The Innocent pronounced Guilty (John 19:1-16)

In this section of John’s gospel the innocent Jesus is pronounced guilty and led away to die as a criminal. Three times in chapters 18 and 19 Pilate declared, “I find no fault in Him (18:38; 19:4, 6). Yet pressured by the Jewish leaders and for political expediency Pilate caved to the insistence that Jesus be executed. The Apostle Peter later would place the blame squarely on Jews, “But you denied the Holy One and the Just, and asked for a murderer to be granted to you, and killed the Prince of life, whom God raised from the dead, of which we are witnesses” (Act 3:14-15)

Peter rightly held the Jews culpable, “Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a Man attested by God to you by miracles, wonders, and signs which God did through Him in your midst, as you yourselves also know—Him, being delivered by the determined purpose and foreknowledge of God, you have taken by lawless hands, have crucified, and put to death” (Act 2:22-23). Peter’s words are fascinating. First, he tells us that it was God’s plan for Jesus, the innocent One, to die on the cross. Second, this does not excuse the sin of those involved in this injustice, “You have taken by lawless hands, have crucified, and put to death.”

The Old Testament prophet gives us a view of the “determined purpose” in allowing Jesus to die on the cross. “Surely He has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed Him stricken, Smitten by God, and afflicted. But He was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for our iniquities; the chastisement for our peace was upon Him, and by His stripes we are healed. Yet it pleased the LORD to bruise Him; He has put Him to grief. When You make His soul an offering for sin” (Isa 53:4-5, 10). In the New Testament Paul tells us, “For God made Christ, who never sinned, to be the offering for our sin, so that we could be made right with God through Christ” (2 Cor 5:21 NLT). Jesus Christ died as a sin offering. He paid the penalty for the sins of God’s people. The Believer’s Bible Commentary states, “How has God made reconciliation possible? How can He receive guilty sinners who come to Him in repentance and faith? The answer is that the Lord Jesus has effectively dealt with the whole problem of our sins, so now we can be reconciled to God. In other words, God made Christ to be sin for us—Christ who knew no sin—that we might become the righteousness of God in Him. We must beware of any idea that on the cross of Calvary the Lord Jesus Christ actually became sinful in Himself. Such an idea is false. Our sins were placed on Him, but they were not in Him. What happened is that God made Him to be a sin-offering on our behalf. Trusting in Him, we are reckoned righteous by God. The claims of the law have been fully satisfied by our Substitute.”

I.
Placation (vv. 1-5; Luke 23:13-16)

It seems as if Pilate had Jesus beaten in hopes that it would assuage the Jews’ hostility. Knowing that Jesus was innocent and not wanting to execute a just man, Pilate thought that parading Jesus in front of them, in miserable shape, would satisfy the Jewish leaders’ blood lust.


A.
Scourged (v. 1)

“Scourging was a horribly cruel act in which the victim was stripped, tied to a post and beaten by several torturers, i.e., soldiers who alternated when exhausted. For victims who were not Roman citizens, the preferred instrument was a short wooden handle to which several leather thongs were attached. Each leather thong had pieces of bones or metal on the end. The beatings were so savage that sometimes victims died. The body could be torn or lacerated to such an extent that muscles, veins or bones were exposed. Such flogging often preceded execution in order to weaken and dehumanize the victim. Apparently, however, Pilate intended this to create sympathy for Jesus” (John MacArthur).


B.
Struck (vv. 2-3; Isa 52:14)

The late Dr. McGee wrote, “The soldiers took this opportunity to have their fun with Him before He was crucified. When it says ‘they smote him with their hands,’ it means they played a cruel Roman game with Him. They could mutilate Him and do anything they wished with Him. All the soldiers would show the prisoner their fists. Then they would blindfold the prisoner and all but one would hit him as hard as they could. Then they would remove the blindfold, and if the prisoner was still conscious he was to guess which soldier did not hit him. Obviously, the prisoner could never guess the right one. They would continue this until they had beaten the prisoner to a pulp. I believe that the Lord Jesus was so mutilated that you would not have recognized Him. ‘As many were astonied at thee; his visage was so marred more than any man, and his form more than the sons of men” (Isa 52:14).


C.
Show (vv. 4-5; Gen 3:18; Isa 53:3; 1 Cor 15:45; Rev 1:7)

Jesus, arrayed in mock royalty, is paraded in front of the hostile crowd. Purple is the color of royalty. All kings need a crown and the soldiers thought it befitting Jesus wear a crown; albeit a crown of thorns. Thorns are part of the curse and Jesus would bear the curse of sin for us (Gen 3:18). He would be a swollen mess. As Jesus was presented to the Jewish mob, Pilate said, “Behold the Man!” “It is difficult to know whether he said this in mockery, in sympathy, or without any particular emotion” (Believer’s Bible Commentary).

Behold the crucified, risen, and soon coming Savior. Behold the Man of Sorrows. “He is despised and rejected by men, A Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief. And we hid, as it were, our faces from Him; He was despised, and we did not esteem Him” (Isa 53:3). Behold the Last Adam, the giver of life. “And so it is written, ‘The first Adam became a living being.’ The last Adam became a life-giving spirit” (1 Cor 15:45). Behold the Son of David, “Behold, He is coming with clouds, and every eye will see Him, even they who pierced Him. And all the tribes of the earth will mourn because of Him. Even so, Amen” (Rev 1:7).

II.
Pressured (vv. 6-7; Lev 24:16)

Instead of satisfying the Jewish leaders, the appearance of Jesus made them clamor all the more for His death. “Crucify Him, Crucify Him” was their cry. Pilate, finding Jesus innocent, tried to ride the fence. Not willing to execute Jesus he told the Jewish leaders to do it themselves. Of course they did not have the power to do so. They did refer Pilate to their law which condemned blasphemers for death (Lev 24:16).

III.
Panic (vv. 8-11)

Jesus was mocked, beaten, bloodied, and on trial; but Pilate was afraid. Not only was he afraid, but “more afraid.” The declaration by the Jewish leaders that Jesus said He was the Son of God, Jesus’ calm, and a message from his wife had unsettled the Roman politician.

A.
Superstition (v. 8; Matt 27:19)

 When Pilate heard Jesus’ accusers say, “He made Himself the Son of God” panic struck. MacArthur says, “Many Roman officials were deeply superstitious. While Jews interpreted Jesus’ claims as messianic, to the Greco-Roman person, the title ‘Son of God’ would place Jesus in the category of ‘divine men’ who were gifted with supernatural powers.” Pilate many have just beaten and mocked one of these “divine men.” To exacerbate the situation he had just received a call from his wife. “While he was sitting on the judgment seat, his wife sent to him, saying, ‘Have nothing to do with that just Man, for I have suffered many things today in a dream because of Him” (Matt 27:19).
B.
Shock (vv. 9-10; Rom 1:3-4)
Fear forced Pilate to question Jesus further. He wanted to know if Jesus truly was a “divine man.” If Pilate only knew that Jesus was the God-Man (Rom 1:3-4). He wanted to know Jesus’ origin, “Where are you from.” Jesus is the silent sheep before the slaughter. This shocks Pilate; he can’t believe that Jesus, with so much on the line refuses to answer the one who holds His life in his hands. So the carrot of release is held out to Jesus, “Are You not speaking to me? Do You not know that I have power to crucify You, and power to release You?” Imagine Pilates shock at Jesus’ answer!

C.
Superiority (v. 11; Rom 13:1-2; Acts 5:26)

“Jesus answered, ‘You could have no power at all against Me unless it had been given you from above. Therefore the one who delivered Me to you has the greater sin” (v. 11). It is as if Jesus is saying, “You think you’re in control of this proceeding, think again.” Pilate is in power only because God allowed him to be in power. Pilate is, unknowingly, fulfilling the will of God. “Let every soul be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and the authorities that exist are appointed by God” (Rom 13:1).
This is an important lesson for us to learn. The government we live under is of God. This does not mean it is a godly government only that, it exists in the sovereign will of God. For this reason Paul continued, “Therefore whoever resists the authority resists the ordinance of God, and those who resist will bring judgment on themselves” (Rom 13:2).
This does not mean that we, at times, cannot peacefully disobey. Our primary citizenship is in heaven and our first loyalty is to its laws. The apostles put it this way; “We ought to obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29).

IV.
Politics (vv. 12-16)

Pilate desires to release Jesus. But the Jewish leaders will have nothing to do with it. To the charge of blasphemy they add political sedition. “From then on Pilate sought to release Him, but the Jews cried out, saying, ‘If you let this Man go, you are not Caesar's friend. Whoever makes himself a king speaks against Caesar.” For political reasons Pilate is ready to condemn an innocent man.
“The Jews now tried a new attack. To let Jesus go free, they argued, would be disloyalty to Caesar. The title friend of Caesar was an important consideration. Tiberius was on the throne and he was sick, suspicious, and often violent. Pilate had plenty to cover up and he did not want an unfavorable report to go to his boss. If he had to choose between showing his loyalty to Rome or siding with a despised and strange Jew, there was no question in his mind. The dilemma had to be resolved so Pilate made the official decision” (The Bible Knowledge Commentary).
Pilate then takes his official seat as judge and once again asked the Jewish leaders what to do with Jesus. Their cry is consistent, “Crucify Him!” To this they add, “We have no king but Caesar!” Now who’s guilty of blasphemy and idolatry?

Pilate is an example of those who:
1. Fear man (Prov 29:25)

2. Love praise (John 12:43)

3. Love this world and its power (2 Tim 4:10)

Pilate, as judge, pronounced the innocent guilty and condemned Him to death. Isn’t it ironic that this same Pilate will stand before the very same Man at the final judgment!
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