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Prayer 

Our Heavenly Father, 

Two years of intense study have 

brought us to the shadow of Jesus’ 

cross. As we hear the verdict of a 

finite and flawed man as he sends 

Jesus to the cross and are once 

again horrified by the greatest of all 

injustices, help us to focus on your 

perfect plan of redemption. May 

our hearts be filled with gratitude 

for all you endured on our behalf. 

Amen.  

• Greeting 
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This week I completed one of the 

most difficult books I have ever 

read, Dostoevsky’s “The Brothers 

Karamazov.” If I read the book in 

print, it was 846 pages, 206,000 

words. But I listened on Audible… 

46 hours. It took me over two 

months. But the length is not the 

big issue. The Brothers Karamazov is 

set in 19th century Tsarist Russia. 

There are tons of Russian terms to 

learn. On top of that it’s a 

philosophical novel, dealing with 

clashing heady topics like theism vs. 

atheism, free will vs. determinism, 
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capitalism vs. socialism. Throw in a 

deep dive into ethics, morality and 

family dysfunction, it’s a ponderous 

book. It’s more than halfway into 

this challenging read before you 

discover that it’s actually a murder 

mystery. Fyodor Pavlovich 

Karamazov, the father of these three 

brothers, is dead. Two of the sons 

have motive. One was abused and 

neglected. The other competes with 

his father for the same woman, an 

unworthy manipulator, who plays 

them off against one another. It 

takes several hundred more pages 

until you learn who’s to blame and 

then it concludes with an innocent 

man, being convicted of the crime. I 

must say, I was more than a bit 

frustrated with the ending. 

However, I couldn’t miss the 

connection to my sermon this week 

on Matthew 27:24-31. I’ve entitled 

it, “Who’s to Blame?” The trial of 

Jesus is worse than the book I just 

finished.  ot only is the most 

innocent of all men condemned to 

death, but the judge knows he’s 

guiltless and sends him to his death 



anyway. Truth is truly stranger than 

fiction. 
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Today we will grapple with the 

question, “Who’s to blame for killing 

Jesus?” In the course of our te t we 

will see three very different 

approaches to this question. 

• Pontius Pilate epitomizes 

“blame shi ing” with his 

attempt to wash his hands of 

the very verdict he delivered. 

• The Jewish mob, gaslit by the 

 hief Priests and  lders, 

demonstrate one of the 

oddest of behaviors. They 

eagerly invite blame as a 

means of coa ing a guilty 

verdict. 

• And finally, there’s the 

soldiers. They never voice 

their defense, but it is 

predictable. It’s called the 

 uremberg defense… “We’re 

just doing our job.” 
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So, let’s continue our focus on 

Pontius Pilate, who’s defense is 

“Don’t Blame me!” 

You know that trapped feeling when 

you’re convinced that you’re out of 

options? That’s where Pilate is as 

we begin our te t in Matthew 27:24: 

   So    n Pil t  s   t  t      s 

g ining not ing, but r t  r t  t   

riot   s b ginning,    took   t r 

 nd   s  d  is   nds b for  t   

cro d, s ying, “I  m innoc nt of 

t is m n's blood; s   to it 

yours lv s.” 

 ast week we saw that Pilate’s wife, 

whom historical sources name 

 laudia Procula, warned Pilate: 

“H v  not ing to do  it  t  t 

rig t ous m n, for I   v  suff r d 

muc  b c us  of  im tod y in   

dr  m.” ( t.     9) 

Given the Roman belief in dreams, 

he would have likely taken her 

warning seriously. 

But verse 24 tells us that Pilate is 

now fighting internal motivations 

and e ternal pressures that counter 

Procula’s warning. 

FIRST POI T

      
          

Pon us Pil t 
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The internal pressure that Pilate is 

feeling is an overriding sense of 

FUTI ITY. 

Over the past few weeks, we’ve 

seen how Pilate has been convinced 

of Jesus’ innocence and made 

numerous attempts at freeing Jesus: 

• He has verbally stated that he 

found no guilt in Jesus twice.  

• When he learned that Jesus 

was a Galilean he sent him to 

Herod, hoping that the part-

Jewish Galilean tetrarch would 

have sympathy for him. 

• When Herod sent Jesus back 

a er a further beating, he 

tried using the “Passover 

amnesty” to set him free. But 

this last-ditch effort blew up in 

Pilate’s face. The mob chose 

Barabbas the murderer 

instead of their Messianic 

King.  

It is a er all these attempts that 

Matthew tells us that Pilate was 

“g ining not ing.” 

App  c ti  : 
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Don’t underestimate how strongly 

human beings will fight against 

futility. Ask anyone who’s ever 

dusted a house or mowed a lawn. 

We despise futility and when we 

feel like we are being sucked into 

futile tasks, we are tempted to do 

almost anything to break that cycle 

of meaninglessness and frustration 

including sin. 
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The second powerful impulse Pilate 

was facing was an e ternal 

motivator, F AR! 

Pilate’s fear is hinted at in the 

middle of verse 24: 

   So    n Pil t  s   t  t      s 

g ining not ing, but r t  r t  t   

riot   s b ginning… 

What was so fearsome about a riot? 

 ast week we saw that this is a small 

mob, two hundred at most. The 

setting is the Praetorium where 

Pilate’s soldiers are quartered. He 

has nothing to fear from a few angry 

religious zealots. However, Pilate’s 

world has become very shaky, like a 

Fiddler on a Roof. He entered 

Palestine confident and cocky. He 

was appointed by Sejanus, Tiberius 
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 aesar’s most trusted advisor. 

However, the year is 30 AD and 

Sejanus’ sun is setting. Tiberius is 

growing envious of his popularity 

with the troops. Remember that 

Socrates quote from last week? 

“Envy is a cancer in our souls.” 

Tiberius was rotting with suspicion 

and envy and Sejanus is in trouble. 

By 31 AD Sejanus and his family 

would be e ecuted and hundreds of 

the soldiers he appointed as leaders 

would be killed until “The Tiber 

River in Rome was literally said to 

be tinged red with blood. Pilate has 

already faced Tiberius’ wrath when 

he was well-connected.  ow he is 

vulnerable.  

App  c ti  : 

Futility and Fear should be warning 

signs to us.  ommon sense and 

common decency are o en 

sacrificed on the altar of self-

preservation. 
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It is at this point that Pilate resorts 

to one of the oldest tricks in the 

book… Blame shi ing. And he does 

it in a way that was likely intended 

to offend the Jewish mob putting 

him under these pressures. Pilate 

performs the ritual he is most well-

known for.   ook at the closing 

words of verse 24: 

“…   took   t r  nd   s  d  is 

  nds b for  t   cro d, s ying, “I 

 m innoc nt of t is m n's blood; 

s   to it yours lv s.” 

Most scholars agree that outside a 

few obscure references by Roman 

authors, handwashing in an attempt 

to eliminate guilt was not a Roman 

practice; it was a Jewish concept. 

For e ample, we see this practice in 

Deuteronomy 21. This chapter deals 

with the tragedy of an unsolved 

murder. What should be done if a 

murdered corpse is found within a 

given village or city and the 

perpetrator is unknown? In order to 

atone for the general blood 

guiltiness attached to the unsolved 

crime, a priest would sacrifice a 

heifer by breaking its neck. Then, in 

        A               
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verses 6-9 an additional step is 

described: 

6 And  ll t    ld rs of t  t city 

n  r st to t   sl in m n s  ll   s  

t  ir   nds ov r t     if r   os  

n ck   s brok n in t   v ll y,    nd 

t  y s  ll t s fy, ‘Our   nds did 

not s  d t is blood, nor did our 

 y s s   it s  d. 8 Acc pt 

 ton m nt, O Lord, for your p opl  

Isr  l,   om you   v  r d  m d, 

 nd do not s t t   guilt of innoc nt 

blood in t   midst of your p opl  

Isr  l, so t  t t  ir blood guilt b  

 ton d for.’ 9 So you s  ll purg  t   

guilt of innoc nt blood from your 

midst,    n you do    t is rig t in 

t   sig t of t   Lord. 

Pilate has been in Judea for seven 

years. He may well have witnessed 

this ritual, or at least become 

familiar with the practice. It would 

seem that he thought that he could 

wash away the guilt of condemning 

Jesus with a bowl full of water. 

App  c ti  : 

What can we learn from Pilate’s 

futile act of blaming others for his 



crime of condemning an innocent 

man? 

 onsider this quote by Tim Keller: 

“Life changing repentance begins 

where blame shifting ends.” 
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Our second group to consider is, 

once again, the Jewish mob.  ast 

week we saw them cry out for 

Barabbas. This week we will see 

them take another infamous step. 

Pilate’s resolve to e onerate Jesus 

was weakening. They could see this. 

But they wanted to seal the deal, so 

they make this grotesque statement 

in verse 25: 

 5 And  ll t   p opl   ns  r d, 

“His blood b  on us  nd on our 

c ildr n!” 

There are some Old Testament 

passages with similar language. 

However, the important thing to 

take note of is the opening phrase, 

“ ll t   p opl   ns  r d.” 

Matthew wants us to see that those 

accepting this blood guilt upon 

themselves, and their descendants 

are not just the  hief Priests and 

 lders. It’s the entire crowd saying 
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this. They are accepting Pilate’s 

assertion of innocence by saying, 

“Don’t blame yourself… Blame us 

and our kids.” 

It is likely that the  hristian 

community saw some level of 

fulfillment of these words in 70 AD 

when the Temple was destroyed 

and Jerusalem breached resulting in 

a great loss of Jewish life. However, 

many commentators went out of 

their way to insert an important 

cautionary note. This verse has been 

used at various periods of history as 

a trope.  

 et me e plain what a trope is. A 

trope is a characterization, o en a 

metaphor. More well-known 

e amples would be some of these 

movie tropes: 

• The Mean Girl 

• The Dumb Jock 

• The Femme Fatale 

• The Sidekick 

• The Anti-hero 

These are common tropes used in 

stories. However, some tropes are 



vicious and have caused great harm. 

One is a misapplication of our te t. 
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It's the  hrist-killer trope in which 

all Jews are blamed collectively for 

killing Jesus.  

• The Jews laid the trap.  

• The Jews chose Barabbas.  

• The Jews broke down Pilate’s 

will to release Jesus. 

• The Jews persecuted and 

martyred the early  hristians. 

Antisemites in Spain’s Inquisition, 

Tsarist Russia, Hitler’s Germany, the 

Soviet state and even in our own 

country have used this trope of 

“The  hrist-killer” in order to justify 

the most grotesque acts of anti-

Semitism like the Holocaust.  et us 

never forget that Jesus forgave 

those responsible for his death from 

the cross. Jesus’ Apostles and many 

of the first  hristians were Jews. 

And God has never rescinded the 

Abrahamic  ovenant to bless those 

who bless the descendants of 

Abraham and curse those who curse 

them. Anti-Semitism is an affront to 

the  hristian faith. It has no place in 

Matthew’s gospel, nor does it have 

                      p  



a place in the hearts and souls of 

true believers. 
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Pilate’s verdict is rendered in verse 

26, and with that verdict there is an 

immediate act of savagery… Jesus is 

scourged: 

 6 T  n    r l  s d for t  m 

B r bb s,  nd   ving scourg d 

  sus, d liv r d  im to b  crucifi d. 

In my research I came across 

numerous descriptions of this 

instrument of torture called the 

Roman flagrum. The scourge 

featured lead balls to cause massive 

internal leading, and sharp pieces of 

metal and bone to remove flesh and 

induce great blood loss.  

The scourge brought its victim to 

the point of death. Jesus would 

have been in shock… in near critical 

condition following his scourging. 

The Romans viewed this as an act of 

mercy, shortening the time the 

condemned spent alive on the 

cross. 

I was tempted to share further 

details and then I came across one 

comment.   ook at how restrained 

             p   c      



Matthew’s description of Jesus’ 

scourging was. Just one word. In our 

modern setting where we are 

constantly tuning in to medical 

dramas and forensic TV shows, we 

are drawn to all the gross details. 

But in doing so, we are at risk of 

losing the focus that the gospel 

authors have. They don’t focus on 

the specific effects of the scourge 

and the cross, they focus on its 

redemptive purpose. Jesus fulfilled 

the prophecies. He was the 

Suffering Servant of YHWH, and by 

his stripes we are healed! 
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I want to look at one more group 

that, like Pilate, sought to deflect 

blame. They don’t do so with their 

words but they do so by their 

actions.  et’s take a closer look at 

the soldiers assigned to e ecute 

Jesus. Turn with me to Matthew 27, 

verses 27-31: 

   T  n t   soldi rs of t   gov rnor 

took   sus into t   gov rnor's 

   dqu rt rs,  nd t  y g t  r d 

t     ol  b   lion b for  

 im.  8 And t  y stripp d  im  nd 

put   sc rl t rob  on  im,  9  nd 

THIRD POI T

           
         

T   Soldi rs
              



t is ng tog t  r   cro n of 

t orns, t  y put it on  is    d  nd 

put   r  d in  is rig t   nd. And 

kn  ling b for   im, t  y mock d 

 im, s ying, “H il, King of t   

   s!”  0 And t  y spit on  im  nd 

took t   r  d  nd struck  im on t   

   d.    And    n t  y   d 

mock d  im, t  y stripp d  im of 

t   rob   nd put  is o n clot  s on 

 im  nd l d  im    y to crucify 

 im. 

As soon as Pilate pronounced his 

verdict, Jesus was under Roman law 

and the greatest of o ymorons, 

Roman Justice. The mockery and 

beating that Jesus endures 

demonstrates the callous disregard 

these soldiers had for human life. 

The men on the “crucifi ion detail” 

became dehumanized… cruel and 

sadistic.  ast week we saw how the 

Temple guards played a cruel game 

with Jesus called Hot Hands, 

blindfolding him and taking turns 

beating him and seeing if he could 

pick out the one soldier who didn’t 

beat him. These Roman soldiers are 

just as cruel. They place a crimson 

robe on Jesus raw and mutilated 



flesh. It was a soldier’s garment 

dyed with an e pensive dye, similar 

to a royal roble. And they gave him 

a reed for a ruler’s staff, taking turns 

beating him on the head with it. 

And then, there is the most well-

known act of mockery, the crown of 

thorns.  

We’re not certain what kind of 

thorns. Some say acanthus thorns. 

However, I came across a different 

possibility that, if true, tells a 

powerful story.  
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These thorns are from the Date 

Palm. The thorns of the Date Palm 

could be up to twelve inches in 

length. Such a crown would be a 

cruel instrument of torture. 

However, think about this. If the 

crown of thorns was made of the 

very common date palm, that would 

suggest that the very branches used 

a few days earlier to welcome Jesus 

as Israel’s redeemer and King were 

now used as a mocking crown of 

thorns. It demonstrates how quickly 

Passion Week moves from the 

greatest of joys to the greatest of 

sorrows. 
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Most men being led to a cross were 

led there naked. However, given the 

fact that Jesus was a popular rabbi, 

and that the Roman guards would 

now be going out from this small 

enclave at the Praetorium to the 

streets of Jerusalem, they spare 

Jesus that indignity. It is the only 

respect that will be shown to him. 

The soldiers never speak in their 

own defense, but I suspect that if 

they did seek to avoid blame, they 

would use the  uremberg Defense. 

The name comes from the famous 

trials immediately following WWII. 

The  uremberg Trial introduced us 

to terms like genocide and “crimes 

against humanity.” It also featured a 

common defense… “We were just 

following orders.” It is the lamest 

defense in history, but one 

commonly heard even today. 
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We began this message with a 

Question, “Who’s To Blame?”  

• Is Pilate the “ hrist-Killer”?  

• Is it the Jews who cried for 

Barabbas and urged Jesus’ 

crucifi ion?   

• Is it the Soldiers who spat on 

him, toyed with him and, an 

hour or two later nailed him to 

a cross?  

• Or is there another possibility? 

I will close with these convicting 

words by  harles Spurgeon which 

answer the question: 

It is possible for us to mock Jesus 

today by the way we live. “You have 

mocked him by a feigned worship, 

and thus you have put the purple 

robe upon him. For that purple robe 

meant that they made him a 

nominal king, a king who was not in 

truth a king, but a mere show. Your 

Sunday religion, which has been 

forgotten in the week, has been a 

scepter of reed, a powerless ensign, 

a mere sham. You have mocked and 

insulted him even in your hymns and 

prayers, for your religion is a 

pretense, with no heart in it; you 
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brought him an adoration that was 

no adoration, a confession that was 

no confession, and a prayer that 

was no prayer. Is it not so?”  

Spurgeon’s right! We’re to blame! 

We are the mockers, and it is our sin 

that necessitated Jesus’ sacrifice. 

But there’s good news.  ven though 

we share in the blame, we also 

share in the forgiveness and the 

grace that is greater than all our 

sins. Is Jesus your king? You can bow 

to Him right now!  et’s Pray. 

 


