
Faces Around the Cross 
 
 

LENT MID-WEEK 5 
Text: Matthew 27:15-26 
March 17, 2021   Pontius Pilate 
 
As we continue our Lenten journey to the cross with Jesus, 

we keep our focus on the faces of the people  
         who were associated with the events that led up to the crucifixion of our Lord. 
 

As we look at their lives and learn from their experiences, 
           we gain a deeper appreciation for the gift God gives us 
                in the death and resurrection of Jesus. 

Today, we turn our focus  
to the face of Pontius Pilate,  
the Roman governor of Judea. 

 
Pontius Pilate is one of those tragic figures of history  

who had the misfortune of being in the wrong place at the wrong time, 
     and his good name and reputation have suffered from that ever since. 
 

Right from the beginning Pilate knew something was wrong. 
When Caiaphas and his cronies  
hauled Jesus into the Praetorium, 

          Pilate saw their hatred and contempt 
—as well as their jealousy and antagonism— 
as they pushed him to crucify Jesus on trumped up charges. 

 
Pilate saw through their sudden rush of piety and self-righteousness 

and their sudden concern  
for domestic tranquility. 

He knew their charges against Jesus were a sham. 
Jesus stirring up riots and insurrection? 

          What a joke! 
 
Pilate knew Caiaphas and the other priests, 
          and he knew they were only out to  

protect themselves. 
 

His whole career in the public service of the Roman Empire  
had progressed to its lofty heights  
because of his uncanny ability  

          to identify, understand and neutralize  
the complex political maneuvering and manipulation  
that went on around him. 
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Pilate was a highly skilled Roman procurator, 
       and he earned that position  

because of his ability 
          to resolve complicated problems 
           while staying  

above the fray. 
 
Pilate knew that whatever Jesus was, he was no threat to Rome. 
      Jesus was only a threat to Caiaphas 
          and the other priests of the Temple. 

 
But then there he was, Pontius Pilate, the Roman Procurator of Judea, 

       caught, perhaps for the first time in his life, 
           in a political dilemma he could neither defuse nor resolve. 

He found himself in the uncomfortable position of being totally out-maneuvered 
           by the equally shrewd machinations 
           of Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin—the council of priests.   
 

If he followed his sense of justice 
       and let Jesus go 
       because of the lack of evidence against him, 
          Caiaphas and the priests  
                could stir up so much trouble 
           he really would have a problem on his hands. 
 
      He knew Caiaphas and the priests 
       had the crowd in Jerusalem  

whipped up into a frenzy, 
and he knew that if he denied their blood-thirsty demands 

           there would be an insurrection 
and rioting in the streets. 

            
And yet, if he played Caiaphas' game, he would forever know  

that he had been had by the priests... 
           and used by Caiaphas to do his dirty work. 
 Perhaps for the first time in his life 
           Pilate had been beaten  

at his own game of political intrigue. 
 
What should he do? 
      Follow his sense of justice? 
      Or do what he could to keep the peace? 
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Facing those difficult choices, 

       Pilate handled the situation 
       the best way he could. 

Rather than defying the priests or giving in to their manipulation, 
           he appealed to the conscience of the people 
           trying to persuade them with reason. 
 

And make no mistake about it, 
      Pilate really tried to turn the situation around. 
           He really tried to undercut the machinations of the priests. 

Poor Pilate,  
he really tried to work things out 

           so that Jesus would not have to be crucified. 
 
One of the great strengths of Roman rule was the fact that  

the Romans were never capricious or unfair 
          with the prisoners of the lands they conquered. 
 

Brutal, Yes! 
But the Romans were never capricious in meting out justice 
just for the heck of it. 

They knew that unnecessary brutality was counter productive 
because it stirred hostility up and opposition among the people 

                making the task of governing their conquests all the more difficult. 
 

And so, the Romans had a highly refined sense  
           of justice and restraint 
           in dealing with their subjects. 

Pilate really tried to achieve this Roman standard as he dealt with issues at hand. 
           As the procurator of a Roman province, 
           he would be expected to do no less. 
           

But when his back was pinned against the wall  
by the priests and the crowds  
who insisted that Jesus be crucified, 

          he gave up in frustration and washed his hands of the whole bloody mess. 
Handing Jesus over to be crucified, 

       he washed his hands, turned his back, and walked away. 
 
Ever since that fateful day,  

Pontius Pilate's name has been synonymous  
for one who lacks the courage  
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to take a stand for an unprofitable or unpopular truth or cause 
           in opposition to those who promote  

a profitable or popular lie. 
Instead of taking the high road of courage, 

       Pilate took the path  
       of expediency! 
 
Isn't that pretty much the way we act 
      when faith and the voice of conscience 
      get caught-up in the tight squeezes of life? 
 

      Aren't there times 
      when we face sticky ethical decisions 
           when we would like to wash our hands of the whole bloody mess 
           and walk away? 
 
Early in my ministry, I was at an adult retreat where a young divorced mother 

was sharing how tough it can be to practice Christian values and ethics  
when they come into conflict with the values and ethics of an unchristian world. 

 

      She was trying hard  
to keep her family together and provide for their needs 

           while at the same time starting her own business as a building contractor. 
Not only was she facing difficulty because there were so few women contractors, 

           she was being held back by other contractors 
           because she was trying to be ethical in her business dealings. 
 
She faced a real dilemma because most of her fellow contractors 
          were ripping off Blacks and other minorities 
          in the city where she lived. 
 

She was caught in a real bind because her Christian faith and ethics 
       called on her to treat all people, regardless of their race, with equal respect 
           and to stand up for their rights as human beings. 

And yet, reporting the rip-offs and selling homes to minorities in Whites only areas 
       would lead to reprisals by the other builders  

that would cost her her business. 
 

Imagine how much pressure she was under 
      to give in and wash her hands of the whole bloody mess 
          turning her back and walking away. 
Imagine how much pressure she was under 
      to be like Pilate and simply give up in frustration 
          instead of accepting moral responsibility for her actions. 
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All of us face situations where our commitment to Christ  
brings us into conflict  
with the world and its values. 
 
But simply washing our hands of the whole bloody mess 

doesn’t get us off the hook  
of responsibility. 

Pilate was in a position to do something, to change the course of history perhaps. 
       But when he was faced with a tough situation,  
  he turned his back and walked away. 
 
      The tragedy for Pilate 
       was the cruel fact that  

washing his hands 
          never absolved him  

of his responsibility and roll 
           in the death of Jesus. 
 
God's love in Christ  

calls upon us to be faithful 
       and to share that love with all people 
           no matter what the cost may be for our lives. 
          In fact, many times that love of God in Christ 
           puts us in these difficult situations 
           where we are called to take a stand. 
 

We who are faithful to that love 
       can never turn our backs on injustice or human suffering 
           simply because we don't want to get involved, 
          because to turn our backs on suffering and injustice 
           is to turn our backs  
           on Christ.  
      
God's love gets us involved in the sticky problems of the world 
         because Jesus was dragged down into the mire of our sins 

that we might be resurrected with him and experience the love God has for us all. 
 
Pontius Pilate didn't want the situation that was dumped in his lap, 

       just as we don't want the suffering of the world 
         dumped into ours. 
Nevertheless, as much as we would like to wash our hands and walk away, 

           Christ is there in the midst of that human need 
           seeking our response. 
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The question is, 
      do we have the courage 
      to act on our faith and values? 
Or will we, like Pilate wash our hands... 
      turn our backs... 

       and walk away into infamy? 


