The Gospel of John
The Civil Trials ~ Part 2
Various Passages

M

artin Luther was required to repudiate his theological writings which exposed the
non-Christian practices of the church while purporting to speak for Christ. And it
was the “powers that be” that wanted to shut him up.
“ Nonetheless, Luther refused to disavow these writings as well because to do so would allow “Rome
would make use of the disavowal, to extend her kingdom and oppress men's souls.”
Luther would not back down. Only if he could be convinced of his errors on the basis of Scripture
might he offer a retraction and “throw my books into the fire with my own hand.” He warned those
judging him to not “condemn the Divine Word” lest God send down upon them “a deluge of ills, and
the reign of our noble young emperor, upon whom, next to God, repose all our hopes, be speedily and
sorely troubled.” He ended his speech by entreating the emperor and the lordships to not let “my enemies to indulge their hatred against me under your sanction.”
Eck found Luther's answer evasive. He asked again, “Martin--answer candidly and without horns-do you or do you not repudiate your books and the errors which they contain?”
Luther replied, “'Since then your imperial majesty and your lordships demand a simple answer, I
will give you one without teeth and without horns. Unless I am convicted of error by the testimony of
Scripture or by manifest evidence...I cannot and will not retract, for we must never act contrary to our
conscience....Here I stand. God help me! Amen!”
After, as requested, repeating his answer in Latin (he had spoken in German), a sweating and
tired Luther threw up his arms in victory and left the hall to a chorus of hisses from the Spaniards present. Frederick the Wise offered an appraisal of Luther's performance: “Dr. Martin spoke wonderfully
before the emperor, the princes, and the estates, but too boldly.” Arriving back in his lodging after his
two-hour hearing, Luther downed in one gulp a can of Eimbeck beer that had been left for him there
by a friend.
Charles V told a group of electors after the hearing that he was ready to proceed against Luther
as “a notorious heretic.” Most of the electors were in agreement with the emperor, but there were the
German peasants to worry about. The peasants were on the verge of a revolt and condemnation of Luther, who they saw as a champion, might push them into open conflict. A committee was selected to
meet with Luther and to try to seek at least a partial revocation. The committee's efforts failed. Luther
would not compromise on his principles.
On May 6, a final draft of the Edict of Worms, prepared by Aleander, was submitted to the Diet. It
was finally signed by the emperor on May 26. The Edict called Luther a “reviver of the old and condemned heresies” and an “inventor of new ones.” It called for the burning of his books and for confiscation of his property. It cut him off from the church, called for his arrest, and forbid anyone from
harboring or sustaining him. Finally, it warned that anyone who dares to directly or indirectly oppose
this decree...will be guilty of the crime of lese majeste and will incur our grave indignation as well as
each of the punishments mentioned above.” 1

Through the ages those who ostensibly spoke for God have put those who did on trial. Which
shouldn’t surprise us as the very same thing happened to Christ for His glory and our blessing. And so we now discover Christ standing before Herod.
IX Jesus’ Arrest, Trials and Crucifixion
Chapters 18-19
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C. The Trials of Jesus
2. The Civil Trial(s)
a. Before Pilate
b. Before Herod
c. Before Pilate

Various Passages
Verses 28-38
Luke 23:6-12
Mark 15:6-15

_____________________________________________

Introduction: Over the last two sessions we have seen Jesus condemned during the Jewish
trials and the first hearing before Pilate. We have previously covered how all the aspects of
this particular trial were illegal by Jewish Law. Accordingly, Jesus was found guilty in all
three trials.
But the “powers that be” ran into a problem when they brought Jesus to Pilate. Keep in mind
that the Jews were unable to put Jesus to death under the controls tied to the Roman Occupation. So they brought Him to Pilate with the intent of convincing Pilate that Jesus was a threat
to the Roman rule. They were attempting to present Jesus as another insurrectionist. The
problem was they had no evidence. Their attitude was, “we’ve said Jesus is evil so therefore
He is”. But Pilate didn’t buy it.
Pilate saw no reason to convict Jesus of anything under Roman Law. What he did discover
was that Jesus was from Galilee which allowed Him to pass the buck to Herod. And it is at
this point we rejoin the trials.
And while from a Roman perspective the only illegality was minimal, there was a new Jewish illegality. Going back to Laurna Berg we read:
“ The primary Jewish illegality was replacing the religious change of blasphemy with the capital civil
charge of treason. The primary Roman illegality was the failure of Pilate to release an innocent person.2

b. Before Herod: Let’s take a moment to meet this specific Herod. After all, he seems to
have wanted to meet Jesus, not an auspicious turn of events for the Jewish rulers.
“ Herod Antipas, a son of Herod the Great by his Samaritan wife Malthace. He was tetrarch of Galilee
and Peraea during the whole period of our Lord’s life on earth. He was a frivolous and vain prince,
and was chargeable with many infamous crimes. He beheaded John the Baptist at the instigation of
Herodias, the wife of his half-brother Herod-Philip, whom he had married. Pilate sent Christ to him
when he was at Jerusalem at the Passover.… The wife of Chuza, his house-steward, was one of our
Lord’s disciples (Luke 8:3).3

Now for some reason Herod happened to be in Jerusalem, which since Luke notes it, must
not have been the norm. Best guess, since Herod would have emphasized his “Jewishness” is
that he was also present for the Passover. He would have had more understanding about what
was going on than Pilate. He also had an interest in Jesus.
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Herod’s interest would have gone back to the time when Jesus sent out His disciples and they
all were preaching and working miracles. Luke states …
“ Now Herod the tetrarch heard about all that was happening, and he was perplexed,
because it was said by some that John had been raised from the dead, by some that
Elijah had appeared, and by others that one of the prophets of old had risen. Herod
said, “John I beheaded, but who is this about whom I hear such things?” And he
sought to see him” (Luke 9:7–9 ESV).
So finally Herod was going to get his chance to see Jesus. And his interest is very pedestrian.
He’s one more individual that wants to see Jesus doing something miraculous. He wanted his
fancy tickled. We shouldn’t be surprised. After al, he put John the Immerser to death because
his stepdaughter was a salacious dancer.
“ But when Herod’s birthday came, the daughter of Herodias danced before the
company and pleased Herod, so that he promised with an oath to give her whatever
she might ask. Prompted by her mother, she said, “Give me the head of John the
Baptist here on a platter.”” (Matthew 14:6–8 ESV)
While we don’t know what Herod asked Jesus, it is safe to assume the questions had more to
do with his curiosity than it did with the concerns of the Jewish religious leaders. And because the whole interrogation was so frivolous, Jesus doesn’t even bother answering Herod.
You can see the group from Jerusalem standing close by, shouting at Herod and making all
kinds of accusations against Jesus. They became more and more angry because they were
being ignored as Herod spoke to his own agenda. But even in this they were fulfilling their
role.
“ For dogs encompass me; a company of evildoers encircles me; they have pierced
my hands and feet” (Psalms 22:16 ESV)
The result is that Herod apparently was bent out of shape because Jesus didn’t give him what
he wanted. Accordingly, like any egotist who has been slighted, he threw a tantrum. He denigrates Jesus. “So you’re a king are you? Well let’s dress you up accordingly!” And having
made himself feel better, Herod sent Jesus back to Pilate.
Oh, and John parenthetically notes that Pilate and Herod made nice and became friends after
these events.
The illegalities: Again quoting Berg, first she gives a bit of background on the problems between the two men …
“ Pilate and Herod were enemies as a result of a series of altercations. First, early in Pilate’s rule he
had brought military standards bearing the imperial image into Jerusalem, provoking widespread riots. He was ultimately forced to remove the military standards. Second, Pilate constructed a twentyfive-meter aqueduct to provide additional water to Jerusalem from the highlands south of the city, and
he raided the temple treasury to pay for the construction. Many Jews rioted in protest, and Pilate’s
soldiers killed many of the rioters. Third, Pilate introduced Roman gilded shields into Jerusalem, plac) 521 (

ing them in the palace of Herod the Great, and thereby desecrating Jerusalem and infuriating the people. Herod Antipas and his three brothers complained to Pilate, who did nothing, and then to Emperor
Tiberius, who instructed Pilate to remove the shields. Fourth, Pilate’s soldiers had executed some Galilean worshipers and mingled their blood with their sacrifices in the temple courtyard (Luke 13:1). The
intensity of animosity between Pilate and the Jews may be reflected in Philo’s comment that the Jews
“exasperated Pilate to the greatest possible degree, as he feared lest they might go on an embassy to
the Emperor, and might impeach him with respect to other particulars of his government—his corruptions, his acts of insolence, his rapine, his habit of insulting people, his cruelty, and his continual murders of people untried and uncondemned, and his never-ending, gratuitous and most grievous inhumanity.” 4

And as for the illegalities, well …
“ Legally no progress had been made in establishing a valid accusation to be brought before the Roman
court.40 Jesus had been mocked and mistreated a second time. In releasing Jesus back to Pilate, Herod effectively declared Jesus’ innocence. This event, while contributing to an incredible miscarriage of
justice, actually helped establish friendship between Herod and Pilate.” 5

c. Before Pilate: All of which brings us back before Pilate. Mark gives us the background
and the final travesty of the trials, but we need to go first to Luke to see how we get to
Mark’s account.
“ Pilate then called together the chief priests and the rulers and the people, and said
to them, “You brought me this man as one who was misleading the people. And after examining him before you, behold, I did not find this man guilty of any of your
charges against him. Neither did Herod, for he sent him back to us. Look, nothing
deserving death has been done by him. I will therefore punish and release him.”
But they all cried out together, “Away with this man, and release to us Barabbas”— a man who had been thrown into prison for an insurrection started in the
city and for murder. Pilate addressed them once more, desiring to release Jesus, but
they kept shouting, “Crucify, crucify him!” A third time he said to them, “Why,
What evil has he done? I have found in him no guilt deserving death. I will therefore punish and release him.” But they were urgent, demanding with loud cries that
he should be crucified. And their voices prevailed” (Luke 23:13–23 ESV).
The most important thing to note in the introduction to this last hearing is that Pilate makes it
completely clear that he and Herod both found Jesus innocent of any crime. While He may
have been guilty of some religious infraction, which Pilate had previously made clear he
wouldn’t and couldn’t speak to, Jesus wasn’t guilty of any crime against Rome.
Verses 6-8: Now apparently some custom had arisen that meant Pilate would release a prisoner during the Passover. I think in an effort to get out of the mess cleanly he offered the
crowd the option to release Jesus or the worst man in the prison. His reasoning was probably
“Since it is only the religious leaders who, for whatever reason, want to get rid of Jesus… if I
bring out someone who is truly vile they’ll let Jesus go.” And so Pilate offers up Barabbas as
one of the choices.
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Mark tells us that Barabbas was a murderer during one of the rebellions against Rome. In a
sense this was the kind of person the Jewish leadership was trying to convince Pilate that Jesus was.
“ Barabbas was probably a member of the Zealots, a Jewish revolutionary group.
The “uprising” mentioned here is unknown from other sources, although Mark spoke of it as
though it were well known. Under the Roman governors such revolts were common” 6

Now there’s two problems with Pilate’s plan. First and foremost it was God’s intent that Jesus go to the cross. So nothing was going to interfere with God’s purpose.
Second, from a human perspective, Pilate thoroughly underestimated the fixed purpose of the
Jewish leadership. They wanted Jesus dead even to the point of hiring a “rent-a-mob.” No
matter how he cajoled the crowd, the Jewish leadership kept working it to get it to demand
the death of Christ.
Verse 15: Up until now Pilate had been handling things pretty well. But at last the politician
comes out in him. The crowd continues to not just demand the release of Barabbas but the
crucifixion of Jesus. Pilate, facing a mob which looks like it could break out into a full-blown
riot, decides it would be more expedient to give in to their demands.
Pilate could not afford another Jewish riot. As noted above, the last riot had brought severe censure by Caesar
himself. Another uprising would end his career and quite possibly his life. The mob was totally out of control,
and it was clear that their only pacification would be Jesus’ crucifixion.7

But …
“ … while he was sitting on the judgment seat, his wife sent word to him, “Have
nothing to do with that righteous man, for I have suffered much because of him today in a dream.”” (Matthew 27:19 ESV).
Once again we come up against one of those throw-away passages we don’t know what to do
with. But France, in agreement with other commentators, states …
“ Only Matthew mentions Pilate’s wife and her dream, and nothing is known of her from other sources,
but she is hardly the sort of figure legend might be expected to invent. She may have been one of the
many Gentile women who had a secret interest in Judaism,33 hence her interest in the case of Jesus.
(Does her knowledge of it suggest that Pilate had prior warning of the Jewish leaders’ intentions?) At
any rate Matthew has clearly inserted this verse together with vv. 24–25 in order to heighten the impression of Jesus’ legal innocence – even a pagan woman can see it! But while she is open to the voice
of God (from whom dreams come; cf. 1:20; 2:12, 13, 19, 22), the Jewish leaders are deaf to it. Thus
‘Matthew uses the Gentile woman’s word as a bright foil whereby the guilt of the Jews stands in darker relief” 8
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“ So when Pilate saw that he was gaining nothing, but rather that a riot was beginning, he took water and washed his hands before the crowd, saying, “I am innocent
of this man’s blood; see to it yourselves.” And all the people answered, “His blood
be on us and on our children!” Then he released for them Barabbas, and having
scourged Jesus, delivered him to be crucified” (Matthew 27:24–26 ESV).
And i what was a purely politically expedient decision, Pilate turns Jesus over to the executioner to be crucified and washes his hands of the whole affair.
“ So when Pilate saw that he was gaining nothing, but rather that a riot was beginning, he took water and washed his hands before the crowd, saying, “I am innocent
of this man’s blood; see to it yourselves.” And all the people answered, “His blood
be on us and on our children!”” (Matthew 27:24–25 ESV).
The trials are over. In all three of the Jewish trials Jesus, though innocent, is found guilty. In
the Civil trials He is found innocent but condemned anyway.
The Illegalities: And so for the last time we go to Berg.
“ Legally the trial was a sham. The accusation was changed twice. There were no bona fide witnesses or
testimony. No defense was presented. Jesus’ innocence was repeatedly declared by Pilate and Herod.
Ironically there is an interesting word play on the names of Jesus and Barabbas, for Jesus47 Barabbas
(which means “Jesus, the son of the father”) was released while Jesus, the Son of the Father, was crucified in Barabbas’s place. The crowd’s demand for the release of Barabbas and the crucifixion of Jesus dramatically pictures the substitution of the innocent One dying in the place of the guilty, which is
exactly what occurred on the cross (1 John 2:2).” 9

Conclusion: Before moving on, I want to make a couple of comments in these last verses in
Matthew. Like many politicians Pilate believed that he could remove himself from the consequences of his wrongful acts. He literally wash his hands of Jesus’ death, even though he
was the one who ordered it.
Sadly, many acting as anti-Semites use these verses to try to blame the Jews for Jesus’ death
and as an excuse to persecute them throughout history. There are a number of obvious problems with this kind of teaching. Jesus provided forgiveness for those who specifically were
involved with His crucifixion.
“ And when they came to the place that is called The Skull, there they crucified him,
and the criminals, one on his right and one on his left. And Jesus said, “Father,
forgive them, for they know not what they do.”” (Luke 23:33–34 ESV).
But the points those who attack the Jew over Christ’s death really miss are first, as we’ve
seen over many weeks, Jesus was in control of His own death. Second, all humanity is responsible for His death since He went to the cross for all mankind.
“ For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him
should not perish but have eternal life.”…“For while we were still weak, at the
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right time Christ died for the ungodly. For one will scarcely die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die— but God
shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (John
3:16; Romans 5:6–8 ESV).
Lastly, for ourselves we need to understand that often life isn’t fair. And sadly, sometimes
the attacks come from those who claim to speak for God. The liberal church tries to undermine those who stand for the Gospel and are committed to the truth of Scripture. We
shouldn’t be surprised that there is a cost to standing for truth …
“ Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you, as
though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice insofar as you share
Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad when his glory is revealed. If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you. But let none of you suffer as a murderer or a
thief or an evildoer or as a meddler. Yet if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not
be ashamed, but let him glorify God in that name” (1 Peter 4:12–16 ESV).
“ Bearing wrong is a glorious part of the fellowship with Christ’s sufferings.

~ Andrew Murray
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Personal Application: What does it mean to suffer for Christ? Why can this be counted as a
blessing? Does that mean we should desire suffering?
Prayer for the Week: Lord help me to accept what you send my way, even if it isn’t
what I desire. In Jesus’ name, amen.

