Sabbath Day Sermon of March 24, 2012

By Rev. Dr. Flint O. Chika

Jesus Before Pilate the Roman Governor

Mark Chapter 15
Today we read from some of the modern Pharisaic (Rabbis) of our day as they are bent on not believing what God has done in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. They argue that the High Priest and the temple officers were actually trying to help Jesus from being crucified by the Romans. According to Rabbi Boteach in the Jerusalem Post, “The Jews did everything they could to free Jesus from Pilate’s evil clutches.” 
If we are to give the high priest and the Jewish elders the benefit of the doubt in the absence of any documentary evidence supporting this claim by the modern Rabbis that “the Romans were looking for Jesus to kill him, while the Jewish elders were trying to help him,” it will be because of how convincing Rabbi Boteach sounded in his article in the Jerusalem Post. But then Sanhedrin 43a seem to contradict his position, which reads "Jesus ("Yeshua" and in Soncino footnote #6, Yeshua "the Nazarene") claims that Jesus was executed by a proper rabbinical court for idolatry, inciting other Jews to idolatry, and contempt of rabbinical authority."  It is now two against one, the fact that the gospel passages seem to say the same thing as the Sanhedrin, that “the High Priest and the elders handed Jesus over to Pilate the Roman Governor and demanded for his execution.”
However, if infact the High Priest and Jewish elder were trying to save Jesus from being crucified by the Romans, it would have made sense if the High Priest had tried putting him in a safe-house or sending him away for a time to where the Romans could not find him.  Instead, we read from the first verse of Mark chapter 15 that the next day, “straight away early in the morning, the High Priest held a consultation with the elders and scribes and the whole council, and bound Jesus and carried him away to the judgment seat of Pontius Pilate the gentile governor.”  They were with one mind not knowing that their action was actually in fulfillment of prophecy, by handing him over (Mark 15:33-34; Matt. 16:21; 26:67; 27:30; Luke 9:21).  
Now, to help free Jesus from Pilate, the high priest and the Jewish elders delivered Jesus to Pilate whom the modern Rabbis claim had evil clutches.  The High Priest was asked by Pilate why he was presenting Jesus. He replied that Jesus was a malefactor [John 18:29-32]. When Pilate appeared not to be willing to take any action against Jesus on the malefactor charge, and commanded that they deal with it according their own laws, the High Priest had to fabricate new accusations against Jesus; the charge of blasphemy would mean nothing to Pilate, so they accused Jesus of three other crimes: (1) encouraging the people not to pay taxes to Rome, (2) claiming he was a king—“the King of the Jews,” and (3) causing riots all over the countryside, (4) stopping the Temple money exchange business, Tax evasion, treason, and terrorism—all these would be cause for Pilate’s concern; while at the same time purporting to remind Pilate that they had no power to put any man to death, in contradiction to their claim of Deuteronomy 13:10, as the reason they have always used to justify their position for not only putting Jesus to death, but for not believing in Him (John 10:33). 
So the question is why did the Jewish leaders send Jesus to Pilate the Roman governor, and how did “the Jews do everything they could to free Jesus from Pilate’s evil clutches?” Some have said that the Romans had taken away the Jews’ right to inflict capital punishment, so in order for Jesus to be condemned to death, he had to be sentenced by a Roman leader. In other words, Jesus would not have been sent to Pilate if the plan from the beginning was not to put him to death.  The Jewish leaders wanted Jesus executed on a cross, a method of death they believed brought a curse from God (Deut. 21:23). They hoped to persuade the people that Jesus was cursed, not bless, by God.
Pilate was the Roman procurator or governor over the territory formerly ruled by Herod’s son, Archelaus. Pilate rule began about the time John the Baptist started preaching. Pilate was responsible for the financial administration of the territory and the collection of taxes. He was said to be morally weak, rude, overbearing, and willful. He intended to release Jesus, because he knew he was innocent according to the Roman law, but he was outsmarted by the Jewish religious leadership that he finally capitulated to their demands that Jesus be crucified. He gave a decision that would please everyone while keeping himself and his career safe.  Any sense of justice and moral rectitude was put aside in favor of personal and political considerations. 
5-15. “And Pilate asked him again saying, answerest thou nothing? Behold how many things they witness against thee.” Jesus did not answer Pilate’s questions because it would have been futile to answer, and the time had come to give his life to save the world. Jesus had no reason to prolong the trial or save himself, nor do anything that would delay further the accomplishment of his commission. His was the ultimate example of self-assurance and peace, which no ordinary criminal could imitate. Nothing would stop him from completing the work he had come to earth to do (Isa. 53:7-12; John 10:11-18).
Barabbas was a well-known revolutionary who probably led the revolt mentioned in Luke 23:18-19, 25. In John 18:40 he is called a “robber” a word sometimes used to describe rebels against Roman authority. He was considered a hero among the Jews. The fiercely independent Jews hated to be ruled by pagan Romans. They hated paying taxes to support the despised government and its gods. Most of the Roman authorities who had to settle Jewish disputes hated the Jews in return. The time was ripe for rebellion.
If after reading this passage of the Scripture you wondered why the multitude at Jesus’ trial was mostly a group of people loyal to the Jewish leaders. Well, it was because the disciples and the crowd who earlier had shouted “Hossanah to the highest” (Mk. 11:10), these where Jesus sympathizers who were afraid of the Jewish leaders, so they went into hiding.  Also, it could be that the multitude included many people who followed Jesus, but turned against him when they saw like Judas who turned against him after realizing that he was not going to be an earthly conqueror or materially deliver them from Rome.
There is no doubt that Pilate could see that this was a frame-up, why the High Priest and his officers would come to him for the favor of condemning Jesus to Crucifixion. Pilate may have wondered why these people who hated him and the Roman Empire, would ask him to convict one of their fellow prominent Jews of treason and give him the death penalty? Again, why was it so important for the Jewish leaders to have Jesus crucified, when they could have stoned him to death for blasphemy? You see, crucifixion was the Roman penalty for rebellion, and only slaves or those who were not Roman citizens could be crucified. If Jesus died by crucifixion, he would die the death of a rebel and slave, not of the King he claimed to be (Isa. 53:8-10). 
Who was guilty of Jesus death? In reality everyone is at fault, Jews and Gentiles. The disciples forsook him in terror. Peter denied that he ever knew Jesus, Judas betrayed him. The crowds who had followed him stood by and did nothing. Pilate tried to blame the crowds. The religious leaders actively promoted Jesus’ death. The Roman soldiers tortured him. If you had been there before you were saved, what would your response have been. Most people in their sins would have probably joined to prosecute Jesus. 
The Jews and Gentiles fulfilled their respective roles apportioned to them in the perfect offering for sin, Jesus Christ (Heb. 9:11-12). But as strange as it may seem, the Jews, especially of our time, have continued to deny on behalf of the Jewish elders for fulfilling the role apportioned them in the Scriptures. The Romans and all the Gentile nations who were represented in the decision made by Pilate have never denied putting Jesus on the Cross. The whole world still awaits for the Jewish Rabbis to take responsibility in humility to say that even though our fathers did it, probably in ignorance, but it was God’s way of uniting the Jews and the Gentiles under the good shepherd, as the Good Shepherd himself had said (John 10:14-16).  
16-24.  After being sentenced by Pilate, Jesus was taken from the Pretorium to a place outside the city, Golgotha, for crucifixion. On the way to the place of a skull, the soldiers compelled one Simon a Cyrenian, who had made a Passover pilgrimage to Jerusalem from Cyrene in North Africa. His sons Alexander and Rufus, are mentioned here probably because they became well known in the early church (Rom 16:23). The man was singled out purposefully by God for the role he played for not only by carrying the cross, but to also take the good news back to Cyrene in North Africa.
The place of a skull, which is called in the Hebrew Golgotha. The place of Golgotha, or Calvary, has been rediscovered with certainty at the exact location the Bible described (John 19:17). While true Christian churches point to the rediscovered location described in the Bible, unfortunately, the deceived masses prefer and still hanging on to the wrong site of the church of their holy sepulcher.
“And they gave him to drink wine." This offer of a drink mingled with myrrh to dull the pain, but Jesus refused this escape from his sufferings. Here the Roman soldiers cast lots which were a way of making decision who would receive for themselves the clothing of Jesus. This act fulfilled the prophecy of (Psalms 22:18). 
What does it mean to be nailed to the cross as Jesus was? Condemned men were sometimes tied to their crosses with ropes. In either case, death came by suffocation as the person lost strength and the weight of the body made breathing more and more difficult.

25-33. On the superscription on Jesus’ cross, each gospel records something about the sign that hung over the cross of Jesus. A convicted criminal usually carried a sign on the way to his execution. On it was inscribed the crime of which he was guilty. When the execution took place, the sign was hung around the neck of the victim or nailed to the cross. Jesus crime according to the sign over his cross was insubordination to Rome, which it was actually to the religious leaders who manipulated the situation and made it appear as if Jesus was working against the Romans. The full inscription seems to have been: “This is Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” According to John 19:20, it was written in Hebrew (the language of the day). Greek (the universal language of the day), and Latin (the language of the ruling nation, Rome). 
Jesus died between two thieves. They died different deaths. One thief died with sin in him and on him; the other thief in Jesus Christ. Jesus had no sin in him but the sin of the world was laid on him. Thus one man died to sin, the second one died in sin, and Jesus died for sin. Jesus could have saved himself, but he endured this suffering because of his love for us. We praise God today because we had a significant part in the events of that afternoon because our sin was on the cross, too. Jesus died on that cross for us, and the penalty for our sins were paid by his death. “'And the Scripture was fulfilled, which saith, "And He was numbered with transgressors."' (Isa. 53:12).
34-41. Eiloi, Eiloi, tama sabachthani, Jesus spoke in Aramaic. The onlookers, who spoke Greek and Latin misunderstood his first two words (Eiloi, Eiloi) and thought he was calling for the prophet Elijah. Jesus died in the darkness, for the light of God’s countenance was withdrawn from his Son; and from the earth. Jesus was made sin for us (2 Cor. 5:21), he endured the wrath of God and the absence of the Father for the first and last time. Thus he cried out in his suffering and distress, “My God, my God, why has thou forsaken me?” Jesus did not ask this question in surprise or in despair. He was quoting the first line of Psalm 22.  The whole psalm is a prophecy expressing the agony of the Messiah’s death for the world’s sin. Jesus knew he would temporarily be separated from God the moment he took upon himself the sins of the world. This separation was what he dreaded as he prayed in Gethsemane. The physical agony was horrible, but the spiritual alienation from God was the ultimate torture. This separation has Jesus made sure no one who believes in him and keeps his commandments, will ever experience.
Jesus loud cry was the last words, “It is finished” (John 19:30) at which time the Vail in the temple was rent. Vail, i.e., “curtain,” A heavy curtain, hung in front of the Holy of Holies, a place in the temple reserved by God for himself, the curtain separated him from sinful mankind. Now it was split from above showing that Jesus Christ’s death for man’s sin had opened up access to the holy God (Heb. 9). The room was entered only once a year, on the Day of Atonement, by the High Priest to sprinkle the blood of the sacrifice on the mercy seat to gain forgiveness for the sins of all the people. If this room was entered only once a year, how was the High Priest able to enter the holy of holies to perform the offerings of the annual sacrifice while he planned the death of Jesus? In Ezek. Chapters 10 and 11 we read that God had abandoned the temple because of the nation’s sins, and no where are we told in the Scripture that he ever returned to the temple. Again, the second temple did not have the Ark in the holy of holies, because Jeremiah had removed it from the temple and hid it in a place known as Jeremiah grottoes outside the walls of Jerusalem before the Babylonian army destroyed Jerusalem and the Temple in 586 B.C.
The Sabbath that week which was a “high day” (John 19:31; Matt.12:40) began at Sundown Wednesday the preparation day when the Passover meal was eaten at even and ended Thursday at sundown. The next day on Friday the High Priest and the temple officers went to see Pilate (Matt 27:62-65) on account of the superscription on Jesus’ cross.  It was against Jewish law to do physical work or to travel on the Sabbath, but Jesus died in time that Wednesday at 3:00 pm for Joseph of Aramanthaea to remove his body, prepare it for burial, and put it in his tomb as God planned it.
God in his foreknowledge planned it that way, so that Jesus’ death would be confirmed, so that opponents would have no grounds to dispute his death as we see going on today even in the face of all the abundance of evidence about Jesus’ death and resurrection.  The devil would have preferred the Romans to be ones to take his body down from the cross. If they had, no Jew could have confirmed his death, and opponents would have been using that in disputing his resurrection. 
Joseph of Aramanthaea was a member of the Sanhedrin. He placed the body of Jesus in his own unused tomb. He was one of the few who was looking for the kingdom of God, and indeed may have been a believer in Jesus Christ. His conduct set him apart from the scribes, Pharisees, Sadducees, and hypocrites. Today he is remembered with admiration in the Christian church. How many other members of the Jewish Council do we remember their names? 
Pilate was surprised to learn that Jesus had died so quickly, so he asked an officer, the centurion to verify the report. Today in an effort to deny the resurrection, there are those who say that Jesus didn’t really die, that he was rather resuscitated. Again, we see here that his death was confirmed by the centurion, Pilate, Joseph Aramanthae, the religious leaders, and the women who witnessed his burial. Jesus suffered actual physical death on the cross. The religious leaders also watched where Jesus was buried. They stationed guards by the tomb and sealed it with stone to make sure no one would steal Jesus’ body and claim he had risen from the dead (Matt. 27:62-66).
The female disciples of Jesus were helpless in that they could do very little. But they did what they could; they stayed at the cross when the disciples had fled; they followed Jesus body to its tomb; and they prepared spices for his body. Because they used the opportunities they had, they were the first to witness the resurrection. God blessed their diligence. As true Christians, we should take advantage of the opportunities we have and do what we can for Jesus Christ, instead of worrying about what we cannot do.
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