses who would lie about Jesus, so they could put him to death.  60But even though they found many who agreed to give false witness, they could not use anyone’s testimony.  Finally, two men came forward 61who declared, “This man said, ‘I am able to destroy the Temple of God and rebuild it in three days.’”

62Then the high priest stood up and said to Jesus, “Well, aren’t you going to answer these charges?  What do you have to say for yourself?”  63But Jesus remained silent.  Then the high priest said to him, “I demand in the name of the living God—tell us if you are the Messiah, the Son of God.”

64Jesus replied, “You have said it.  And in the future you will see the Son of Man seated in the place of power at God’s right hand and coming on the clouds of heaven.”  65Then the high priest tore his clothing to show his horror and said, “Blasphemy!  Why do we need other witnesses?  You have all heard his blasphemy.  66What is your verdict?”
“Guilty!” they shouted.  “He deserves to die!”
67Then they began to spit in Jesus’ face and beat him with their fists.  And some slapped him…
The office of high priest of Israel carried great prestige and considerable political power.  The high priest was the only person in Israel who was allowed to enter the Holy of Holies in the temple—and then he could only do it one time a year in order to offer sacrifices on behalf of Israel.  The high priest also served as the presiding officer of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish high council or “supreme court.”

For many centuries the office of high priest had been occupied by the descendants of one of the priests appointed by King David.  However, after the exiles had returned from Babylon the office of high priest became a political tool.  During the time of Jesus, the Roman governor appointed the high priest directly, causing the office to be seen by some as a puppet of Rome.  As you might imagine, high priests were appointed and removed with great frequency.
57Then the people who had arrested Jesus led him to the home of Caiaphas, the high priest, where the teachers of religious law and the elders had gathered.  The gospel of John tells us that Caiaphas was the son-in-law of a man called Annas, who had also been high priest.  History records that Caiaphas served as high priest for eighteen years, one of the lengthiest reigns of any high priest.  His longevity in office was probably due to his submissiveness to the Romans.  After Jesus brought Lazarus back to life, John 11 says, 47Then the leading priests and Pharisees called the high council together.  “What are we going to do?” they asked each other. “This man certainly performs many miraculous signs.  48If we allow him to go on like this, soon everyone will believe in him.  Then the Roman army will come and destroy both our Temple and our nation.”  49Caiaphas, who was high priest at that time, said, “You don’t know what you’re talking about!  50You don’t realize that it’s better for you that one man should die for the people than for the whole nation to be destroyed.”

In our Scripture reading, Jesus was hauled before the Sanhedrin.  Led by Caiaphas, they…were trying to find witnesses who would lie about Jesus, so they could put him to death.  60But even though they found many who agreed to give false witness, they could not use anyone’s testimony.  Finally, two men came forward 61who declared, “This man said, ‘I am able to destroy the Temple of God and rebuild it in three days.’”  62Then the high priest stood up and said to Jesus, “Well, aren’t you going to answer these charges?  What do you have to say for yourself?”  Caiaphas offered Jesus the opportunity to defend himself, to make some sort of statement of innocence.  63But Jesus remained silent.  Then the high priest said to him, “I demand in the name of the living God—tell us if you are the Messiah, the Son of God.”

One of the things the high priest of Israel had to contend with was the problem of would-be Messiahs.  There had been plenty before Jesus who claimed to be God’s chosen one, and they inevitably caused unrest, which led the Romans to react with violent repression.  Messianic movements had long been considered a threat to the public order.  A high priest who was incapable of controlling the messianic impulse to restore Israel’s national sovereignty could not expect to remain in office long.  Hence the demand: “…tell us if you are the Messiah, the Son of God.”  Caiaphas wanted to show that he was in control, and that he could handle this so-called Messiah from Galilee.

Caiaphas saw in Jesus an obstacle—and an opportunity.  He was an obstacle to the religious order of Israel.  Caiaphas was a member of the Pharisees, the sect who’d been the most vocal against Jesus.  If he could remove Jesus from the scene he could dispose of a thorn in the side of the Pharisees.

But Jesus also represented an opportunity for Caiaphas.  If the high priest could pin something on Jesus he could not only remove a potential threat; he could remind the people of his power and authority.  He could remind Rome of his willingness to keep them happy as well.  So Caiaphas had no reservations about getting rid of Jesus in the most spectacular way possible: crucifixion.
Sabbath is drawing closer.  Why can’t they finish them off now, get the corpses down before the feast begins?  Why prolong the suffering of these wretches?  Why permit their presence to pollute the Passover?  I must send someone to Pilate to make sure he understands the laws surrounding this, our holiest of Feast Days.  So that he appreciates the sacrosanct traditions that must be observed.

On the whole, though, Pilate acted rather well through this sad affair.  Once we made clear the crucial point that this fool had been calling himself a king, there was little else he could do.  No alternative, really, but to have him put to death.  If word had travelled back to Rome—and we would have made certain that it did—that Pilate had ignored such a threat to Rome’s imperium, he could have found himself condemned, instead of this ignorant peasant preacher, performer of questionable miracles.

Much better that way anyway.  Better to have the charge of treason, insurrection, or the like, so that his death lies at the Romans’ door, and far from our temple precinct.

It was a distasteful affair, especially those false witnesses, disgusting types, unclean to deal with.  And expensive, too.  But the Galilean never gave an inch, though—never showed the slightest sign of yielding, of cracking under pressure, as I was convinced he surely would.  Indeed, it seemed at times as if he were in charge, as if this whole sordid business was proceeding according to his plan, not ours.

Ah, but that cry just now…that aching, wondering cry he uttered: ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’

That ought to do the trick with the common herd at least.  Those words should finally convince the rabble that his cause was Godless.

Some of those other things he has said were simply amazing in their pompous self-assurance.  Imagine praying for forgiveness for one’s executioners!  And that dreadful piece of nonsense to the robber on his left about being with him this very day in Paradise!

Paradise indeed!  What utter garbage.

The closest he’ll ever find himself to Paradise will be when his dying eyes behold the temple mount.  And as for making such a promise to those depraved creatures crucified along with him—why, such talk degrades the whole idea of Paradise.  Can you imagine a Paradise with the likes of reprobates and sinners?  Preposterous!

Ah yes, at last—it looks like they’re going to finish them off.  There goes the soldier with the spear, and they’re breaking the legs of the thieves beside him.

It is finished.


Caiaphas was a man walking a desperate tightrope: he needed to be seen as a strong spiritual leader who could also appease the Romans and keep the peace.  He was a man with great power at his disposal—a power that easily led to persecution.  67Then they began to spit in Jesus’ face and beat him with their fists.  And some slapped him, 68jeering, “Prophesy to us, you Messiah!  Who hit you that time?”

Power often leads to persecution.  History is replete with examples: the Jews of medieval Europe, and under Hitler’s Nazi regime.  African-Americans during slavery and the Jim Crow era.  Sex traffickers.  Syrian leaders gassing their own citizens.  Even the bully on the playground.  Those who wield power are constantly tempted to turn that authority into persecution of whoever they deem “less important” or “expendable.”

Caiaphas had to do something with Jesus.  But he couldn’t let him go.  So he used the influence of his position to persecute Jesus.  It’s the same thing that Saul would do to the early Christians in the book of Acts.  In the pursuit of orthodox belief, Caiaphas and Saul felt that the end justified the means: hurting people who didn’t believe or think like they did.

And so it is with us.  We can easily wrap our self-righteousness in the cloak of spiritual orthodoxy.  We can easily wrap our racism in the flag of the United States.  We try to hide our sinfulness by pointing out the sins of others.  Like Caiaphas and Saul, we can be led to believe that the end justifies the means.

Yes, Caiaphas was a witness to Jesus.  But Caiaphas was the kind of witness who refused to acknowledge the presence of God.  Caiaphas couldn’t afford to consider who Jesus truly was because his position, power and prestige would’ve been threatened.  Caiaphas would not humble himself to consider a different option.  He had too much to lose.

And many people still think that today.  They won’t surrender to Jesus because of all they have to lose.  They don’t think of the gain, only the loss.  And, like Caiaphas, they may be a witness to the person and work of Jesus, but they cannot or will not let him get close.  If you know someone like that, let’s pause now and lift up a prayer for them.

Let us pray:
Father, we come to you with the face and name of someone we know—someone who lives near us, works with us, goes to school with us, or interacts with us in some way.  Like Caiaphas, they’ve probably had opportunities to see and hear of you, but something prevents them from lowering their guard and drawing close.  As this person is held in our mind at this moment, we know that he or she is also held in your heart and mind.  And we know that your desire is that none would perish but that all would come to the saving knowledge of Jesus Christ.  So we pray for this person who occupies our thoughts now.  Work in their life.  Break down the walls they have built against you.  Soften their heart.  And by the power of your Holy Spirit, lead them to the cross of Christ.  In the name of Jesus we humbly ask on their behalf.  Amen.
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