Sabbath Sermon of November 24, 2012

By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

Jesus Trial Before Pontius Pilate

Luke Chapter 23

Are thou then the Son of God? Jesus replied them, “Yes, say that I am.” We have heard several false preachers claim that Jesus Christ never said he was the Son of God. But here in the gospel of Luke we read of the charge the chief priests levied against him, that he truthfully told them that he was the Son of God. For this reason, they brought him before Pontius Pilate.  Pilate was the governor of Judea, where Jerusalem was located. He seemed to take special pleasure in harassing the Jews. One time he took money from the Temple treasury and used it to build an aqueduct. And he insulted the Jewish religion by bringing imperial images into the city.  
Taken from Gethsemane, Jesus first appeared before the Jewish Council which had convened at daybreak at Caiaphas’s house. From there he went first to Pilate, the Roman governor, then to Herod, Tetrarch of Galilee, who was visiting Jerusalem, and back to Pilate who, in desperation, sentenced Jesus to die. Some have said that if Pilate had been a man of courage, he would have released Jesus no matter what the consequences. According to this viewpoint, Pilate buckled because the crowd roared. We believe that it is not that Pilate was not courageous, to release Jesus no matter what the consequences, but that the prophecies of the Lord Jesus and the prophets must be fulfilled. The Lord God Almighty was determined to save the world from sin, and nothing was going to stop it. We must remember that God planned the death and resurrection of Jesus and carried it out (Isa. 52; 53:1-12).
15-25. Jesus was tried six times, by both, Jewish and Roman authorities, and there seems to have been a long struggle between Pilate and the people about him, but never was he convicted of a crime deserving death. He was scourged, and crowned with thorns and contumeliously used, and all this was done in four or five hours’ time, or six at most, for he was crucified between nine o’clock and twelve. Even when he was condemned to execution, he had been convicted of no felony. Still today, no one is able to find fault in Jesus. His persecutors resolve to lose no time, for fear lest his friends at the other end of the town should get notice of what they were doing, and should rise to rescue him. Never any one was so chased out of the world as Jesus Christ was, but so he himself said, “Yet a little while and ye shall not see me: and again, a little while, and ye shall see me, because I go to the Father (John 16:16), a very little while indeed. But just like Pilate, Herod, and the religious leaders, many still refuse to acknowledge him as The Lord.
“Thou sayest it.” This is enigmatic; it might mean “Can you prove it? Or, “Have you any evidence?” Or, “It is as thou sayest. I am, but over Israel and not as a rival to Rome, because my Kingdom is not of this world.” The Kingdom Jesus speaks, reins in the heart of those who believe in him. If Jesus was innocent of the charges, why would Pilate chastise him before releasing him? To chastise meant to scourge; in many cases this ended in death. We could certainly say that Pilate’s moral sense was dulled by political equivocation and personal enhancement. Because when Pilate said he would chastise Jesus, he didn’t mean scold; he meant scourge. The usual procedure was to bare the upper half of the victim’s body and tie his hands to a pillar before whipping him with a three pronged whip. After being scourged, Jesus also endured other agonies. He was slapped, struck with fists, and mocked. A crown of thorns was placed on his head, pressed down; he was beaten with stick and stripped before being hung on the cross. He was so beaten up and tortured that his visage was so marred more than any man ever experienced as prophesied by Jeremiah (Jer. 52:14). 
Barabbas was a well-known revolutionary who probably led the revolt mentioned in Luke 23:19, 25. In John 18:40 he is called a “robber” (lestes), a word used by Josephus the historian to describe rebels against Roman authority. The same word is used to describe the two thieves crucified on either side of Jesus. We know nothing more about Barabbas than is found in Scripture. Because Jesus died in his place, this man was set free. We too, are sinners and criminals against God’s holy Law. Like Barabbas, we deserve to die. But Jesus has died in our place for our sins, and we have been set free. We do not have to be important to accept our freedom in Jesus Christ. In fact thanks to Jesus! God adopts us all as his own sons and daughters and gives us the right to call him Abba or “Father” (Gal. 4:4-6).

Pilate pretended not to want to give Jesus a death sentence, but the crowd loudly provided him an easy way out of his dilemma when they demanded his death, so Pilate sentenced Jesus to die.  No doubt Pilate did not want to risk losing his worldly position. Pilate as a politician, knew the importance of compromise, and he probably saw Jesus more of a political threat than as a human being with rights and dignity. Whatever was going on in his mind was necessary for the fulfillment of the prophecies regarding the manner of death Jesus was to die for our sins. So Pilate turned Jesus over to the mob to do with as they pleased. 
26-30. We have here the Lord Jesus, the Lamb of God being led as a lamb to the slaughter, to the sacrifice (Isa. 53:7). Now as they led him away, the soldiers laid hold of Simon, a Cyrenian man from North Africa who was probably in Jerusalem for the Passover observance, at the time of the crucifixion. He is said to be the father of Alexander and Rufus, known to readers of Mark’s Gospel. In all probability he was a tribe of one of the lost tribes of Israel residing in Africa. They laid the cross, that he might bear it after Jesus, lest Jesus should faint under it and die away, and so prevent the further instances of malice they designed. It was pity, but a cruel pity, that gave him this ease. But little did they know that it was the plan of God all along that Jesus would not die before getting on that cross; for it is his death on the cross and his resurrection that have saved us (John 3:14).
Here Luke mentions the tears of the Jewish women while Jesus was being led through the streets to his execution. He told them not to weep for him but for themselves. Jesus turned to them not that they were to be blamed for weeping for him, but rather commended; those hearts were hard indeed that were not affected with such sufferings of such a person; but they must not weep for him only because those were profitless tears that they shed for him, but rather let them weep for themselves and for their children, with an eye to the destruction that was coming upon Jerusalem, which some of them might live to see and share in the calamities of, or, at least, their children would, for whom they ought to be concerned. Jesus knew that in only about 40 years Jerusalem and the Temple would be destroyed by the Romans.
30-33. At which time Many amongst them, especially the religious leaders and the wealthy, they would wish to be buried alive: “They shall begin to say to the mountains, fall on us and to the hills, cover us.”  This also refers to a passage in the same prophecy with the former, (Hos. 10:8). They shall wish to be hid in the darkest caves, that they may be out of the noise of these calamities. They will be willing to be sheltered upon any terms, though with the hazard of being crushed to pieces. This would be the language especially of the religious and political leaders, (Rev. 6:16). They that would not flee to Christ for refuge, and put themselves under his protection, will in vain call to hills and mountains to shelter them from his wrath.
“For if such things as this are done to me, the Living Tree, what will they do to you?”  This also refers to a passage in Ezek. 20:47: The fire shall devour every green tree in thee, and every dry tree. These words may be applied, more particularly to the destruction of Jerusalem, which Jesus Christ here foretold, and which the Jews by putting him to death brought upon themselves, and for not repenting of their sins: "If they the Jewish religious leaders, and the inhabitants of Jerusalem do these things upon the green tree, if they do thus abuse an innocent and excellent person for his good works, how may they expect God to deal with them for their so doing, who have made themselves a dry tree, a corrupt and wicked generation, and good for nothing? If this be their sin, what do you think will be their punishment?’’ Or take it thus: "If they the Romans, their judges, and their soldiers abuse me thus, who have given them no provocation, who am to them as a green tree, which you seem to be as much enraged at, what will they do by Jerusalem and the Jewish nation, who will be so very provoking to them, and make themselves as a dry tree, as fuel to the fire of their resentments? If God suffer those things to be done to me, what will he appoint to be done to those barren trees of whom it had been often said that they should be hewn down and cast into the fire?’’ (Mt. 3:10 Mt. 7:19). The consideration of the bitter sufferings of our Lord Jesus should engage us to stand in awe of the justice of God, and to tremble before him. The best saints, compared with Christ, are dry tree; if he suffered, why may not they expect so suffer? And what then shall the damnation of sinners be?  The sin of those who conspired and put Jesus to death is the fact that they refused to repent and accept him as The Lord, even after he was resurrected.
When with an eye of faith we behold Jesus Christ crucified we ought to weep, not for him, but for ourselves. We must not be affected with the death of Jesus Christ as with the death of a common person whose calamity we pity, or of a common friend whom we are likely to part with. The death of Jesus Christ was a thing peculiar; it was his victory and triumph over his enemies; it was our deliverance and the purchase of eternal life for us. And therefore let us weep, not for him, but for our own sins, and the sins of our children, that were the cause of his death; and weep for fear such were the tears here prescribed of the miseries we shall bring upon ourselves, if we slight his love, and reject his grace, as the  religious leaders of the Jewish nation did, which brought upon them and their people the ruin here foretold. When our dear relations and friends die in Jesus Christ, we have no reason to weep for them, who have put off the burden of the flesh, are made perfect in holiness, and have entered into perfect rest and joy, but for ourselves and our children, who are left behind in a world of sins, and sorrows, and snares.
Jesus died between two thieves. They died different deaths. One thief died with sin in him and on him; the other thief died with sin in him but no sin on him, because of his faith 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 our sin. 

The place of a skull, which is called in the Hebrew Golgotha. The location of Golgotha, or Calvary, has been ascertained in recent times. Jesus was crucified outside the city, above the same location where Jeremiah hid the Ark of the Covenant during the Babylonian invasion of Jerusalem; the exact location where Abraham was to offer Isaac. But God stopped him with a promise to provide the perfect sacrifice—Jesus.  Therefore, the story that Jesus was crucified at the location where the Church of the Holy Sepulcher stands is not according to the Bible. When James and John asked Jesus for the places of honor next to him in his Kingdom, he told them they did not know what they were asking (Mark 10:35-39). Here, as Jesus was preparing to inaugurate his Kingdom through his death, the places on his right and on his left were taken by dying criminals. This shows that Jesus’ death is for all people, and there is no sin his blood cannot wash away. As Jesus explained to his two position-conscious disciples, a person who wants to be close to Jesus must be prepared to suffer and die. The way to the Kingdom of the Lord Jesus is the way of the cross.
34-38. The order in which Jesus Christ spoke his seven last sayings on the cross is as follows: (1) the word of forgiveness. “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do;” (2) the word of salvation: “To day shalt thou be with me in paradise; (3) the word of affection: “Woman, behold thy son”, “Behold thy mother; (4) the word of despair, proving he had come in the flesh as God man: “My God my God, why has thou forsaken?” (5) The word of physical torment “I thirst;” (6) the word of triumph: “It is finished”; and (7) the word of committal: “father, into thy hands I commend my spirit.” When Jesus asked God to forgive the people who were putting him to death: Jewish leaders, Roman politicians and soldiers, bystanders, and God answered that prayer by opening up the way of salvation even to Jesus murders.  Soon many temple priests were converted to the Christian faith (Acts 6:7).  Because we are all sinners, we all played a part in putting Jesus to death. The Gospel, the Good News, is that God is gracious. He will forgive us and give us new life through his Son.
Roman soldiers customarily divided up the clothing of executed criminals among themselves. When they cast lost for Jesus clothes, they fulfilled the prophecy in Psalm 22:18. As the people stood watching for the completion of Jesus’ execution on the cross, the religious leaders and rulers derided him, saying “He saved others; let him save himself, if he be Christ, the chosen of God.” The soldiers mocked and offered him vinegar probably for his pain, saying if thou be the King of the Jews, save thyself.”
A subscription also was written over him in letters of Greek, and Latin, and Hebrew, THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS. This sign was meant to be ironic. A king stripped and executed in public view, had obviously lost his kingdom forever. But Jesus, who turns the world’s wisdom upside down, was just coming into his Kingdom. His death and resurrection would strike the deathblow to Satan’s rule and would establish Jesus Christ’s eternal authority over the earth. Jesus is not only the King of the Jews, he is also the King of the Gentiles, and the whole universe. 
Jesus has now regained for us all the power and the glory of them, Satan claimed to have been delivered to him when Adam sinned (Luke 4:6). Thus Jesus says, “All things are delivered unto me of my Father: and no man knoweth the Son, but the Father; neither knoweth any man the Father, save the Son, and he to whomsoever the Son will reveal him” (Matt. 11:27).  In the Old Testament, to know means more than knowledge. It implies intimate relationship. The communion between God the Father and God the Son is the core of their relationship. For anyone else to know God, God must reveal himself to that person by the Son’s choice. How fortunate we are that Jesus has clearly revealed God to us, as well as his truth and how we can know him.
39-42. As one of the thieves being crucified with Jesus was about to die, he turned to Jesus for forgiveness and Jesus accepted him. This shows that our works do not save us; it is our faith in Jesus Christ that does save us. Therefore, it is never too late to turn to God. Even in his misery, Jesus had mercy on this criminal who decided to believe in him. Our lives are much more useful and fulfilling if we turn to God early, and please make haste and call to Jesus Christ today to save you.
This dying criminal on the cross turned out to exhibit more faith than most of Jesus followers, because although his disciples continued to love Jesus, their hopes for the Kingdom were shattered, the reason Jesus had told them to pray that they would not fall from faith (Luke 22:40). Most of them had gone into hiding. In Luke 24:21, we read one of Jesus followers sadly say two days later, “We trusted that it had been he which should have redeemed Israel.”  By contrast, the criminal looked at Jesus dying next to him and said, “Lord, remember me when thou comest into they Kingdom.” The lesson in those words of this criminal is that the Kingdom was finished the very moment Jesus was nailed to the cross. By faith this man saw beyond the present shame to the coming glory!
43-45. Jesus replied by saying to the criminal, “Verily I say unto thee, Today shall thou be with me in paradise.” Paradise. The word is actually Persian loan word and appears only two other times in the New Testament (2 Cor. 12:4; Rev. 2:7). Originally it meant an enclosed park or a pleasure ground in the Septuagint it was used as a term for the Garden of Eden, and in as used here, it can mean “heaven” or “the presence of God.” 

Thereafter, darkness covered the entire land from the sixth hour (12Noon) to the ninth hour (3:00pm) in the middle of the day. All nature seemed to mourn over the stark tragedy of the death of God’s Son. This significant event symbolized Jesus Christ’s work on the cross. The Temple had three parts; the courts for all the people; the Holy Place, where only priests could enter; and the Most Holy Place, where the High Priest alone could enter once a year to atone for the sins of the people. It was in the Most Holy Place that the Ark of the Covenant, and God’s presence with it, rested. The curtain that split declaring open the salvation of God to all, was the one that closed off the Most Holy Place from view. At Jesus Christ’s death, the barrier between God and man was torn apart. Now all people are able to approach God directly through Jesus Christ (Heb. 9:1-14; 10:19-22).
46-49. And when Jesus had cried with a loud voice, he said Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit: having said this, He gave up the ghost, that is, “he died.”  The Roman officer and soldiers who witnessed the crucifixion said, “Truly this was the Son of God” (Matt. 27:54). Friend, if you are reading this message, would you accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior today, or would you want to wait and see if he will return as Lord of lords and King of kings before you believe? By then it will be too late for you to be saved. Now is the hour when all those who will worship God, will worship him in truth and in spirit. You must call to Jesus today, and he will save you. For blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed (John 20:29)
All the people that came together to that sight, as is usual upon such occasions, beholding the things which were done, could not but go away very serious for the time, whatever they were when they came home: They smote their breasts, and returned.  They laid the thing very much to heart for the present. They looked upon it as a wicked thing to put him to death, and could not but think that some judgment of God would come upon their nation for it. Probably these very people were of those that had cried, crucify him, crucify him, and, when he was nailed to the cross, reviled and blasphemed him; but now they were so terrified with the darkness and the earthquake, and the uncommon manner of his expiring, that they had not only their mouths stopped, but their consciences startled, and in remorse for what they had done, as the publican, they smote upon their breasts, beat upon their own hearts, as those that had indignation at themselves. In a sense this was a happy step towards that good work which was afterwards wrought upon them, when they were pricked to the heart, (Acts. 2:37).
50-55. Joseph Arimathea was a wealthy and honored member of the Jewish Council. He was also a secret disciple of Jesus (John 19:38). The disciples of Jesus who had publicly followed him fled, but Joseph boldly took stand that could cost him dearly. He cared enough about Jesus to ask for his body so he could give it a proper burial. Pilate granted his request for the body of Jesus and he wrapped it in linen, signifying his priesthood, and laid it in a new sepulcher, or tomb, which was a man made cave cut our of one of the many limestone hills in the area around Jerusalem. Such a tomb was large enough to walk into. 
The preparation, that is, the day before the Sabbath Day, but not necessarily on a Friday. Jesus was crucified on a Wednesday, and this Sabbath after the Passover was a High day (John 19:31), the preparation day referred here was on Wednesday because that is when the Passover is killed at sundown, and Jesus was the Sacrificial Lamb of God, offered for our sins (Lev. 23:4-5). All necessary preparations were made in advance of the Sabbath, the day when no work was permitted. The weekly Sabbath began at sundown on Friday; thus that Wednesday was not the day of preparation for the weekly Sabbath. The burial of Jesus, therefore had to be carried out before sundown on that Wednesday for the Sabbath of the Feast of Unleavened bread (Lev. 23:6-7). The third day from that Wednesday marking his resurrection was at sundown of the weekly Sabbath Day, for he is the Lord of the Sabbath. No one saw him until the next day after he was risen.
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