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John 18:28-19:16

One of the most well-known characters of the Holy Week is Pontius Pilate.
He has little claim to greatness. He was not even a good Governor. But,
because he was the procurator of Judea at the most significant point in his-
tory, we do know a good deal about him. Both Josephus, the Jewish histori-
an, and Philo, the Jewish scholar, gave us information about Pilate in their
writings.

Pilate was appointed the procurator of Judea in A.D. 26, and held
office for ten years. His wife, Claudia Procula, was the granddaughter of
Caesar Augustus. So Pilate was married to a princess of Rome. His name in
Latin, Pilatus, means “armed with a pike.” So we see that Pilate was a mili-
tary-minded person. He must have been an experienced soldier and must
have had the reputation of being a good administrator or he would never
have been given the responsible position of governing the troubled land of
Palestine. But Pilate seemed to have no sympathy for the Jews and was not
willing to learn to understand the people whom he governed. Right from
the beginning of his governorship, he made several mistakes which made
him an unpopular governor and which gave the Jews a lever to compel him
to do their will against his better judgment and his sense of justice in the
trial of Jesus.

The first incident occurred on his first visit to Jerusalem. Jerusa-
lem was not the capital of the province. The headquarters of the province
were at Caesarea. But the governor paid many visits to Jerusalem, and
when he was there, he stayed in the old palace of Herod in the west part of
the city. When the governor came to Jerusalem, he always came with a
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detachment of soldiers. The soldiers had their standards, and on the top of
the standard there was a little bust in metal of the reigning Emperor. The
Emperor was a god, and to the Jews that little bust on the standards was a
graven image which was forbidden by their law. All previous Roman gov-
ernors, in deference to the religious scruples of the Jews, had removed that
image before they entered the city. Pilate, however, refused to do so. He
brought with him a strong guard with the images of the Emperor, and en-
tered Jerusalem at night, and set up the images on the tower of Antony
overlooking the Temple enclosure. The Jews besought him to remove the
images, but Pilate refused to give way, and he went back to Caesarea. The
Jews followed him. For six days, thousands of Jews surrounded the gover-
nor’s house praying, not to Pilate, but to God to change the tyrant’s mind.
Every time Pilate looked out the windows of his residence, his eyes were
met with the spectacle of several thousand praying Jews. Finally, his nerve
was broken, and he told the Jews to meet him in the amphitheater. He sur-
rounded them there with armed soldiers and told them unless they stopped
asking for the images to be removed and went home quietly, the whole lot
would be massacred there and then. But the Jews said, “It is better to die
than to have images in Jerusalem.” And they bared their necks and bade the
soldiers strike. But the word for massacre was never given. Pilate knew
well enough that if one of his earliest deeds as Governor was to massacre
several thousand unarmed Jews, it would not be long before he was on his
way back to Rome. To keep such a deed secret would be impossible. So
Pilate gave way and, with rage and humiliation in his heart, ordered the
images to be removed.

The second incident was as follows: The Jerusalem water supply
was inadequate. Pilate determined to build a new aqueduct. It was a lauda-
ble scheme, and the Jews were as eager for it as Pilate. But the trouble was,
where would they get the money to do so? Pilate decided to raid the Temple
treasury, and to use the money which was always devoted exclusively to
religious purposes. As soon as the news spread that Pilate had burgled the
Temple treasury, there was a rebellion against him. Pilate tried to meet this
by sending his soldiers disguised as civilians into the mob, with concealed
weapons. At a given signal the soldiers attacked the mob and many were
beaten or trodden to death by themselves. The Jews were resentful, and
they sent a report to the Emperor in Rome. And the Emperor rebuked Pilate
for this disgraceful action.

The third incident turned out even worse for Pilate. On a festive
occasion, Pilate came to Jerusalem and stayed in the ancient palace of Her-
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od. He had certain shields made, and on them he had inscribed the name of
the Emperor. And he also brought with him a large number of shields bear-
ing devices which belonged to his own heathen gods. Now the Emperor
was a god, and the devices of his heathen gods on the shields were offen-
sive to the Jews. So the people were again enraged. The greatest men, even
his closest supporters, besought Pilate to remove those shields. But Pilate
refused to do so. The Jews reported the matter to the Emperor, and the Em-
peror ordered Pilate to remove the offensive shields.

It was evident that Pilate was not a good governor, and he had a
bad record in the hands of the Roman Emperor. He hated the Jews, and at
the same time he was afraid of the Jews. With this picture of Pilate in our
minds, we can understand why Pilate acted as he did in the trial of Jesus.
Pilate did not wish to condemn Jesus, because he knew that Jesus was in-
nocent. But the Jews blackmailed him into crucifying Jesus. They said to
him: “If you let this man go, you are not Caesar’s friend.” They said, in
effect: “’Your record is not too good; you were reported once before; if you
do not give us our way, we will report you to the Emperor, and you will be
dismissed from your governorship.” On that day in Jerusalem, Pilate’s past
misdeeds were brought up and haunted him. He was blackmailed into as-
senting to the death of Jesus, because his previous mistakes had made it
impossible for him to defy the Jews and to keep his job.

Here we see the grim truth that a man’s past can reappear and con-
front him and paralyze him. If a man has been guilty of certain actions and
conduct, there are certain things which he has no longer the right to say. If
he says them, his past will be flung in his face.

We must careful not to allow ourselves to do anything which will
some day deprive us of the right to take the stand we know we ought to
take and which will give others a lever to compel us to do things against
our better judgment and our sense of justice.

It is true that Pilate had tried many ways to release Jesus. Firstly,
he tried to use the custom whereby a prisoner was released at the Passover
time to engineer the release of Jesus. Secondly, he tried to satisfy the Jews’
hostility towards Jesus by giving an order to scourge Jesus. Thirdly, he
tried to appeal to their emotion and compassion by asking them, “Shall I
crucify your king?” and by showing how pitiful and helpless a man Jesus
was after being scourged. But eventually, he gave way to the demands of
the Jews and delivered Jesus to be crucified. Because he did not want to
lose his job, he sacrificed justice rather than lose his job. He sentenced Je-
sus to death in order that he might remain the governor of Palestine. He
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had not the courage to defy the Jews and to face the consequences. As a
result, he has gone down in history as one who could have done good, and
yet did evil.

Someone has suggested that even if Pilate had had the courage to
defy the Jews and release Jesus, the Jews would most likely have taken
matters into their own hands and killed him, as later they did with Stephen.
But that does not minimize Pilate’s responsibility. Halting between two
opinions, he chose not the path of duty, but that of supposed safety. So, he
was still responsible for what he had done with Jesus. As the Apostles’
Creed states clearly, Jesus suffered under Pontius Pilate.

Here we learn the lesson that there is no escape from a personal
decision in regard to Jesus. We ourselves have to make the decision what
we will do with him, whether we will accept him or reject him. We are ei-
ther for or against Jesus, and there is no half-way house of compromise.
We must deal with Jesus ourselves; no one else can deal with him for us.
We are responsible for our own decisions in regard to Jesus.

Pilate crucified Jesus in order to keep his position. But a few years
later, he was recalled to Rome because of his ferocity and savagery in a
certain incident in Samaria. There was a revolt in Samaria. It was not vey
serious. But Pilate slaughtered them with quite unnecessary savagery. The
Samaritans filed a complaint with the legate of Syria, who was Pilate’s im-
mediate superior, and the legate of Syria ordered him to return to Rome to
answer for his conduct. But when Pilate was on his way to Rome, the Em-
peror died. And we do not know for sure what happened to Pilate later.
Legend has it that Pilate was deported to Gaul, and in the end committed
suicide. Although we are not sure if this is true or not, one thing is certain:
Pilate sentenced Jesus to death in order to keep his job. However, ultimate-
ly he lost his job as well as the respect of both himself and every honest
man. He tried to unshoulder the responsibility for condemning Jesus by
washing his hands with water. He might wash his hands, but he could not
wash away the stain upon his soul. As Dr. Leslie Weatherhead says,
“Evasion is really a form of crucifixion.” Indeed, no one should ignore the
question, “What shall I do with Jesus?” You have to make a decision your-
self in regard to Jesus. You either accept Him or reject Him. Dear friends,
what is your decision in regard to Jesus?

Editor’s Note: This article is reprinted here by permission. If you would like to pur-
chase Rev. Chow'’s book, please contact Mr. Timothy Chow and he can be reached via

email [tchow@alum.mit.edu]. €
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