Matthew 27:11-26 Jesus’ trial before Pilate


Roseanne Catt was the proprietor of a deli in Tarree.  She got on the wrong side of a police officer and was framed for the malicious wounding and attempted murder of her ex-husband.  She spent almost ten years in prison for a crime that she didn’t do.  During that time in jail she was repeatedly beaten.  In 2001, the judgement was overturned and she was exonerated.  In a radio interview in 2005, she was asked if she had questioned her strong faith in God.  She said, no, but added these words “Sometimes I'd ask God, "Where are you? Why did you let this happen to me?"”

Haunting words that could equally be asked of the events of our gospel reading today, as we look particularly at the trial of Jesus.  I imagine thoughts like this must have been running through the disciple’s minds as these events unfolded before them.  Only a week before, Jesus had been hailed by the crowds with palm branches as the coming King.  Now it had all gone terribly wrong.  

Like Roseanne Catt, Jesus is brought to court by people who want him out of the way, by people who are willing to trump up charges at any cost.  Only in the trial of Jesus, the judge knew that the charges were laid out of bad motives.  See verse 18 – Pilate was trying to release Jesus because “he knew that it was out of envy that they had delivered him up.”  It wasn’t because he’d done something wrong, it wasn’t because he was a threat to the Roman occupation, no it was simply because the chief priests and the elders had had enough of this Jesus who so boldly rebuked them so often, this Jesus who seemed to claim a relationship with God they considered blasphemous.  The charges are undoubtedly malicious.

And like Roseanne Catt, there was no doubt that Jesus was innocent.  Pilate, the judge, is told as much by his wife “Have nothing to do with this innocent man”.  He himself asks the crowd when they insist on crucifixion, “Why, what evil has this man done?”  And he washes his hands of the matter clearly in the belief that what is happening is wrong.  The trial has all the hallmarks of a kangaroo court, a case where justice is not being done and it is known that justice is not being done. 

“Where are you?  Why did you let this happen to me?”  There were some among the disciples who witnessed God himself saying of Jesus that “This is my beloved son”, and yet what Father could stand by and watch when such a miscarriage of justice took place?  Well might Peter and the others ask God “Where are you?  Why did you let this happen to him?”

Had God got it wrong?  Had he failed Jesus?  It’s hard to imagine ourselves back into that time, before anyone knew the rest of the story, before the first Easter, before the joyful good news of the cross and the resurrection had been told throughout the world.  But on that night, at that trial, it must have felt like God’s plans had been derailed, like he’d somehow lost control.

Yet Job spoke truly when he said to God "I know that you can do all things;  no plan  of yours can be thwarted.” (Job 42:2).  God’s plans are sure, God never loses control.  Indeed, this particular part of the plan he’d been working on for some time.  He’d told it to a man about 700 years before, a man who wrote it down and published it for the world to see.  A man by the name of Isaiah.  God had told him that he would send his servant to save the world.  God had told Isaiah that this person would be the subject of a miscarriage of justice.  That he would be whipped, that he would be rejected by his own people.  And Isaiah wrote it down in chapter 53 of his book.  We can turn there, we can have a look at it.  As Jesus was rejected by the crowd who called for his crucifixion, the disciples must have been thinking No!  This can’t be part of the plan!  Yet Chapter 53: 3 of Isaiah says of the messiah: “He was despised and rejected by others; a man of suffering”.  Pilate was amazed that Jesus did not defend himself that he stood silent in the face of his accusers – surely something’s going wrong here!  Yet chapter 53  Verse 7  “He was oppressed, and he was afflicted,  yet he did not open his mouth;  like a lamb that is led to the slaughter,  and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent,  so he did not open his mouth.”  God is a God of Justice, so surely Pilate’s judgement couldn’t be part of God’s plan, this washing of his hands and letting an innocent man die!  Isaiah 53 verse 8: “By a perversion of justice he was taken away.” 

Where is God?  He’s right there, every step of the way.  In charge, in control, following through on the plan he had told Isaiah 700 years before.  The big question though, is why?  Why are you letting this happen to him?  

Our answer comes as we look forward to Good Friday and Easter.  But it’s hinted at in the trial itself.  As Jesus, an innocent man, is convicted, a guilty man, Barabbas, goes free.  It’s the first example of a gospel equation that is repeated for every guilty one, every guilty one that would accept Christ’s conviction in his or her stead.  

In the court of God almighty, where justice is always done, we will stand charged one day.  And unless we are found in Christ, the only innocent one, the verdict will be guilty.  Trust in God.  Know Jesus’ innocence to be yours.  Live a life that is free and eternal.  

