Sermon Presented by James Londis
Sligo Church, February 25, 1978

YOU CANNOT KILL THE TRUTH
Scripture Reading: John 18:33-38, RSV

It’s six o’clock in the morning. Jesus has been up all night. First He was with Annas and then about
three o’clock in the morning He was sent to Caiaphas where He was interrogated and insulted for three
hours. Now He stands before the highest Roman official in the land of Palestine. He will be there
approximately six hours until He is sentenced to death. With Annas and Caiaphas, Jesus was subject to
Jewish law. But Pilate had the last word, and under Pilate Jesus had to be convicted under Roman law
and according to Roman procedures. It is often claimed that the trial of Jesus by the Sanhedrin was
illegal. The gospels do depict some very curious things happening, but we are not sure that the trial
was illegal. In fact, we are not really sure it was a trial at all. The Jews were very meticulous about the
judicial process. They didn’t break the rules very often. Some scholars have concluded that because
they picture Jesus as being tried in a way that does break the rules in the New Testament, accounts
must be erroneous.

There are several ways to handle that:

1. To say that the trial procedures at the time of Jesus were very different than the trials that
came later or even some of those that came earlier. When the temple and the city of
Jerusalem were destroyed in 70 A.D. all records of the kinds of procedures that were
followed were also destroyed.

2. All we have recorded in the gospel before Annas and Caiaphas is a kind of preliminary
unofficial hearing, not a formal trial. The formal trial was something that had to wait until
the Romans had Jesus in their custody. So a preliminary trial wouldn’t need the full
judicial procedure, which certainly wasn’t allowable at night, and the kind of testimony
that was accepted against Jesus would certainly not have been admitted.

3. Or a third answer, which is a possibility, is simply that the Jews did in every way break the
law in the way that they tried Jesus that night.

What was the real complaint against Jesus? What was it that caused them to hate Him and crucify Him?
Was it that He claimed to be the Messiah? That was no crime in the Jewish law. Other people had
claimed to be the Messiah but they hadn’t been killed for it. Was it that He had violated the Mosaic law?
Perhaps He had on an occasion or two, but it was very hard to prove because Jesus was always dealing
with the interpretative questions and they never could really pin it down.

The Talmud has an interesting charge against Jesus which does appear in the gospel in two places.
They charge Jesus with being a sorcerer (Matt. 10:25), somebody who is acting in concert with the devil.
That may be one reason why He was crucified. He had also defied the priests by cleansing the temple.
He had refused to defend His actions against their criticisms, and He even made them look ridiculous
on a couple of occasions. That may have been part of it too.

They were also afraid He would spearhead a political uprising and this would bring retaliation from
Rome. And they also accused Him of blasphemy, claiming to be God when in fact He was only a man.
Many reasons contributed to Jesus’ death. Perhaps the most significant one is simply that the Jews had
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closed minds and couldn’t accept any kind of teaching that varied from what they had been led to
believe was true.

The Sanhedrin, the Jewish supreme court, lacked the authority to condemn anyone to death. To
execute anyone under Roman law, they had to get Pilate’s authorization. Some of you may say, what
about Stephen? He was tried and then he was stoned. But the story of Stephen in the book of Acts
ought not to be seen as an official trial by the Jews which resulted in an execution that was legally
authorized. Scholars say what happened to Stephen was nothing more than a lynch mob. He was
stoned out of the fury of the mob, not because they had the legal authority to do it.

You might be surprised when you realize that Jesus had been up all night and then at six o’clock in the
morning the leading Roman official was able to greet Him in the palace. But it was common for the
Romans to be at work at daybreak. In fact, the Emperor Vespasian reputedly got to work so early that
by dawn he was finished with all of his paper work and was ready for other things. So Pilate’s being in
the palace is not a surprise.

There is an interesting difference between John’s report of the trials and the other gospels. Matthew,
Mark, and Luke all spend a lot of time describing the Jewish trial. John barely mentions it but spends a
lot of time talking about the Roman trial. Why would John virtually ignore the Jewish trial and then
emphasize the Roman?

This gets into John’s theology. In other words, what is John trying to say by giving so much attention
to this trial, and particularly to Pilate and his reactions?

I have a kind of belief and it’s this: that John used Pilate as a symbol, even as he used a Samaritan
woman, Nicodemus, and other main figures in his gospel as figures or representatives of the kinds of
reactions that were possible to Jesus Christ who claimed to be the Son of God. These people
symbolized postures that you could adopt in relationship to Christ. I am inclined to think of Pilate as
another one of those figures. But to understand how Pilate would be such a figure you've got to know
the historical background, particularly the details of Pilate’s career.

Pilate is one of the few New Testament figures that we know a great deal about from non-Biblical
material. The famous Jew, Philo, tells us that Pilate was a robber, a murderer, a blasphemer, and an
inhumane beast. Josephus writes extensively about his many blunders and atrocities. When you look at
the story nobody can doubt that Pilate did not believe one word the Jews were telling him about Jesus.
He believed that everything they were saying was really nothing but a pack of lies. There was no doubt
in his mind that Christ was innocent and he did not want to condemn Him to death.

First he refused even to deal with Jesus. He talked to him for a minute or two, walked out and said he
found no fault in this man. The Jews put pressure on him and then Pilate tried to coax them by
releasing a prisoner, as was customary at the Passover. I will give you a choice: either Barabbas or
Jesus. Pilate thought that Barabbas was so repulsive to them that they would never select him as the
one to be released and condemn Jesus to death. But they said to give them Barabbas. Thinking that
their fury could not be abated unless he punished Jesus in some way short of crucifixion, he decided to
have Him scourged. To be scourged in Roman times was like being beaten within an inch of your life.
Pilate obviously hoped that the sight of Jesus almost dead, beaten unmercifully, would pacify them
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enough so that they would let Him go. But they didn’t.

You can’t imagine what a scourging was like unless you have read some of the grotesque accounts of
what happened to human beings when they were scourged. Scourging was done with a whip that was
weighted with iron that had filed iron tips in it. When a strong, robust Roman soldier took that thing to
a human being’s back, it was nothing but a mass of bloody pulp in just a few minutes. Many people
died under a scourging.

Pilate had done everything to try to get the Jews to compromise, to take less than Jesus’s death. But
they would not. The interesting thing is that he kept giving in. He never said to them, ‘No, I am not
going to do it.” They kept pressuring him and he kept coming up with another solution.

The answer to Pilate’s mysterious behavior, given the fact that he had the power he had, lies with his
previous relationships with Judea. It was customary for the Romans not to send any troops to a
portion of the empire where they did not have any problems. In fact, the Senate tended to rule to some
extent from Rome itself. They didn’t worry about it, the people were loyal, there was no need to station
garrisons there to quiet riots. But Palestine knew the sights and sounds of Roman legions because it
was a trouble spot. The Jews were fiercely nationalistic. They were fanatically religious, and they were
very stubborn. The mere fact Pilate was asked to be the procurator is some testimony to the faith that
the Roman leadership had in his ability as an administrator.

But the Peter principle caught up with Pilate in Palestine. He failed completely. He seemed to be so
insensitive to the Jewish mind and culture that the very first day he arrived in Jerusalem he made one
of the most incredible blunders of his career. Josephus tells us about it.

In the Jewish mind any image of the emperor was considered to be an idol. The emperor was a god in
the Roman Empire and even the mere image of the emperor in the precincts of the temple was
considered to be an idolatrous act. All Roman regiments carried standards to symbolize the regiment.
On top of each Roman standard was a little metal bust of the emperor. In deference to the Jews’
religious beliefs and sensitivity about this, all previous governors had come into Jerusalem with the
metal bust of the emperor missing from the standards.

When Pilate came into Jerusalem, the soldiers were carrying the standards with the emperor’s bust on
top of it. He wasn’t going to baby these Jews. He was going to show them who was boss. Of course the
Jews weren’t going to put up with that, so they tried to get to see him. He ignored them but they just
kept hanging around. He finally left Jerusalem and went to Cesaerea where his main palace was. They
followed him there and hung around for five more days. Finally he said he would meet them in the
amphitheatre. The Jews gathered in the amphitheatre and Pilate sent his soldiers. Then he stood up
and said, “If you people do not stop bothering me and nagging and pestering me with this nonsense
about the idols, I am going to have you killed on the spot.”

A good administrator never gets himself into a position where he can’t maneuver. But that is what
Pilate did. The Jews said, “You might as well kill us because we are not going home.” Pilate had a
problem and he backed down.

That took care of Pilate and his threats. He couldn’t kill defenseless men for adhering to their religious
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principles the first week in office. So he acquiesced. But the Jews were angry and they would not forget
what he had done very quickly. They also knew that Pilate could be intimidated. It might take a lot of
pressure but he would yield.

In another incident, Pilate decided to build an aqueduct in Jerusalem. There was a chronic water
shortage in the city and a new aqueduct would solve it. But he needed money. Apparently quite
innocently he went to the temple treasury and took the money out. There were millions of dollars in
the temple treasury. He probably did not take the money that was given for the services itself, known
as the sacred money, but took the Korban, which was the money designed to be used for non-sacred
purposes. In fact, it could not be used for sacred purposes.

The aqueduct would certainly benefit the temple because a great deal of water was used in the temple
services just for the cleansing ceremonies. Pilate probably never expected that he would get any kind
of negative reaction to something he was doing for the city and for the temple. But the people resented
Pilate going into the temple treasury and taking the money without permission. So they rioted. Pilate,
in another one of his brilliant maneuvers, decided that he would send his soldiers armed into the
middle of the mob disguised as civilians. He apparently also went down into the middle of the mob,
disguised. At his given signal the soldiers pulled out their swords and started killing people. That was
a mistake. By the time it was finished Pilate had been somewhat censured by the emperor himself and
the Jews were now really angry.

Following Jesus’ trial, Pilate did it again. He decided to decorate the wall of his palace with shields
picturing the emperor. The Jews heard about it and they refused to take ‘no’ for an answer; the shields
had to come down off the walls. Pilate wouldn't take them down, so the Jews went straight to the
emperor. He sent word to Pilate to get the shields off the wall. Anytime the emperor himself had to
interfere with the administration of a local province, that governor was in trouble. Later on Pilate was
recalled, according to the historians of the period. That is the kind of man we are dealing with in this
narrative.

By the time Jesus came to trial, Pilate’s relationship with the Jews was terrible and he really could not
afford to anger them again. So the words, “If you let this man go you are not Caesar’s friend,” are
clearly words of blackmail. ‘If you do not accede to our request, Pilate, we are going to the emperor and
you know what that means.’

In the story Pilate stands as a representative of a particular kind of person and how he relates to
Christ. John has described the mindset of Jews in Palestine that utterly refused to accept Christ as the
Messiah, regardless of the evidence, as one group. But Pilate seems to be a symbol of the group that
neither refuses to believe nor fully accepts Jesus as the Messiah, the group that likes to stay in the
middle, the indecisive group.

Many people like this are well-intentioned and more honest perhaps than Pilate may have been. But by
trying to adopt a neutral position in a conflict in which you have to take sides and give a total
commitment, tragedy is the inevitable result. By avoiding decisions you end up in a tragedy, just as
Pilate did.

Jesus told Pilate ‘My kingdom is not of this world, you don’t have to worry about Me trying to usurp
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Roman authority here. If my kingdom were of this world my servants would be fighting with you right
now.’” That gave Pilate some comfort. But then Jesus said to Pilate, “I want you to recognize the truth,
that is what is really important. Everyone who is of the truth hears my voice.”

Pilate would not face the challenge of the truth. He didn’t believe Jesus deserved to die. But he
wouldn’t face it. He tried to persuade the Jews to accept a solution that would make it unnecessary for
Jesus to die. So Pilate, trying to be neutral, lost complete control, not only of the situation but of his
own self and his destiny. He failed to listen to the truth and decide in its favor. He then had no choice
but to do what the world always wants to do with the truth—abandon it or seek to destroy it.

Indecision, compromise and yielding to pressure were Pilate’s mistakes, his weaknesses. What is
interesting is that John starts out the story with Jesus on trial but by the time he gets to the end Jesus
is asking Pilate all the questions, and he is on trial and Jesus is sitting in the judgment seat. Pilate’s
answer, “What is truth?” is a true copout. His question is a lie, a hypocrisy. He knows what the truth is
about Jesus, that he deserves not to die. Because he has given into the lies the Jews have told about
Jesus, Pilate’s question, “What is truth?” is really a cynical one.

When the truth calls for us to be courageous, to make a decision that may be unpopular, to leap out of
our comfort of neutrality, we would all like to pretend ignorance of what is involved. But you cannot
do that. The one thing the truth will never allow is neutrality. If you try to kill the truth, you will find
that truth will not die.

The Jews and Pilate wanted to kill the truth. If we just kill Him then the whole problem will go away—
and all of His claims, all of the feelings He has aroused—and everybody will be satisfied. But in the
end, he who would kill the truth is killed by the truth because a lie has no reality.

There are people who defend what Pilate did with Jesus. They argue this way, Pilate was a politician,
his responsibility was to keep peace. What was the wisest, most prudent political decision to make
given the circumstances? What was the politically expedient thing to do? If peace is the first essential,
the most important thing, then what he did with Jesus was absolutely justifiable.

Sir James Fitzjames Stephen in his book, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity (New York. Henry Holt & Co.,
1882), p. 87, passionately defends Pilate in these words:

Was Pilate right in crucifying Christ? I reply, Pilate’s paramount duty was to preserve
the peace in Palestine, to form the best judgment he could as to the means required for
that purpose, and to act upon it when it was formed. Therefore if and in so far as he
believed in good faith and on reasonable grounds that what he did was necessary for
the preservation of the peace of Palestine, he was right.

In other words the same argument was used when Jesus was before the Jewish leaders—it would be
better to let one man die, even if He is innocent, than to have a riot in which thousands of people are
killed. It's the very kind of argument that we use today for national security purposes, illegal
assassinations, etc.

The problem is that when a decision is based on what we call utilitarian grounds, that is what will do
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the most good for the greatest number of people, then you have sacrificed doing something merely
because it is right, good, and true. You have refused to pay the consequences for doing the right thing.

I submit to you that every time you make a decision on that basis you are trying to kill the truth.
Nothing justifies doing that, not the need for a grade, money, or what would be the best for the church.
Every time you try to Kkill the truth, the truth rises up with vengeance and destroys you. That is what
Pilate seems to represent in this chapter. He who seeks to kill the truth may find that the truth will kill
him.

Page 6

Copyright © 1978 by James Londis




<<

  /ASCII85EncodePages false

  /AllowTransparency false

  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true

  /AutoRotatePages /None

  /Binding /Left

  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)

  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)

  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error

  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4

  /CompressObjects /Tags

  /CompressPages true

  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true

  /PassThroughJPEGImages true

  /CreateJDFFile false

  /CreateJobTicket false

  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default

  /DetectBlends true

  /DetectCurves 0.0000

  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK

  /DoThumbnails false

  /EmbedAllFonts true

  /EmbedOpenType false

  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true

  /EmbedJobOptions true

  /DSCReportingLevel 0

  /EmitDSCWarnings false

  /EndPage -1

  /ImageMemory 1048576

  /LockDistillerParams false

  /MaxSubsetPct 100

  /Optimize true

  /OPM 1

  /ParseDSCComments true

  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true

  /PreserveCopyPage true

  /PreserveDICMYKValues true

  /PreserveEPSInfo true

  /PreserveFlatness true

  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false

  /PreserveOPIComments true

  /PreserveOverprintSettings true

  /StartPage 1

  /SubsetFonts true

  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply

  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve

  /UsePrologue false

  /ColorSettingsFile ()

  /AlwaysEmbed [ true

  ]

  /NeverEmbed [ true

  ]

  /AntiAliasColorImages false

  /CropColorImages true

  /ColorImageMinResolution 300

  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleColorImages true

  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /ColorImageResolution 300

  /ColorImageDepth -1

  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1

  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeColorImages true

  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterColorImages true

  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /ColorACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /ColorImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasGrayImages false

  /CropGrayImages true

  /GrayImageMinResolution 300

  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleGrayImages true

  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /GrayImageResolution 300

  /GrayImageDepth -1

  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2

  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeGrayImages true

  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterGrayImages true

  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /GrayACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /GrayImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasMonoImages false

  /CropMonoImages true

  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200

  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleMonoImages true

  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /MonoImageResolution 1200

  /MonoImageDepth -1

  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeMonoImages true

  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode

  /MonoImageDict <<

    /K -1

  >>

  /AllowPSXObjects false

  /CheckCompliance [

    /None

  ]

  /PDFX1aCheck false

  /PDFX3Check false

  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false

  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true

  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true

  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()

  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()

  /PDFXOutputCondition ()

  /PDFXRegistryName ()

  /PDFXTrapped /False



  /Description <<

    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>

    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>

    /DAN <>

    /DEU <>

    /ESP <>

    /FRA <>

    /ITA <>

    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>

    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>

    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)

    /NOR <>

    /PTB <>

    /SUO <>

    /SVE <>

    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)

  >>

  /Namespace [

    (Adobe)

    (Common)

    (1.0)

  ]

  /OtherNamespaces [

    <<

      /AsReaderSpreads false

      /CropImagesToFrames true

      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue

      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false

      /IncludeGuidesGrids false

      /IncludeNonPrinting false

      /IncludeSlug false

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (InDesign)

        (4.0)

      ]

      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false

      /OmitPlacedEPS false

      /OmitPlacedPDF false

      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy

    >>

    <<

      /AddBleedMarks false

      /AddColorBars false

      /AddCropMarks false

      /AddPageInfo false

      /AddRegMarks false

      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK

      /DestinationProfileName ()

      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /Downsample16BitImages true

      /FlattenerPreset <<

        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution

      >>

      /FormElements false

      /GenerateStructure false

      /IncludeBookmarks false

      /IncludeHyperlinks false

      /IncludeInteractive false

      /IncludeLayers false

      /IncludeProfiles false

      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (CreativeSuite)

        (2.0)

      ]

      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /PreserveEditing true

      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged

      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile

      /UseDocumentBleed false

    >>

  ]

>> setdistillerparams

<<

  /HWResolution [2400 2400]

  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]

>> setpagedevice



