Luke 23:1-25

Jesus Before Pilate and Herod
Warm-up question: Have you ever had anyone express their anger towards you in a public setting? How did you handle it?
1Then the whole assembly rose and led him off to Pilate. 2And they began to accuse him, saying, "We have found this man subverting our nation. He opposes payment of taxes to Caesar and claims to be Christ, a king." 3So Pilate asked Jesus, "Are you the king of the Jews?" "Yes, it is as you say," Jesus replied. 4Then Pilate announced to the chief priests and the crowd, "I find no basis for a charge against this man." 5But they insisted, "He stirs up the people all over Judea by his teaching. He started in Galilee and has come all the way here." 6On hearing this, Pilate asked if the man was a Galilean. 7When he learned that Jesus was under Herod's jurisdiction, he sent him to Herod, who was also in Jerusalem at that time. 8When Herod saw Jesus, he was greatly pleased, because for a long time he had been wanting to see him. From what he had heard about him, he hoped to see him perform some miracle. 9He plied him with many questions, but Jesus gave him no answer. 10The chief priests and the teachers of the law were standing there, vehemently accusing him. 11Then Herod and his soldiers ridiculed and mocked him. Dressing him in an elegant robe, they sent him back to Pilate. 12That day Herod and Pilate became friends—before this they had been enemies. 13Pilate called together the chief priests, the rulers and the people, 14and said to them, "You brought me this man as one who was inciting the people to rebellion. I have examined him in your presence and have found no basis for your charges against him. 15Neither has Herod, for he sent him back to us; as you can see, he has done nothing to deserve death. 16Therefore, I will punish him and then release him." 18With one voice they cried out, "Away with this man! Release Barabbas to us!" 19(Barabbas had been thrown into prison for an insurrection in the city, and for murder.) 20Wanting to release Jesus, Pilate appealed to them again. 21But they kept shouting, "Crucify him! Crucify him!" 22For the third time he spoke to them: "Why? What crime has this man committed? I have found in him no grounds for the death penalty. Therefore I will have him punished and then release him." 23But with loud shouts they insistently demanded that he be crucified, and their shouts prevailed. 24So Pilate decided to grant their demand. 25He released the man who had been thrown into prison for insurrection and murder, the one they asked for, and surrendered Jesus to their will.

He sat on the floor of his cell in the Praetorium reflecting over the many sins that he had committed over his lifetime. The Praetorium was the official residence of the Roman governor on the north side of the city of Jerusalem, close by the Antonia fortress where many Roman soldiers were garrisoned. He didn’t know what time it was but it was Friday morning, the day of preparation where the Passover lambs would be killed that afternoon. He mulled over his approaching death along with two others and the fact that the soldiers would be coming for him at any time that morning. He had probably already had his last meal. I am sure he had seen people being crucified before and was aware of the painful death that he would have. Perhaps he tried to prepare himself for it by praying, but God seemed a long way off to him. He was scared. What would death be like? He had lived a sinful life and had lived in hatred of the Romans for many years now. He had been tried as an insurrectionist and also for a count of murder and was found guilty on both counts. In just a few hours he would be dead by crucifixion and was sure that if there was a hell he would go there, he had no hope. What would God do with him? Would he spend eternity in hell because of the murder and rebellion that he had tried to bring about? His name was Barabbas. He had heard a commotion in the streets below but could see nothing. He knew that something was up but he had no idea of just what it was. All he knew was that he was scheduled to be crucified that morning with two others. The Praetorium was also the place where Pilate adjudicated all cases brought before him.  The Praetorium courtyard was used this time because of the nearness of the Passover, Jewish tradition held that it was defiling for them to be in a building that was not Jewish. Barabbas trembled when he heard quite distinctly from the direction of the large courtyard, a multitude shouting, “Barabbas, Barabbas.” He puzzled over why they would be loudly calling his name. Straining his ears to hear something further, his heart sank when he heard distinctly the words “crucify him, crucify him.” Ten minutes later he saw the Roman jailer coming down the corridor with the keys in his hands. His heart skipped a beat, it was time to die. Instead of being crucified though, the soldier set him free, another had taken his place.
Can you imagine what some of the thoughts and questions would have been going through his mind as he heard that he was being released?
The Roman jailer came into his cell and unlocked the chains that bound him and I’m sure, angrily told Barabbas that he was free to leave. Imagine the relief that must have flooded Barabbas’ heart to hear that Jesus would die in his place. Talk about good news! But this is the reality that Barabbas faced that morning as he watched Christ carry the cross that was made for him. This is the story of a substitute that came to die for Barabbas and for you and me also. Here’s how it happened:
Jesus had been taken from Gethsemane to the house of Annas, father in law of Caiaphas, the High Priest in office at the time. Annas had also been high priest for some time, and was the one in control of the money making schemes in the temple of God. Caiaphas was his puppet ruler and son in law. Annas had interrogated Jesus trying to find something to accuse Christ that was worthy of death, but Christ had given him nothing. He was taken from the house of Annas to the official residence of Caiaphas more than likely across the courtyard. Matthew tells us that Peter’s denial happened in the courtyard of Caiaphas (Matthew 26:57-58). How heartbroken Peter was, right at the same moment that he was taken from one house to the other, Jesus had heard him calling down curses on himself, saying that he did not know Jesus. Caiaphas had hurriedly awakened some of the members of the Sanhedrin, the ruling religious body of the Jewish nation, which normally numbered 70 elders.  Luke tells us that this was when the beating started, more than likely in the courtyard: 

63The men who were guarding Jesus began mocking and beating him. 64They blindfolded him and demanded, "Prophesy! Who hit you?" 65And they said many other insulting things to him (Luke 22:63-65). 
It is possible that Peter was a witness to this game of blind man’s bluff with a difference, at least for a time. They used Jesus for a punch bag, while they waited for Caiaphas to get the Sanhedrin together. Peter later writes that “when he was reviled, He did not revile in return; when he suffered, He did not threaten, but committed Himself to Him who judges righteously” (1 Peter 2:23). It must have been hard for Peter to watch what they were doing to Christ especially after he had just denied even knowing Him. It was probably at that point that he left. We don’t know how long the beating went on but we are not told that Jesus got any rest at all before the Sanhedrin was gathered in the early morning.
With the Sanhedrin gathered at the high priest’s residence, they brought in Jesus. They had a problem though, what would be the official charge that they could convict Him with? They brought witnesses but their statements did not agree. Jesus was allowed no witnesses or a lawyer to defend Himself. They pressured Him to incriminate Himself by asking Him directly if He was the Christ:
 55The chief priests and the whole Sanhedrin were looking for evidence against Jesus so that they could put him to death, but they did not find any. 56Many testified falsely against him, but their statements did not agree. 57Then some stood up and gave this false testimony against him: 58"We heard him say, 'I will destroy this man-made temple and in three days will build another, not made by man.' 59“Yet even then their testimony did not agree. 60Then the high priest stood up before them and asked Jesus, "Are you not going to answer? What is this testimony that these men are bringing against you?" 61But Jesus remained silent and gave no answer. Again the high priest asked him, "Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed One?" 62"I am," said Jesus. "And you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven." 63The high priest tore his clothes. "Why do we need any more witnesses?" he asked. 64"You have heard the blasphemy. What do you think?" They all condemned him as worthy of death (Mark 14:55-64).
What claims does Jesus make about Himself in this passage?
Why did the high priest tear his clothes?

Tearing of the clothes was a pictorial way of saying that something blasphemous and upsetting had just happened. In this case the Jewish leadership clearly understood that Jesus was making the statement that He was (and is) God in the flesh. He attributes the prophecy in Daniel about the Messiah (Christ) coming on the clouds of heaven, to Himself. 

13 "In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. 14 He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed (Daniel 7:13-14).
After His clear statement of just who He was, John tells us that Jesus was taken from the meeting with Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin to the Roman governor, Pilate, at his residence, the Praetorium, on the north side of the city. The Jews would not enter the building but asked for an audience with Pilate in the courtyard where hundreds of people could gather:
  

28Then the Jews led Jesus from Caiaphas to the palace of the Roman governor. By now it was early morning, and to avoid ceremonial uncleanness the Jews did not enter the palace; they wanted to be able to eat the Passover (John 18:28).

Some months later in the book of Acts we read of Stephen being stoned by the Jews (Acts 7:54-60), and the woman caught in the act of adultery was also going to be stoned to death (John 8:4-7), why should it be any different with Jesus?
Because Judea was occupied by Rome, only the Roman procurator could issue the death penalty that the religious leaders so wanted. In the foreknowledge of God, it was not just the Jewish nation that was complicit in the death of Jesus, it was non-Jews too. Of course, because Passover was the biggest celebration of the year, there were people from all over the known world in the courtyard also calling for the death of Jesus. None can say that it was the Jewish nation that murdered Jesus; it was all of us, our sins and mistakes that took Jesus to the cross. He could have stopped it at any time and called 10 legions of angels to His aid. He willingly went to the cross for you and me. We all needed a substitute to take our place. It took more than a man though, to pay the price for our sins. Let’s put it a different way; God told us that each person is worth more than the birds of the air: “Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they?” (Matthew 6:26). How many birds of the air would equal the value of one person in God’s eyes? 20,000 perhaps? What about 200,000? Could one solitary person be equal in value to the whole bird kingdom? No, I don’t think so! One life is more precious to God than the whole planetary system, in my belief anyway! In the same way, what would equal the value of the whole of humanity? Only the sacrifice of God Himself would pay the price for man to be bought out of the slave market of sin where we were trapped. Christ is God in the flesh and alone paid the price to free us from sin.
In the passage we read in John 18:28, we are told that the Jews were eating the Passover on that evening. That was why they did not enter Pilate’s palace. The day of the crucifixion was the day when the Jews would eat the Passover. This leaves us thinking about the meal that Jesus had eaten with His disciples the night before, how could that have been the Passover when the Jews were going to be eating the Passover Friday night? There were two ways of measuring time in those days, in one they measured a day from morning to morning whereas in the official timing it was measured from evening to evening. The northern part of the country, where Jesus and the disciples were from, could eat the Passover on the day system, morning till morning, which for Jesus was the Thursday evening. The southern part of the country could eat the Passover on the official timing in the evening which for Judea would have begun on Friday night. This allowed them to spread the hundreds of thousands of lambs being slaughtered at the temple over two days. The official timing of the corporate sacrifice in the temple was 3pm on the 14th of Nisan, the very time that Jesus cried out from the cross, “it is finished.”  
When they came before Pilate the Jewish leaders changed the charges on Him. They knew that the blasphemy law would not be enough for Pilate to condemn Jesus to death, so they flat out lied to Pilate saying that Jesus opposed payment of taxes to Caesar, also adding that he claims to be Christ, a king (Luke 23:2). Not only that, but they claimed that He had been subverting the nation (v.2), the very thing that Barabbas had been found guilty of. Jesus again, when asked if He was the king of the Jews plainly said, “Yes, it is as you say.” 
At this point, the Jewish leaders let it slip by saying that Jesus’ ministry began in Galilee, an area 3 days walk to the north. Pilate suddenly realized that he had a way out. He would pass the buck to King Herod Antipas, who was also in Jerusalem for the feast. Let Herod convict him. 

Luke tells us that Herod plied him with many questions, but Jesus gave him no answer (v.9). Why would Jesus say nothing to Herod but have quite a long conversation with Pilate according to John 18:28-19:16?
Herod had been quite fearful of John the Baptist right at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry: “Herod feared John and protected him, knowing him to be a righteous and holy man. When Herod heard John, he was greatly puzzled; yet he liked to listen to him” (Mark 6:19-20). After Herodias, Herod’s wife had manipulated him into killing John the Baptist, something had died in Herod. His heart had grown hard and whereas once he would listen to spiritual things with John, now all he wanted was a religious show. After Herod had tried for some time to have Jesus astound him with His miracle working power, he finally gave up and sent Him back to Pilate. Herod had seared his conscience by his rejection of truth (1 Timothy 4:2). It is a sad day when our conscience is no longer open to hear the truth of God’s word. Jesus would not speak a word to him.  Pilate at least was open to spiritual things saying, “What is truth?” (John 18:38). If you have an enquiring mind concerning spiritual things, consider the fact that God has put it there because He has a call on your life. 
Jesus said: "No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him, and I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6:44, emphasis mine).
How open are you to spiritual things? If you are being drawn, then it is likely, depending on how you respond, that you will find eternal life.
Pilate did not want to anger the Sanhedrin; it was not politically expedient for him. He had already on a number of occasions riled the Jews into sending a delegation to Caesar to complain about Pilate. On the other hand he did not want to give in to what he saw in the religious leadership. 

What do you see Pilate trying to do in the following four passages of scripture: John 18:31, 18:38-39, 19:1-4, and 19:14-15?
Another factor that added to Pilate’s dilemma was a dream that his wife had.
19While Pilate was sitting on the judge's seat, his wife sent him this message: "Don't have anything to do with that innocent man, for I have suffered a great deal today in a dream because of him." (Matthew 27:19).

Was this dream from God? If so, why would God give Pilate’s wife a dream about Jesus?

Pilate’s last act of trying to appease the Jewish leaders was to have Him flogged. Even after the scourging the crowd cried out for the death penalty of crucifixion. Pilate brought up the ancient law of releasing one person for the Passover feast. He thought that would get Jesus off the hook of the religious leaders, he would have them choose between Barabbas (his name means son of the father) and Jesus, the real Son of the Father. Barabbas was released and Jesus was led away to be crucified. I wish I knew what happened to Barabbas. Was the death of a substitute in his place something that worked grace in his heart?
In his book Miracle on the River Kwai, Ernest Gordon tells the true story of a group of POWs working on the Burma Railway during World War Two, at the end of each day the tools were collected from the work party.  On one occasion a Japanese guard shouted that a shovel was missing and demanded to know which man had taken it.  He began to rant and rave, working himself up into a paranoid fury and ordered whoever was guilty to step forward.  No one moved.  All die! All die! He shrieked, cocking and aiming his rifle at the prisoners.  At that moment one man stepped forward and the guard clubbed him to death with his rifle while he stood silently to attention.  When they returned to the camp, the tools were counted again and no shovel was missing.  The Japanese soldier had miscounted.  That one man had gone forward as a substitute to save the others.

What will you do with the grace and favor of a Savior extended to you?
Prayer:  Thank you Lord for sending Jesus to be my substitute. I deserve the cross just as Barabbas did, but you have paid the price for me to be set free and be guiltless before you. Thank you for the undeserved favor that you have extended to me.
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