
John 19:1-16a  

Today we read the second part of the trial of Jesus in front of Pilate. Last week Pilate asked: 

‘What is truth?’ This week he asks: ‘Don’t you realise I have power either to free you or to 

crucify you?’ Now did he or did he not?  

If the death of Jesus had to happen as part of God’s great plan for humankind, then Pilate 

didn’t have the power to free Jesus at all. He was simply a puppet in God’s hand. If he was 

given free will – as we believe humans are - , then Jesus’ freedom was an option. He might 

have lived and Barabbas would have died instead. The cross would never have happened. 

What then? 

If we believe both that Jesus’ death was part of God’s plan and that humans have a free will, 

we would conclude that possibly God chose a time in the history of humankind where he 

knew how things would turn out – and they turned out the way he wanted them to. He sent 

Jesus to the world in time for Pilate to be the Roman governor in that part of the world. 

Pilate is in Jerusalem for the festival because of the high possibility of riots. He normally 

lives in Caesarea Maritima but decides to come to Jerusalem then – it was time for Passover 

festival, a celebration of God’s deliverance of his people from their oppressors in Egypt, 

promising year by year ongoing deliverance, giving hope for freedom. It certainly constituted 

a good excuse for Pilate to spend a week or so in Jerusalem to make sure peace was kept. 

The situation before him deteriorated though. To start with it’s just the priests and temple 

officials who cry for Jesus to be crucified. By the time Pilate emerges again, it’s the whole 

crowd, a mob shouting: ‘Take him away! Take him away! Crucify him!’ A mob who would 

potentially turn aggressive and riotous. Pilate knew all about riots – there were 32 riots in his 

time in office. Unstable times, requiring decisive and steady hand at the helm.  

And Pilate was just the man. On bible.org I found a quote from Rabbi Joseph Telushkin’s 

book entitled, Jewish Literacy: The Most Important Things to Know About the Jewish 

Religion, Its People, and Its History: ‘Concerning Jesus’ executioner, Pontius Pilate, we have 

a considerable body of data that contradicts the largely sympathetic portrayal of him in the 

New Testament. Even among the long line of cruel procurators who ruled Judea, Pilate stood 

out as a notoriously vicious man. He eventually was replaced after murdering a group of 

Samaritans: The Romans realized that keeping him in power would only provoke continual 

rebellions. The gentle, kind-hearted Pilate of the New Testament—who in his ‘heart of 

hearts’ really did not want to harm Jesus—is fictional. Like most fictions, the story was 

created with a purpose. When the New Testament was written, Christianity was banned by 

Roman law. The Romans, well aware that they had executed Christianity’s founder—indeed 

the reference to Jesus’ crucifixion by the Roman historian Tacitus is among the earliest 

allusions to him outside the New Testament—had no reason to rescind their anti-Christian 

legislation. Christianity’s only hope for gaining legitimacy was to ‘prove’ to Rome that its 

crucifixion of Jesus had been a terrible error, and had only come about because the Jews 

forced Pilate to do it. Thus, the New Testament depicts Pilate as wishing to spare Jesus from 

punishment, only to be stymied by a large Jewish mob yelling, ‘Crucify him.’ The account 

ignores one simple fact. Pilate’s power in Judea was absolute. Had he wanted to absolve 



Jesus, he would have done so: He certainly would not have allowed a mob of Jews, whom he 

detested, to force him into killing someone whom he admired.’
1
 

This explanation goes hand in hand with another assertion that we find in the Gospel of John 

but in no other Gospel – despatched to arrest Jesus are not only temple guards but also 

Roman soldiers. We read there were a cohort of them – which was between 200 and 600 

armed men. They wouldn’t have been sent had Pilate not been on the case. This would also 

explain why Jesus is brought before him without any formal charges.  

Pilate must have thought or been told that Jesus is a dangerous rebel – which would explain 

the presence of so many soldiers. If he was a rebel, he would have fought back and a bloody 

clash would ensue. If he was a dangerous rebel, there would have been soldiers present with 

him when the two – Pilate and Jesus – met. They would have been witnesses to the 

conversation between them. Would one or more of them been sympathetic to Jesus’ cause 

and therefore told the other disciples the content of it? We will not know but we can surmise 

this might have happened.  

John paints a picture where Pilate is sympathetic to Jesus, finds no fault with him and wants 

to release him but is forced by the mob outside his window to kill him. I think it is possible 

that it was done to prove something to Rome but I think it’s even more likely that there was a 

huge divide by the time of writing between the Jewish synagogues and Jewish Christians who 

had been expelled from synagogues by that time. We know all about hatred and how it works. 

It makes more sense to me to paint such picture (indeed remember it as such!) to vilify the 

Jews who have not been good neighbours to the new Christian movement.  

John omits also the gory details of the crucifixion highlighted so much by Mel Gibson in his 

movie ‘The Passion’. We read only: ‘Then Pilate took Jesus and had him flogged. 
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soldiers twisted together a crown of thorns and put it on his head. They clothed him in a 

purple robe 
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and went up to him again and again, saying, ‘Hail, king of the Jews!’ And they 

slapped him in the face.’  

Edward Marquart writes in his Gospel analysis of the Passion story: ‘Flogging was a legal 

preliminary to every Roman execution, and only women and Roman senators or soldiers 

(except in cases of desertion) were exempt. The usual instrument was a short whip 

(flagellum) with several single or braided leather thongs of variable lengths, in which small 

iron balls or sharp pieces of sheep bones were tied at intervals.  Occasionally, staves also 

were used.  For scourging, the man was stripped of his clothing, and his hands were tied to an 

upright post. The back, buttocks, and legs were flogged either by two soldiers (lictors) or by 

one who alternated positions. The severity of the scourging depended on the disposition of 

the lictors and was intended to weaken the victim to a state just short of collapse or death. 

After the scourging, the soldiers often taunted their victim.’
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All of that is missed out from John’s description – probably because it was so commonplace 

that there was nothing to speak about. The apostle Paul will go through this procedure five 

times in his life. It happened to many more Christians and non-Christians alike – no big news 

as it seems to be for us. 
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Because of his dilemma, Pilate is close to our minds and hearts. Villain or victim? As we 

wrestle with this question, he directs the spotlight at us. What do we do when injustice 

unfolds in front of our very eyes? Do we collude with the unjust systems or stand up for the 

truth? How do we cope with various outside pressures and motivations of our hearts? What 

do we make of Jesus himself, his death and suffering? What response does it all evoke in our 

lives? May God bless you as you meditate on Jesus’ journey to the cross this Lent. Amen. 


