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Jesus on Trial   
 

Luke 22:66 – 23:25          
I believe in Jesus Christ, his only son, our Lord, who 
was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the virgin 

Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, 
died, and was buried. 

 - Apostles Creed 
 
The creed does not mention such events in the Lord’s 
life as his baptism, his wilderness temptation, his 
several years of ministry, his teaching, or his 
miracles. But when summarizing our faith, the creed 
does call attention to Jesus’ suffering under Pontius Pilate, his crucifixion, death, and burial. But why is the 
Roman governor of Judea so important that he merits mentioning in one of the earliest and most important 
Christian creeds?  
 
This detail (as well as many others) reminds us that Christianity rests not upon mere spiritual principles or 
moral instructions. Rather, Christianity rests upon actual events in history. Jesus was truly tried and 
executed under the Roman governor of Judea. It happened outside the city of Jerusalem upon the killing 
grounds of Golgotha. And just as the Scriptures established from as early as Genesis chapter 3, Jesus truly 
died in the place of sinners. Therefore, our hope is not grounded in sentimentalities but in historical realities. 
Jesus died and did so for our sins.    
 
Jesus faces the Council   (vv. 66-71)    
Vv. 67-68 – Jesus as the Messiah was so different from what the Jews had expected and hoped for that a 
simple “yes” to their question would not have given them clarity. To simply answer “yes” would simply have 
added to their deliberate ignorance. They desired the Messiah to be a political and military leader who 
would vanquish the Romans and liberate Judea. They did not imagine that the Messiah came as the savior 
of sinners and they were actually among the sinners. Jesus’ reply was effectively to say, “It is pointless to 
answer the question.” 
Vs. 69 – Jesus makes a powerful statement about both his person (“Son of Man,” Daniel 7) and his posture 
(“Seated at God’s right hand,” Psalm 110). The religious authorities knew precisely that Jesus was claiming 
Deity.  
 
Jesus faces Pontius Pilate   (vv. 1-5)   
Vs. 1 – Many of the Jewish religious leaders hated Jesus. He exposed their hypocrisy. He was a superior 
teacher. He demonstrated extraordinary power. And he made claims that only God could make. This, of 
course made him a blasphemer in their eyes. Not having the legal authority to execute Jesus, they turned 
him over to the Roman authorities.  
Vs. 2 – Pilate was not interested in the religious controversies of the Jews, so they had to convince him that 
Jesus was a subversive; a threat to the peace.  
Vs. 3 – Pilate concluded that the charge against Jesus was preposterous. The “you” is emphatic: “Are you 
the king of the Jews?” Once again, Jesus gives reluctant assent. He is the king, but not in the sense that 
Pilate means. 
Vs. 5 – Notice the vagueness of the complaint.  

 Pontius Pilate, as the Roman Governor of Judea, was the supreme legal authority in that region. That is 
why the religious leadership took Jesus to him. Pilate had other responsibilities, to be sure, but when he 
was sitting on his judge’s seat, to which Matthew refers in 27:19, he was the highest judge in the land. 
Only he could have declared Jesus legally guilty and condemned him to death.  

 Rome was home to the most sophisticated system of justice at that time. Rome was proud of its fair-
mindedness and interest in reaching the truth so that justice would prevail. The trial itself, as recorded in 
all four Gospels, was typical of Roman procedure. The process involved the bringing of charges, an 
indictment, presentation of evidence, and the verdict.  
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 Since Jesus offered no defense, it certainly made it easier and perhaps inevitable that Pilate would convict 
in the end. But, the most important point is that Jesus was convicted in a court, by a judge as a criminal. 
And not only that; he was condemned by a judge who stated publicly and repeatedly that the accused 
was innocent of the charges brought against him. 

 
Jesus faces Herod    (vv. 6-17)   

 Vv. 6-7 – Knowing Jesus to be innocent of breaking Roman law, Pilate sends him back to the Jewish 
leaders. 

 Vv. 8-9 – Herod was hoping to see one of Jesus’ miracles for himself. 

 Vs. 11 – Unable to coax a miracle out of him, Herod subjected Jesus to cruel mockery. He then sent him 
back to Pilate dressed in a manner to mock his claims. This is merely a snapshot of the mockery and 
blasphemy the name of Jesus is subjected to every day in our world.  

 Vv. 13-17 – Even Herod cannot find a way to convict Jesus so he sends him back to Pilate who once 
again declares him innocent. But he ordered Jesus flogged, probably in an effort to meet the Jews 
halfway. But there was no appeasing them.  

 
Jesus condemned to die   (vv. 18-25)    

 Vv. 18-19 – There is a profane irony to the release of Barabbas given that he was actually a violent 
insurrectionist, the very accusation leveled against Jesus.  

 Vv. 20-23 – Pilate persists, knowing that he does not have formal legal grounds to execute Jesus. 
Nevertheless, the crowds are stirred up all the more, crying “crucify him!” Pilate’s repeated affirmation of 
Jesus’ innocence provides – unbeknownst to Pilate – a powerful statement concerning Jesus’ moral 
impeccability. Our Lord was the perfect law keeper. The Second Adam obeyed God’s law perfectly. Also, 
highlighted is the doctrine of substitutionary atonement whereby the spotless Christ is sacrificed in the 
place of guilty sinners. From Pilate’s own mouth came the proclamation of Jesus as the Divine Substitute 
for sinners.  

 Vv. 24-25 – Ultimately Pilate gave in to the rage of the mob. He released the guilty Barabbas and 
condemned instead Jesus the law-keeper.  

 
Theology Applied:  
1. This news calls for faith.  

 Christianity is not a guide for morality or self-improvement. It is not a “spirituality.” Christianity begins with 
the belief in particular events which occurred in history; particularly those events surrounding the life, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus. Indeed, Christians call upon all people everywhere to believe in Jesus 
as Lord precisely because he truly lived as God incarnate, was crucified, died, was buried, and then rose 
again. There is no alternative to the pressing need for faith in Jesus. That is the significance of the Bible 
being a record of real history! And Pontius Pilate’s place in this narrative serves to remind us that the 
story of Jesus is real history.  

 
2. This news calls for public witness.  

 The public nature of Jesus’ life and ministry, his trial, crucifixion, and resurrection calls for a continuing 
public witness to those realities. The message of Jesus’ death for sinners and his resurrection is known 
in Scripture as the gospel. Gospel literally means “news” or “good news.” Given that the gospel of Jesus 
is the best of all good news it must be proclaimed. Indeed, we fail to properly understand the gospel when 
we fail to give public witness to it. Since the gospel is the most important thing for the world to know, it 
follows that there is nothing more important for which the church must labor.  

 
3. This news calls believers to rest in our Innocent Substitute.  

 The gospel of Jesus is an announcement that through Jesus’ death and resurrection, sinners have been 
reconciled to God. The guilty verdict fell upon Jesus, our Innocent Substitute. Therefore, all striving to be 
made right with God may cease because it is Jesus who justifies sinners. All the guilt resulting from our 
sin has been born by Jesus. Divine justice has been fully satisfied so that the sinner’s striving may give 
way to rest. Our warfare has ended. Our enmity has been overcome by love. Our alienation has been 
answered by adoption.  


