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Introduction 
 The night of Saturday, October 20, 1973, was a long, dark night.  It’s known 
today as the ‘Saturday Night Massacre’.  There was a flurry of events.  There were 
clandestine meetings, frantic phone calls, momentous undertakings… all within one 
night.  If you don’t know what the Saturday Night Massacre was, it was the climax of the 
infamous Watergate scandal – a scandal that’s still in the news today with the revelation 
of ‘Deep Throat’.  It was a night when darkness reigned in American politics.  The 
special prosecutor, Archibald Cox, was getting a little too close for comfort so President 
Nixon ordered then Attorney General Elliot Richardson to fire Cox.  Richardson resigned 
in refusal.  So Nixon gave orders to Deputy Attorney General William Ruckelshaus who 
also resigned in refusal.  Finally, Nixon, utilizing quite draconian tactics, persuaded 
Solicitor General Robert Bork to fire Cox that night, which he did.  It was a night 
swirling with dark events that clearly revealed the depths of corruption present in 
government and in human hearts. 
 Today we’re continuing our look at a similar night in human history – the last 
night of Jesus’ life; the darkest night in human history.  So many events were packed into 
these few hours.  Luke is telling us the story with great literary and theological skill.  It 
reads like a Grisham novel – the intrigue, the character development, the fast paced 
movement.  While Peter is weeping in remorse for his spineless acts of people-pleasing, 
Jesus is being carted around from one venue to another, yet through it all he remains firm 
in his claims of identity and un-intimidated by the threats poured on him – a masterful 
literary use of a foil.  The look into the halls of power from the 1st century A.D. is 
captivating.  The flow of the narrative itself keeps the readers riveted. 
 But even more fascinating are the deep theological statements that Luke is 
weaving into his account.  We get a profound look into the depravity of the human heart.  
Luke wants us to come face to face with bone-chilling evil and to be able to see it in our 
own souls.  As with the events of the Saturday Night Massacre, we are left to draw no 
other conclusion from the scenes of Jesus’ last night other than that there dwells within 
the human heart a great, irresistible propensity toward sin.  We are totally depraved.  And 
yet through it all there is no doubt that Jesus, in a way unlike any other, was totally 
innocent.  And as we leave off at the end of today, Luke will have Jesus taking his final 
steps toward the cross where he will pay the price so that corrupt, sinful, wicked, 
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depraved men and women could be pardoned and go free.  It’s a literary and theological 
masterpiece. 
 At the end of the story what we’ll see unmistakably is just this: Humanity is 
guilty and Jesus is innocent, yet Jesus willingly dies in the place of guilty humans.  
There is a lot to cover.  It was an action-packed, sleepless night – and Luke abbreviates a 
lot of what we know happened, but as we go through it Luke’s point is clear: Humanity 
is guilty and Jesus is innocent, yet Jesus willingly dies in the place of guilty humans. 
 
Let’s Pray… 
 
The Guards (vv. 63-65) 
 The question of who killed Jesus has been long debated and exploited throughout 
history and last year’s blockbuster, The Passion of the Christ, served to revive this touchy 
question in public debate.  On a theological level, as we’ve seen over the past couple of 
weeks, Jesus’ death came during an extreme hour of darkness – Satan, the leader of the 
forces of evil, had his hands all over this.  Yet at the same time it was completely in 
God’s good plan – ultimately the cross is God’s doing (more on that when we get to Acts 
2 & 4).  Theologically speaking, the world’s darkest hour and brightest moment were one 
and the same. 

On an historical level, there’s no denying that the Jewish leadership and a 
majority of the Jewish people of this time took the lead role in getting Jesus killed.  But 
the Jews could do nothing without the help of the Roman government, so the pagan 
Roman government clearly bears a large portion of the blame as well.  That’s why we 
confess that he “suffered under Pontius Pilate.”  Historically speaking it was a 
cooperative effort between the Romans and the Jews. 
 But at yet another level, we’re all responsible for Jesus’ death.  It was our sin that 
necessitated his sacrifice.  It was our sin that he consciously bore in his body on the tree 
(cf. 1 Pet. 2:24).  And we can see ourselves in the guards, in the Sanhedrin, in Pilate, in 
Herod, and in the crowd.  This is the story of Everyman.  The same sinful hearts that 
produced these sinful reactions are what dwell in us and the world around us today.  And 
so none of us can claim innocence in the death of Jesus.  Therefore we’re going to look at 
each example individually and notice how the sinful human heart manifested itself in 
each instance. 
 The first response we see to Jesus and the first agent in his crucifixion we come 
across is the regiment of temple guard.  These are the people who came with Judas and 
seized Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane.  They have been assigned to watch Jesus in 
between his many depositions throughout the night.  After they escorted him across the 
courtyard where he caught Peter’s eye we read, “The men who were guarding Jesus 
began mocking and beating him.  They blindfolded him and demanded, ‘Prophecy!  Who 
hit you?’  And they said many other insulting things to him” (vv. 63-65). 
 He who just saw his specific prophecy of Peter’s denial and the cock crow being 
fulfilled and he who was experiencing the beginning of the fulfillment of his prophecy in 
18:32 – “[The Son of Man] will be handed over to the Gentiles.  They will mock him, 
insult him, spit on him, flog him and kill him.” – is now being ridiculed as a false 
prophet.  What explains such inhumane treatment like this?  The resemblance to the 
pictures and stories that we all experienced about a year ago coming from the Abu Ghraib 
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prison in Iraq is striking, isn’t it?  How could human beings do such humiliating stuff like 
this to another human being? 
 Well, it’s shocking if you subscribe to the ludicrous yet ever popular notion that 
human beings are essentially good.  But such a position is invalidated by human history 
and human experience, not to mention the Bible.  I remember having a long discussion 
one day with someone about the doctrine of Original Sin.  She just couldn’t accept such 
an offensive idea – that we are all born guilty and corrupt as a result of the first human’s 
sin.  Ironically, in her adamant opposition to this doctrine she grew more and more 
venomous.  The very next day I was with her in a discussion about the Middle East peace 
process, with which she is highly involved.  Someone asked a rhetorical question, “Why 
is it that those who have undergone and withstood such horrendous brutality [referring to 
the Jews and the Holocaust] end up mimicking the actions of their oppressors [referring 
to the alleged atrocities committed against the Palestinians].”  I didn’t think to say it at 
the time, but I wish I would have looked over at the woman and said, “I answer that by 
appealing to Original Sin.  How do you answer it?” 
 There is no other answer.  Let’s face it – we’re all capable of extreme evil.  We’re 
all fallen and corrupt to the core.  Stanford professor Philip Zimbardo conducted a 
psychological experiment 33 years before Abu Ghraib where he took 18 educated, stable, 
normal people and replicated a prison scenario where some were guards and others were 
prisoners.  Through close monitoring and hidden cameras very shortly into the 
experiment he noticed the guards began abusing their power.  The type of stuff that 
happened is uncannily similar to the sadistic stuff of Abu Ghraib – bags over heads, 
physical and verbal abuse, even lewd sexual humiliation.  It got so bad that the 
experiment had to be ended eight days early.1  And this happened with ‘normal’, 
everyday people!  If you were at the last IBC Winter Retreat you saw a glimpse of this in 
the 60 minutes of role playing on Saturday night.  Just remember your pastor being tied 
up with shoe strings and dragged away. 

The potential for what happened at Abu Ghraib and what the guards did to Jesus 
at the High Priest’s compound lies within each of us.  All humanity is guilty. 
 
The Sanhedrin (vv. 66-71) 
 The second reaction we see to Jesus and the second player in the death of Christ is 
who we meet in v. 66 – “At daybreak the council [Sanhedrin] of the elders of the people, 
both the chief priests and teachers of the law, met together, and Jesus was led before 
them.”  This is the top of the ladder in the Jewish arena.  Jesus has ruffled enough 
feathers to cause a stir at the very top of the Jewish establishment.  We’ve seen all along, 
even from the very beginning of Jesus’ public ministry in Nazareth that the religious 
people didn’t like Jesus.  He didn’t do things their way.  His insistence on claiming to be 
the Messiah and yet his not fitting the messiah-mold that they had constructed ticked 
them off. 
 We see so many sinful tendencies showcased here.  There’s the lust for power and 
prestige that overtakes people.  When they heard the promise of a coming kingdom and 
deliverance they wanted political autonomy and revenge on the Romans.  They wanted a 
worldly kingdom.  They didn’t care for an upside-down, inaugurated but not yet 
consummated kingdom and deliverance from the intangible bonds of sin.  They wanted a 
bold, warrior-Messiah riding a thoroughbred steed, not a radical, poor Galilean riding a 
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donkey.  There’s also the obstinacy and hardening that such a bull-headedness produces.  
A minor agitation grows into a crazed blood lust that seeks to kill any deviants. 
 Hear the acidity in their voices and the utter disregard for justice – “‘If you are the 
Christ,’ they said, ‘tell us.’  Jesus answered, ‘If I tell you, you will not believe me, and if 
I asked you, you would not answer’” (vv. 67-68).  Jesus has been telling and showing 
them that he was the long-awaited Messiah all along and they haven’t listened.  And they 
have not responded to his piercing questions that were to wake them up and make them 
think.  Jesus continued, “But from now on, the Son of Man will be seated at the right 
hand of the mighty God” (v. 69).  Very shortly the one who stands before them now on 
trial will sit on the throne of the universe and they will stand trial before him.  A dreadful 
thought, but it doesn’t faze them.  “They all asked, ‘Are you then the Son of God?’ [So 
you’re claiming to be a divine Messiah figure?]  He replied, ‘You are right in saying I 
am.’ [Essentially: ‘I’m not going to quarrel with that’ – an indirect affirmation.]  Then 
they said, ‘Why do we need any more testimony?  We have heard it from his own lips’” 
(vv. 70-71). 
 Here is the reaction of the ‘religious’ people.  Their sinful hearts have used 
religion as a self-seeking tool, a badge of pride, a means of feeling good about 
themselves.  In the name of religion they have disregarded compassion, ignored the poor, 
and in the process abandoned God himself because when he stands in front of them face 
to face they are filled with hatred toward him.  ‘Religion’, even ‘Christianity’, doesn’t 
erase the stain of sin on the human heart.  Even ‘religious’ people are capable of great 
evil.  History allows no argument with that.  Has your ‘religion’ obscured Jesus from 
your view?  How easy it is.  All humanity is guilty. 
 
Pilate Part I (vv. 1-7) 
 The third player in this drama that we meet who represents another sinful reaction 
to Jesus is Pilate.  Let’s look briefly at Pilate and then we’ll come back to him again a 
little bit later.  Pilate is the Roman official in charge of the district of Judea.  He stayed 
normally at a coastal town called Caesarea, but was in Jerusalem to monitor things during 
the Feast.  The Jewish leadership had made it official with their trial (if you can call it a 
trial) that Jesus had to die.  But technically they couldn’t administer the death penalty, so 
“the whole assembly rose and led [Jesus] off to Pilate” (v. 1), who could administer it 
(and had). 
 Now they know that an intramural religious squabble will mean nothing to Rome, 
so they change their tune a little.  “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” (v. 2).  Essentially, they pretend to be doing Pilate a favor by turning in a 
troublemaker who’s a threat to Rome – a tax evader and a rival ruler.  Never mind the 
fact that the first charge is overstated, the second is patently false (he supported paying 
taxes to Caesar), and the third misconstrues Jesus’ claims.  They convict him because 
he’s not a political enough Messiah and then they try to nail him with Pilate for being a 
political Christ/Messiah, that is a king. 
 “So Pilate asked Jesus, ‘Are you the king of the Jews?’  ‘Yes, it is as you say,’ 
Jesus replied” (v. 3).  It’s the same kind of indirect affirmation that he gave to the 
Sanhedrin.  It probably shouldn’t be translated with a direct, “Yes.”  But he doesn’t deny 
it.  And Pilate looks at him with somewhat of a smirk and sees right through the Jews’ 
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schemes.  He is unimpressed with Jesus, unalarmed by his alleged political threat and 
realizes that this is just another example of Jewish infighting.  “Then Pilate announced to 
the chief priests and the crowd, ‘[C’mon guys.  Are you kidding?]  I find no basis for a 
charge against this man’” (v. 4). 
 “But they insisted, ‘He stirs up the people all over Judea by his teaching.  He 
started in Galilee and has come all the way here’” (v. 5).  “Galilee?  Did you say 
Galilee?” Pilate’s ears perk up.  “On hearing this Pilate asked if the man was a Galilean.  
When he learned that Jesus was under Herod’s jurisdiction, he sent him to Herod, who 
was also in Jerusalem at that time” (vv. 6-7).  When I look I Pilate I see a perfect picture 
of the postmodernist person.  Postmodern Pilate.  In John’s Gospel we have him 
repeating the postmodern query, “What is truth?”  His reaction to Jesus is the reaction of 
so many secular men and women today.  It’s the reaction of indifference.  But as we’ll 
see there is no neutral position.  You can’t ride the fence with Jesus.  Indifference leads to 
complicity with evil, which in reality is just as bad.  But first, what does Pilate do?  He 
passes the buck.  He wants to escape dealing with Jesus and avoid assessing his claims so 
he passes him off onto Herod. 
 
Herod (vv. 8-12) 
 Herod is now the fourth player in this drawn out night and represents yet another 
response to Jesus.  The Herod in view here is Herod Antipas, the son of Herod the Great.  
He’s in charge of the region of Galilee and technically should hear this case.  Verse 8 
tells us that “when 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.”  Herod was a spiritual man.  He didn’t exhibit the indifference of 
Pilate, but he was postmodern in his own way.  He was excited to finally meet this Jesus 
figure he’d been hearing so much about.  He was open to the possibility of the 
supernatural and was eager to witness it. 
 But Jesus did not cooperate.  “[Herod] plied him with many questions, but Jesus 
gave him no answer” (v. 9).  “He did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the 
slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth” (Is. 
53:7). Herod viewed Jesus as a circus attraction.  He wanted him to be at his beck and 
call like a genie in a lamp.  What thrilled him was not Jesus, but what Jesus could do for 
him.  When it became obvious that Jesus wouldn’t perform for him “then Herod and his 
soldiers ridiculed and mocked him.  Dressing him in an elegant robe, they sent him back 
to Pilate” (v. 11).  Herod couldn’t manipulate Jesus’ supernatural powers to entertain and 
serve himself, so he quickly discarded Jesus onto the heap of other spiritual fads that had 
left him empty.  Jesus became a laughingstock to Herod.  “That day Herod and Pilate 
became friends – before this they had been enemies” (v. 12).  Herod and Pilate found 
common ground in their disregard for Jesus and became partners in crime that day. 
 Who does Herod represent in today’s world?  I think a lot of people today respond 
to Jesus in similar fashion.  In the era of Oprah where it’s fashionable to get in touch with 
your spirit and Madonna where exotic, New Age spirituality is in, so many people are 
open to the supernatural, the mystical.  Jesus is welcomed into this modern pantheon, but 
when he doesn’t bend to suit the desires of modern men and women he is belittled and 
disregarded.  Even among many sects of Christianity Jesus is turned into a kind of magic 
wand that is there to make you healthy and wealthy.  When he doesn’t always deliver it 
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leaves many people bitter and angry.  How have you treated Jesus flippantly as your own 
personal genie instead of the Lord of the universe that he is?  When we reduce Jesus to 
such a level he is not obliged to comply and how quickly we turn on him like Herod who 
was pleased to see him in v. 8 and sends him away with mocking scorn in v. 11.  All 
humanity is guilty. 
 
Pilate Part II and the Crowd (vv. 13-24) 
 Now we return back to Pilate and we’re also introduced to the fifth and final 
player in this unfolding drama – the crowd.  “Pilate called together the chief priests, the 
rulers and the people, and 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.  Neither has Herod, for he sent him back to us; as you 
can see, he has done nothing to deserve death.  Therefore, I will punish him and then 
release him’” (vv. 13-16).  Pilate appears to be trying to exonerate Jesus. 
 But before you jump to that conclusion consider what we know of Pilate from 
extra-biblical sources: Josephus and Philo tell us of how he flaunted his idolatry before 
the Jews2, raided the treasury in the temple for his own public works projects3, ruthlessly 
slaughtered Samaritans4, and Eusebius tells us that in the end this cold, cruel politician 
took his own life.5  Pilate was not a nice, kind, soft man.  He was a troubled, murderous, 
calloused leader.  Notice he has no qualms with having Jesus unjustly scourged.  His 
desire not to get entangled with Jesus’ death does not stem from an affinity for Jesus.  It’s 
entirely a self-serving political motive – Jesus is not a threat to Rome and he doesn’t want 
to become embroiled in Jewish controversies and risk sparking an unstable situation in 
the region. 
 Yet it’s precisely this motive that causes him to capitulate to the Jewish leaders’ 
and crowd’s desires.  Look at v. 24 – “So Pilate decided to grant their demand.”  After 
realizing that releasing Jesus will cause more turmoil than killing him, he changes course 
and orders his execution.  Postmodern Pilate has no deep convictions.  First he tries to 
skirt the issue by sending Jesus to Herod.  Then he makes a politically expedient move 
much like modern day politicians – based on opinion polls.  He becomes the key 
component in the crucifixion of a man who by his own admission had “done nothing to 
deserve death” (v. 15). 
 The question for today is: is truth determined by God or Gallup?  To attempt to 
remain in the wishy-washy realm of indecision that only sees multi-shades of gray does 
not avoid the weight of guilt.  It only results in compliance with evil.  The sins of 
omission are just as bad as the sins of commission.  To revel in relativism is to engage in 
evil.  You simply cannot be neutral.  Either you’re with Jesus or you’re against him.  And 
how many of us who breathe the air of postmodernism bear the responsibility for the evil 
we permit to go on around us.  You cannot escape the guilt by being indifferent.  Are you 
indifferent to Jesus?  Are you indifferent to the injustice that you turn a blind eye to 
around you?  To look at Pilate is like looking in a mirror, isn’t it?  All humanity is guilty 
 But finally, I want us to hear our own voices in the voices of the people.  These 
are many of the same people who greeted Jesus with exuberate shouts of excitement only 
a week earlier.  Yet their chilling cries for his death echo through the halls of time.  There 
was a tradition to release one prisoner during the Passover feast.  The other Gospels tell 
us specifically of this, but Luke does not.  Some people tried to insert it in there, that’s 
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what v. 17 represents, but it was not originally in Luke’s Gospel.  That’s why most of our 
Bibles are missing v. 17.  But this tradition is understood in Luke’s account and in v. 18 
we find the crowd with one voice crying out, “‘Away with this man!  Release Barabbas 
to us!’  (Barabbas had been thrown into prison for an insurrection in the city, and for 
murder)” (vv. 18-19).  They wanted a convicted felon to be released instead of Jesus. 
 “Wanting to release Jesus [instead of Barabbas], Pilate appealed to them again.  
But they kept shouting, ‘Crucify him!  Crucify him!’  For 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’” (vv. 20-22).  
Pilate doesn’t want to let someone he knows is a threat to Rome go, he’d rather release 
someone he knows is harmless to him.  “But with loud shouts they insistently demanded 
that he be crucified, and their shouts prevailed” (v. 23). 
 One thing that I find the Simpsons to be extremely astute in is its depiction of how 
fickle humans are and the herd mentality that controls us.  How many scenes from the 
Simpsons can you think of where the whole town rallies together around some impulsive 
idea?  We see it in the lynch mobs of the South that were all too common less than 75 
years ago.  When sinful people come together they are capable of unthinkable acts of evil 
that each individual may be deterred from doing on his or her own.  Have you ever 
noticed this?  Have you ever noticed this in yourself… the ability to follow the crowd 
down dark paths?  All humanity is guilty. 

In these 5 different historical participants in the death of Jesus we can see so 
much of the modern day responses to Jesus.  We can also see ourselves in them as well.  
The human depravity that drove men and women to send Jesus to the cross has been 
inherited by all of us.  We’re no different.  As we look at this dark night in human history 
there is no doubt that humanity is depraved.  All humanity is guilty indeed.  And that 
includes us.  We can’t look at this event and not see ourselves.  Luke wants us to see 
unmistakably the depths of human depravity and to own up to it in ourselves. 
 
The Great Exchange (v. 25) 
 But Luke also wants us to see beyond a shadow of a doubt that Jesus was 
innocent.  Humanity is guilty and Jesus is innocent.  He didn’t strike back at the 
guards.  He didn’t recant before the Sanhedrin.  He didn’t revolt before Pilate.  He didn’t 
stoop to Herod’s level.  He didn’t lash out at the crowd.  We have to answer Pilate’s 
question – “What crime has this man committed?” – with a resounding, “NOTHING!”  
But that’s not all Luke wants us to see.  Luke wants his readers to identify with the 
character of Barabbas – the guilty insurrectionist and murderer. 
 Look at v. 25 – “Pilate released the man who had been thrown into prison for 
insurrection and murder, the one they asked for, and surrendered Jesus to their will.”  
Barabbas, the guilty one, goes free and Jesus, the innocent one, goes to the cross.  NT 
scholar Earle Ellis detects in this detail a hint “at the substitutionary death of Jesus.  The 
one guilty of death is pardoned (apolu�; cf. 6:37), and the innocent one dies in his 
stead.”6  This is what the cross accomplishes.  There is a great exchange.  Jesus willingly 
dies in the place of guilty humans. 
 We’re all guilty.  We’ve all been a part of an insurrection, a grand mutiny, a 
rebellion against the ruler of the universe – God.  And we’re all responsible for the 
murder of his Son, because in our natural state we could just have easily beaten, hated, 
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ignored, humiliated, and insisted on killing him.  Yet because of his death, each one of us 
can go scot free.  That’s why Jesus is so determined to get to the cross.  At the cross, as 
we’ll see over the next 2 weeks, Jesus died in the place of all those who had and would 
look to him in faith.  It was a substitutionary, vicarious atonement.  “Christ died for the 
ungodly.  Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man 
someone might possibly dare to die.  But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: 
While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:6c-8). 
 You are guilty and yet you can have your guilt transferred over to Christ and have 
God’s wrath for your sin exhausted in him and in turn be declared righteous and go 
completely free.  That’s the good news of the cross.  All you have to do is fess up to the 
obvious – “I’m guilty.  I’m sinful.  What was in the guards, the Sanhedrin, Pilate, Herod, 
and the crowd is in me.” – and then believe that Jesus’ death on the cross and the divine 
punishment he took was for you/in your place.  And if you believe that, then it was.  You 
can go free like Barabbas and sing the words to this song: 
 

Because the sinless Savior died 
My sinful soul is counted free 
For God the just is satisfied 

To look on Him and pardon me 
To look on Him and pardon me7 

 
 Whether it’s for the first time or the hundredth, may you go forth from this place 
this afternoon singing this song.  May you see yourself in this text and may one of the 
characters you see yourself in be Barabbas.  Let’s meditate on the truth that humanity is 
guilty and Jesus is innocent, yet Jesus willingly died in the place of guilty humans. 
 
Benediction 
“We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord 
has laid on him the iniquity of us all” (Is. 53:6).  Praise be to God!!! 
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