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Series Slide

On September 8, 1941, Nazi troops surrounded the city of Leningrad, Russia to begin the worst siege of a city in modern history. 

The aim was to cut off food and supplies until the city was no longer strong enough to fight and would have to submit to the Nazis.

On the day the siege began, the city had enough food to last somewhere between 30-60 days.

It lasted for 872 days. That’s almost 2.5 years.

Over 1.2 million people died of starvation. That was half the city’s population.

People in Leningrad were dropping dead mid-sentence. The Russians there were so used to it, that when it happened at the dinner table, the rest of the family would just keep eating. 

But Hitler wasn’t the only problem.

Under the communist leadership of Joseph Stalin, the people of Leningrad already lived in fear before the war ever started. The Secret Police would often abduct people for unnamed crimes and they would never be heard from again. In fact, some Soviet Generals who defended the city and secured food for the citizens of Leningrad would be executed because they didn’t ask for help in the correct way. 

Additionally, the Soviets had repressed religion to enforce a sort of atheistic government. So churches were closed. That meant that there really weren’t any public spaces for people to look for comfort and support, and to process their grief and pain. 

The people of Leningrad were squeezed between two powerful leaders, Hitler and Stalin. Both that had used physical violence and psychological manipulation to create what they believed would be a utopian society.

But underneath the ugly struggle between those 2 dictators, something else was rising. Something different. Something beautiful. 

Something that was unnoticed as it grew…but became more powerful, and outlasted both Stalin and Hitler.

Dimitri Shostakovich was writing a symphony.

By day, Shostakovich was firefighter. In the evenings he was composing his Symphony No. 7 simply entitled “Leningrad”. Later he would say that in the face of the oppression and death he saw through both Joseph Stalin and Adolf Hitlers rule, he had to respond with art. It was a piece written about the enemies of humanity that mourned destruction and loss of life. 

In the midst of the very anti-semitic culture that was sweeping Europe, Shostakovich rebelled and began to study Jewish folk music. He wrote in his diary, “Jewish folk music has made a most powerful impression on me. I never tire of delighting in it, its multifaceted, it can appear to be happy while its is tragic. Its…laughter through tears.” 

He studied the psalms of David, particularly Psalm 18 in which David was besieged by his enemies and encountered God. 

On August 2nd 1942, nearly one year after the siege began, Shostakovich’s Symphony no 7 was performed in Leningrad. It was the same date that Hitler had boasted the city would cave and he would throw a party in the Leningrad Astoria Hotel, even going so far as to having the invitations printed in advance.

But there was no party for Hitler that day.

One of the Oboists recalled later that when the conductor raised his arms, his hands shook from hunger and exhaustion. During practices, musicians would regularly collapse. There was a rule for the musicians, even if one’s spouse died in the night, you still had to show up for practice. 

That August morning, the concert hall began to fill up with a mass of exhausted survivors. The orchestra looked liked skeletons with clothes hanging off of them. 

Then the performance began. 

For 90 minutes the audience was lifted out of the siege on a transcendent wave of music…and all of the repressed emotion…all of the unprocessed grief that had to remain stoic in the face of constant death…came out in a flood of cathartic tears.

When the piece ended, the concert hall was silent. Then someone at the back clapped, then another, and then a thunderous roaring applause exploded”

One of the clarinet players said later, “I can still hear the thunder of applause from the audience. That will be the last image before my eyes when I die.”

Outside the city, the performance was being projected by loudspeakers, right at the German troops. 

After hearing the concert, man of the Germans realized that it would be impossible to defeat a city of people who could produce something so beautiful amidst circumstances so ugly. 

Symphony no. 7 was a proclamation of life coming out of death. 

When the piece later was performed in Moscow, writer Olga Berggolts who was mourning the loss of her husband and the suffering of her country, weeping, looked down from her seat. She saw Shostakovich, and famously declared, “This man is stronger than Hitler.”

Title Slide: Symphony No. 7: The Power of Suffering in the Kingdom of God

This week we come to the line in the Apostle’s Creed about Jesus that he “Suffered under Pontius Pilate”.

Maybe you’ve wondered, like I have, “why include Pontius Pilate? Why not just ‘Jesus suffered?’”

Its strange. The only other names mentioned in the Creed are Jesus and Mary…Then there’s Pontius Pilate-- this odd historical figure, in the middle of something Xians have recited for 1900 hundred years. 

Today, I want to show you why Pontius Pilate is a part of this creed. I think you’ll find, that it has everything to do with Shostakovich’s Symphony No. 7… and the way a weak malnourished composer can be stronger than 2 dictators and all their armies. 

John 18:33-40 & 19:1-16
33 Then Pilate went back into the headquarters, summoned Jesus, and said to him, “Are you the King of the Jews? ” 

34 Jesus answered, “Are you asking this on your own, or have others told you about me? ”

35 “I’m not a Jew, am I? ” Pilate replied. “Your own nation and the chief priests handed you over to me. What have you done? ”

36 “My kingdom is not of this world,” said Jesus.“If my kingdom were of this world, my servants would fight, so that I wouldn’t be handed over to the Jews. But as it is, my kingdom is not from here.”

37 “You are a king then? ” Pilate asked.

“You say that I’m a king,” Jesus replied.“I was born for this, and I have come into the world for this: to testify to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth listens to my voice.”

38 “What is truth? ” said Pilate.

After he had said this, he went out to the Jews again and told them, “I find no grounds for charging him. 39 You have a custom that I release one prisoner to you at the Passover. So, do you want me to release to you the King of the Jews? ”

40 They shouted back, “Not this man, but Barabbas! ” Now Barabbas was a revolutionary. 

Then Pilate took Jesus and had him flogged.
2 The soldiers also twisted together a crown of thorns, put it on his head, and clothed him in a purple robe. 3 And they kept coming up to him and saying, “Hail, King of the Jews! ” and were slapping his face.

4 Pilate went outside again and said to them, “Look, I’m bringing him out to you to let you know I find no grounds for charging him.” 5 Then Jesus came out wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe. Pilate said to them, “Here is the man! ”

6 When the chief priests and the temple servants saw him, they shouted, “Crucify! Crucify! ”

Pilate responded, “Take him and crucify him yourselves, since I find no grounds for charging him.”

7 “We have a law,” the Jews replied to him, “and according to that law he ought to die, because he made himself the Son of God.”

8 When Pilate heard this statement, he was more afraid than ever. 9 He went back into the headquarters and asked Jesus, “Where are you from? ” But Jesus did not give him an answer. 10 So Pilate said to him, “Do you refuse to speak to me? Don’t you know that I have the authority to release you and the authority to crucify you? ”

11 “You would have no authority over me at all,” Jesus answered him,“if it hadn’t been given you from above. This is why the one who handed me over to you has the greater sin.”

12 From that moment Pilate kept trying to release him. But the Jews shouted, “If you release this man, you are not Caesar’s friend. Anyone who makes himself a king opposes Caesar! ”

13 When Pilate heard these words, he brought Jesus outside. He sat down on the judge’s seat in a place called the Stone Pavement (but in Aramaic, 'Gabbatha'). 14 It was the preparation day for the Passover, and it was about noon. Then he told the Jews, “Here is your king! ”

15 They shouted, “Take him away! Take him away! Crucify him! ”

Pilate said to them, “Should I crucify your king? ”

“We have no king but Caesar! ” the chief priests answered.

16 Then he handed him over to be crucified. 

Transition: In that scene we just read, there are 2 gospels being preached. There are two kingdoms. There are two rulers. There are two judges. 

In one kingdom, Jesus is on trial. And Pilate is in charge.

Simultaneously, in another kingdom, the world is on trial. And Jesus is in charge. 

This is a collision. Of beauty and ugliness. Of Life and Death. It's Shostakovich vs. Hitler & Stalin. Its Symphony No. 7 vs. the Nazis.

This SEEMS to be the quintessential moment of truth. Which kingdom is REALLY in charge? Which king REALLY rules? Who really has power?

So let’s take a look at each version of power on display in this story.

1) Pilate used power at others’ expense to avoid his own suffering.
Pilate was a lot like Hitler and Stalin.
He was a ruthless man of power.

In Luke 13:1 
..some folks report to Jesus that Pilate has “mixed the blood of some Galileans” with their sacrifices.
In other words, while some Jews from Galilliee were making sacrifices to God in the temple, Pilate sent some soldiers in to slaughter them.

It was a raw display of violent power, simply meant to send a message. That message, “Don’t mess with me, or I’ll mess you up.”

It's like that line from an unnamed 1995 moive. “O’Doyle Rules”
That was Pilate. 
A violent bully.

He wanted everyone to know that he was in charge, and that if you didn’t see things his way…he would MAKE you see them his way.

Back to 1)
Pilate was a thug in a toga.
First century Jewish authors Philo and Josephus have nothing nice to say about Pilate.
Philo described him as “a blend of self-will and relentlessness” known for “the briberies, the insults, the robberies, the outrages, and wanton injuries, the executions without trial constantly repeated, the ceaseless and supremely grievous cruelty.”

He would needlessly have Roman troops enter Jerusalem and put up imperial flags that had the emperor’s image on them, …which was highly offensive to the Jews. 
He seized money from the temple treasury to fund the construction of an aqueduct. When a crowd showed up to protest, he had soldiers disguise themselves, work their way into the crowd, then they beat the protestors with clubs.

Why though? Why do bullies and thugs do what they do?
Well, they have an understanding of power that it should be used to protect themselves from suffering. 
For Pilate, and honestly, for any of us… suffering is defined by our fears.

Pilate feared being forgotten. He feared not being liked. 
That’s why all through this report, the crowd carries so much weight with Pilate. 
Pilate is very nervous that he will be removed as governor. He doesn't want another violent insurrection from Jerusalem popping up in Herod’s news feed. His position is very fragile.
So he is trying to control this crowd.

For Pilate, if he doesn’t have a public position of authority…if he can’t call the shots…then he’s nothing.
And being nothing is what we’re all afraid of.

So, he’s trying to appease the crowd AND keep Herod happy.
But he’s also knows that there is something about Jesus…that could cost him dearly if he messes this up.

Matt 27:19
His wife had warned him not to execute Jesus, because she had a dream about him that cause her to “suffer terribly”

So Pilate stands between the crowds he is over, the King he is under, and the prisoner he can’t figure out.

He’s afraid. He’s not sure how to keep control. He doesn’t want to suffer.

So he questions Jesus to buy himself some time.
John 18:33
Are you a king?
In other words…are you a political threat to me?

John 18:38
Then when Jesus says, I have come to testify to the truth Pilate repsponds sarcastically- “What is truth?”

That question anchors this whole encounter.
At the heart of that question is “How do I win?” “Who comes out on top?” “How do I protect myself from losing everything I have?”

…and Pilate’s answer comes in 19:10
Pilate says truth is violent power.
That’s how you come out on top.
That’s how you assuage your fears of not mattering.
That’s how you keep everything your afraid of losing.
That’s how you control your own destiny.

You use power to protect yourself, even when that means others have to die.

He tells Jesus, “don’t you know I have the power to crucify you?”
You dare to give me the silent treatment?

Back to 1)
Lets talk about you and me for a second.

Because I bet you feel like you aren’t Pilate. 
Like you aren’t Hitler, or Stalin.
In a world where its cool to be “anti-bully”..
…most of us don’t really see ourselves as using our power to prevent our suffering at others’ expense.

But the devil’s sneaky…
And we’re more like Pilate than we realize.
Because most of us are driven by our fear more than anything.

We’re afraid of disappearing from the public.
We’re afraid of not looking cool.
We’re afraid of not mattering.
We’re afraid of what the crowds will say.
We’re afraid of what our bosses will do to us.
We’re afraid of losing social clout.

So we use all of the tools available to us to keep us safe.
We use social media to constantly put our image in front of others, so that they will reward us with a little heart or a blue thumbs up…so that we can be reminded that we still matter.
We aren’t thinking about other people’s good when we do that…we are thinking about how we can avoid the sinking feeling that nobody knows we exist. 

We use our jobs to prove to other people that we matter.
If we can put in enough hours, to get the next big achievement, or promotion, even if its at the cost of our marriage or family or church family…its ok. Because when we get it…we’ll matter.

We rob our neighbors of relationships, we don’t share the gospel of Jesus with people, we don’t listen to others who desperately need someone in their life…because well… “I’m just so busy.”
Busy doing what? 
Most likely, something that keeps us from the suffering of NOT keeping up with the Jones’

Its hard to open your home up and have dinner with people you don’t know. 
Its hard to meet someone who is needy and figure out how to help them.
Its hard to be a parent or a spouse that loves unconditionally.

It takes a willingness to not use people, but to give yourself to people. 

And I gotta tell ya, if you answer the question “What is truth?” like Pilate did-
That Truth is Power.
That the strong survive at the expense of the week.

That it's a dog eat dog world.
That the prettiest person wins.
The most charismatic person wins.
The one who has the authority to crucify always wins.

You will find yourself constantly afraid. 
Insecure.
Constantly needing validation.
Affirmation.
Constantly needing someone else to say “You matter.” “You’re strong” You’re pretty. You’re charismatic. Just don’t crucify me.

Eventually, like Pilate, you will find yourself alone…because you have hurt everyone in your life with your selfishness. You have used them all for your own gain.

At one time, Hitler seemed to be the most powerful man in the world. 
He died alone and afraid…of suicide.

TRANSTION: Dimitri Shostokavich, on the other hand, survived WWII. And went on to make more beautiful symphonies. Because he used his power like Jesus…See, unlike Pilate,….

2) Jesus used power at his own expense to relieve others’ suffering. 

The creed says Jesus “suffered under Pontius Pilate”…
Which is true… in the way Pilate saw the world.

But look how Jesus answered Pilate
19:11a (end at “above)
He tells Pilate that his control, his authority, his power is an illusion.
Pilate doesn’t have power. Rather power is given from above. In other words, God the Father is allowing this to happen. Pilate only has Power because God has allowed him to.

This historical moment in time, is not Jesus on trial in front of Pilate…
Rather its Pilate, and all that Pilate represents, on trial in front of Jesus.

Its Shostakovich head to head with Hitler.
So now, lets see how Jesus answers the question “WHAT IS TRUTH?”

18:36
He says first that his Kingdom is not about overcoming violent, fearful power, with more violent fearful power.

If it was, he says, “I would have told my disciples to arm themselves to the teeth and fight. I would have had them protect me from this humiliation, this suffering.”

But you can’t see my Kingdom, Pilate. You don’t get it.

18:37
Jesus says I am King. And I’m here to tell the world the truth.
That none of the evil, oppressive powers that seek to dominate others will be victorious.

Instead, in essence, unconditional sacrificial love will win the day.

Back to 2)
You know what frightened the Nazi soldiers outside of Leningrad?
It wasn’t a hand-grenade launched by some hulk-like superman.
They would have laughed at that.

Because the Nazi’s knew that game.
They knew how to have bigger and better weapons.
If somehow the people of Leningrad could have mustered a counter attack on the Nazis, it simply would have been countered with a counter-counter attack. 

No, what frightened the Nazis was that a dying people, who had been devastated by a dictators’ top-down power…could respond with such beauty.

It was in that moment when the beauty of Symphony No. 7 leaked out of the loud speakers and into the Nazi trenches…that the Nazi’s knew they couldn’t win with top-down power.

And at the heart of that Symphony…was people who used their power at their own expense to relieve the suffering of others.

Think about it.
Day after day, the performers mustered the strength to show up to rehearsal. 
Day after day, they persevered, because they knew their neighbors, their family members, their fellow citizens, needed a place…a people…where they could stop pretending death didn’t hurt them.
Where they could stop pretending they were unfazed by fathers and mothers, brothers and sisters, aunts uncles and cousins dropping dead in front of them…where they could stop pretending like that wasn't painful and awful…where they could stop pretending that death was “normal”

…and they needed something beautiful in their life to give them hope. That life was worth living. And that it wasn’t simply the strong that survived.

The Scripture teaches us that what was happening on that day when Jesus suffered under Pontius Pilate, was more than anyone could see in the moment.

To the naked eye, it looked like typical power. Like the strong survive, and the weak perish.

Just like if you dropped in on Leningrad when Symphony No 7 was played…it would look like a sort of final act before the city caved to Hitler…

... but in both cases something supernatural was happening.
Good was overcoming evil.
Beauty was outdoing ugliness.
The light was coming into the darkness…and the darkness could not overcome it.

Jesus was more powerful than Pilate.
Jesus is the eternal God…who instead of exalting himself in insecurity…humbled himself by becoming a man.

And instead of protecting his public reputation, he submitted to his Father’s will, public shameful execution on a cross.

And on that day, it appeared that evil powers had won.
But in Jesus’ suffering, in his death…he was relieving us of our condemnation.

He was taking our place.
He was dying for our sin.
…and he was loving us through his own sacrifice.

And in that we now have a cosmic declaration that all of us have been fighting our whole lives to hear.

God, the King of the universe, is saying “YOU matter to me.”

And not because you’re pretty, or you’re strong, or you’re smart, or you’re useful, or charismatic, or good at sports, gardening, or flipping houses.

He loves you because he made you.
He loves you because you're his.
And he suffered and died for you to bring you back to him.

18:34
At the beginning of this entire interrogation, Jesus says to Pilate “Who do you think I am? I don’t care what the others say, I’m not interested in other peoples opinions about me, Pilate…WHO DO YOU SAY I AM?”

Jesus, in his great love for even the person that would send him to die, offered a way for Pilate to see the truth and follow him.

 18:35 But Pilate is offended “I’m no powerless Jew! I am a ROMAN GOVERNOR! I don’t NEED you. Now, what have you done?”

Pilate walked away from Jesus
But that didn’t stop God’s plan.
Because God is powerful enough to even use your rejection of him for his glory. 

Pilate had what he needed. He had his significance. And since he rejected God for his own self-worship, he stood condemned because he condemned God himself.

Back to 2)
APP: I pray that’s not where you are.
See, Jesus is asking the same question to everyone
Who do you say that I am?
Not your parents, not your church, not your friends
Who do you say that I am?

And you know, Pilate asked the right question “What have you done?”
But he missed two words. And those two words would have released the power of God into his life. They would have saved him.
He missed the words “For me”.
When you ask Jesus that question “What have you done FOR ME?” 
And you actually stop to listen to him…You see the beauty in the tragedy of the cross. You find life in his death.
You see what Jesus has done to lead you out of your delusion of grandeur and into real life.

Jesus has shown you on the cross who God is. And how that changes you.
He died For you.
You were a prisoner to sin and death.
You had put God on trial and said “Guilty” because you know that submitting to and following God means you have to let go of your small delusional piece of power.
And that is everything to you.
It is what defines you.

But if you look around you, you’ll see the damage its done. 
The damage its done to people you say you love.
You’re defensive. You’re cynical. You are anything but beautiful.

On the cross, Jesus has shown you truth and beauty. 
He has empathized with you
He has taken on broken flesh.
He has been tempted as you are, yet without sin.
He has played for you Symphony No. 7.

Will you surrender to him?

1 Timothy 6:11-16
11 But you, man of God, flee from these things, and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, and gentleness. 12 Fight the good fight of the faith. Take hold of eternal life to which you were called and about which you have made a good confession in the presence of many witnesses. 13 In the presence of God, who gives life to all, and of Christ Jesus, who gave a good confession before Pontius Pilate, I charge you 14 to keep this command without fault or failure until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ. 15 God will bring this about in his own time. He is the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings, and the Lord of lords, 16 who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light, whom no one has seen or can see, to him be honor and eternal power. Amen. 
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