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Reflection:  Pontius Pilate and a Member of the Jewish Crowd 

 

Pilate (Paul S.): 

What else was I to do?  I dreaded that moment for years, but it just always seemed as though 

I would end up in the middle of it all.  That conflict between the temple leaders and this Jesus 

of Nazareth and his band of do-gooders – I didn’t want it.  I didn’t want anything to do with 

it.  But, somehow, I always knew that it would end up at my door.  So, I kept the peace.  

What else was I to do? 

 

 

Crowd Member (Jon S.): 

It was a night three years in the making!  I knew that the constant blasphemy of Jesus of 

Nazareth would lead to this.  It was clear that he and his friends would eventually come to a 

reckoning for their defiling of the ways of God.  I always knew that it would come to this, 

and I trusted in the high priests to put an end to his heresy.  But, Pilate – well, that was a 

different story! 

 

Pilate: 

There was always that tension between the powers of Roman authority and the traditions of 

the elders.  It was a fragile balance of weighing the might of Rome with the expectations and 

laws of the Jewish people – and that balance was me.  I was the one who had to hold things 

together.  I was the one who had to serve the will of Tiberius and appease the priests – all at 

the same time.  I was the one who was supposed to keep the peace.  There was no getting out 

of this.  What was I supposed to do? 

  

Crowd Member: 

As the evening waned on, the angst just grew and grew.  Jesus had finally been arrested, and 

everyone knew what he had done – he hadn’t tried to hide it.   

 

He ate with the unclean.   
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He healed and picked grain on the Sabbath.   

 

He raged through the temple market – tossing tables left and right.   

 

He spoke of the destruction of the temple, the very house of God that our ancestors built.   

 

Everyone knew what he had done – he hadn’t tried to hide it.  But still, Pilate, that wimp of a 

prefect, wouldn’t do what everyone knew should be done.  Under Roman rule, we couldn’t 

make the decision for ourselves.  Everyone in the crowd knew what needed to be done, but 

we couldn’t do it without his permission, and the anger intensified with every with every 

couched expression that flowed from Pilate’s mouth. 

 

Pilate: 

I was trapped.  In the eyes of Rome, there was nothing that deserved punishment.  He hadn’t 

broken our laws.  He’d really done nothing but try to help people.  He even told the Jewish 

people that they should give what is due to the Roman throne.  He hadn’t broken our laws.  

The crowd was calling for the head of an innocent man.  But, I was the one who was 

supposed to keep the peace.  I was the one who was expected to enforce Roman rule while 

still holding on to the fragile adherence of the Jewish Council – not to mention their people.  

What choice did I have? 

 

Then there was that message from my wife.  A dream?  That’s what she said.  She said she 

had suffered all day because of some dream about this Nazarene son of a carpenter.  She was 

convinced that I should have nothing to do with this.  She was absolutely certain that this was 

bigger than anything we’d understood or imagined.  She warned me to stay out of it.  She 

warned me not to go through with it.  And, I tried. 

 

Crowd Member: 

There was no way we were going to let him go.  Pilate tried to worm his way out of it.  He 

used the cover of the festival to try to get Jesus released, but the chief priests knew what he 

was up to.  They told us to call for Barabbas.  They made sure that, with one voice, we would 

force Pilate to do what everyone knew needed to be done.  The moment he asked the crowd, 

our response was clear – we shouted for the release of Barabbas, and then we shouted for the 

crucifixion of the blasphemer of Nazareth.  Finally, Pilate did what needed to be done.  Jesus 

was turned over for the punishment he deserved, and his heresy would be stopped once and 

for all.   

 

Pilate: 

What else was I to do?  I was trapped.  I was the one who was expected to maintain the 

fragile peace of Judea.  Jerusalem was in an uproar, there was no calming the crowds.  There 

was but one way to keep things under control.  What else was I to do?  I turned him over.  I 

let them have their way with his punishment.  And, yes, I kept the peace. 
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Sermon:  Against the Tide 

 

Ok – I want to do something a little different this morning.  In our tradition, we don’t have a 

practice akin to that of a Catholic confessional.  Here at North Shore, we have our unison prayer 

of confession that we share when we come to communion, each month, but we don’t often take 

the time to look inward at those specific missteps that call for God’s grace.  Today, for the 

purposes of our reflections, we need some of those in mind.  So, I want to take a few moments of 

reflection, to think about those particular things, in each of our lives, that clamor for God’s 

mercy.  This is not a time of confession – there is a very different purpose behind what I’m 

asking here.  But, I want you to take a few moments to make a mental list of just a couple of 

things that come to mind as you consider where your decisions and actions highlight your need 

for God’s forgiveness… 

 

Now, the point here is not to dwell on our missteps.  Those in our church know me well enough 

to know that, if anything, I’m convinced that the reason we ought to be aware of our need for 

God’s grace is to help us understand the breadth of God’s grace – not to beat ourselves up over 

it.  No, what I want you to do, now, is take a few more moments to go back over that list.  I want 

you to take a short time to reflect on the impetus, the motivations, the forces that drove you to 

make the errant choices that came to mind… 

 

Let me ask a few questions: 

• How many of the motivations that crossed your mind stemmed from the wills and ways 

of the culture that surrounds us? 

• How many of the forces that you considered emerged from limitations to time or resource 

that were not entirely in your control? 

• How many of those choices were grounded in circumstances and pressures of the social 

order of which we are a part? 

• How many of the things you considered were driven by that which came from without 

instead of within? 

 

You see, despite theological concepts of original sin and the inherent sinfulness of humanity, 

what I am pointing towards is that I think we lose track of the extraordinary impact of outside 

forces on the errant ways of our daily living.  Yes, we are broken people.  And yes, there are 

some things we do that emerge almost entirely from that internal brokenness.  But, the reality is 

that we want to be better people.  We want to be holier people.  We strive to live lives ever more 

devoted to the will and ways of God, and often what trips us up is not as much that which is 

bubbling up from within as it is that which is pushing us from without.  Our errant ways are often 

not because we are inherently bad people, and they are almost never because we want to be bad 

people.  More often than we sometimes realize, our errant ways are because it is just that hard to 

stand against the tide! 

 

As I tried to walk in Pilate’s shoes this week – it was that phrase that kept coming to mind.  With 

each turn of the story in Matthew’s Gospel, my heart kept crying out, ‘Stand against the tide.’  

With each clamoring of the crowd, my heart kept screaming, ‘Stand against the tide.’  I knew the 

story, of course, and I knew that’s not how it ended.  But, as I tried to understand Pilate’s 

experience…as I tried to walk a mile on the path he walked, I could hear the same murmuring in 
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his heart, ‘Stand against the tide.’ 

 

You get a little of it in the Gospels, and you can read more about Pilate in the works of some of 

the other writers of antiquity – Josephus especially.  But, Pilate was constantly stuck in that 

tension between Roman authority and Jewish faith.  There’s a story that, when Tiberius 

appointed him as prefect, Pilate put Roman signs and symbols all over Jerusalem to try to assert 

the Roman rule.  When the Jewish people revolted, he stood firm and threatened the people with 

death.  When the Jewish people stood outside his residence, willing to die for their convictions, 

he gave in and took all of it down.  This was his constant narrative – caught between the rule of 

Rome and the people of God.  His driving force was to try to keep the peace in the midst of that 

inherent conflict. 

 

So, when I sat down to try to look at this story through his eyes, I couldn’t help but see him as a 

little less of the villain that he is often made out to be.  He is right up there with Judas and Herod 

as those pinnacle villains of the story of Jesus, but the more I looked at the circumstance he was 

in, the more I imagined how much he very well may not have wanted anything to do with it.  He 

didn’t go chasing after Jesus.  He didn’t arrest Jesus.  He didn’t charge Jesus.  He didn’t find a 

case against Jesus.  And, he tried to find a way to have Jesus released.  He is often seen as the 

one who ordered the death of Jesus but, he didn’t.  He didn’t call for it or demand it.  At most, he 

is the one who allowed it.  Don’t get me wrong, I’m not excusing his role in all of this.  I’m not 

trying to make Pilate into some sort of victim.  But, the truth is that what really happened with 

Pilate is that he didn’t have it within himself to stand against the tide! 

 

If you really look at the story that unfolds here in Matthew, or the similar tale as it is shared 

elsewhere in the Gospels, what you see is the story of man, caught between the powers of Rome 

and the people of God, who has a growing sense of what is right pulling him in one direction 

while the tide of the people pushes him in another.  I’m not excusing it.  I’m not trying to explain 

it away.  I’m not trying to make it ok.  But, Pilate’s story is far more human, and far more 

relatable, than I think we tend to imagine. 

 

Think back to those questions we considered when we started. 

• How many of the motivations that crossed your mind stemmed from the wills and ways 

of the culture that surrounds us? 

• How many of the forces that you considered emerged from limitations to time and 

resource that were not entirely in your control? 

• How many of those choices were grounded in circumstances that and pressures of the 

culture around you? 

• How many of the things you considered were driven by that which came from without 

instead of within? 

 

Or, if I can ask it another way, how many of the errant choices you noted a few minutes ago were 

really a reflection of our ongoing struggle to stand against the tide?   

 

The tide of social standing…The tide of material want…The tide of acceptance or 

popularity…The tide of status and power…The tide of the path of least resistance…  I could go 

on and on, but the truth is that the external tides that push against our faith-filled living are often 
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far stronger than the tides of brokenness that emerge from within, and the story of Pilate is that 

his inability to withstand that tide is what led to the crucifixion of Jesus.  Sound familiar? 

 

Again, my point is not to belabor the missteps we make – if anything we need to own those for 

the sake of understanding the depth and breadth of the grace we know in Jesus.  My point is that 

sometimes, dare I say often, one of the greatest challenges of faith is to stand against the tide.   

• To be the one willing to bring prayer into the place where people might look at you 

funny. 

• To be the one willing to reach out to the untouchable with the love of God. 

• To be the one to stand up for what is right in midst of a group moving towards that which 

is not. 

• To be the one to rise up and put the will of God before the whims of culture. 

• To be the one to ground her or himself on the sure foundation of Christ and stand against 

the tide that pushes the other way. 

 

It seems that, every day, discipleship, faithful living, is increasingly counter-cultural.  It seems 

that, every day, we are more and more falling into the role of Pilate – with what we know to be 

right pulling us in one way, and the pressures around us pushing us in the other.  Where the 

stories diverge, however, is that Pilate genuinely believed that it all depended on him.  We know 

it doesn’t.  We know that the rock of our salvation is the foundation on which we can stand as 

those tides roll in and out.  So, in the end, Pilate couldn’t do it.  And admittedly, alone, neither 

could we.  But, if we are willing, and if we stand on the sure foundation of Christ, we can write a 

different story, and we can be the ones to stand against the tide that pushes us and truly live out 

the love of God in this world that needs it more than ever. 

 

 

 

   


