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Sermon 03-10/11-18 

In the Shoes of Failed Leaders – Rev. Markus Wegenast  

Mark 15:1-15 

 
As soon as it was morning, the chief priests held a consultation with the elders and scribes and 

the whole council. They bound Jesus, led him away, and handed him over to Pilate. 2 Pilate 

asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” He answered him, “You say so.” 3 Then the chief 

priests accused him of many things. 4 Pilate asked him again, “Have you no answer? See how 

many charges they bring against you.” 5 But Jesus made no further reply, so that Pilate was 

amazed. 
6 Now at the festival he used to release a prisoner for them, anyone for whom they asked. 7 Now a 

man called Barabbas was in prison with the rebels who had committed murder during the 

insurrection. 8 So the crowd came and began to ask Pilate to do for them according to his 

custom. 9 Then he answered them, “Do you want me to release for you the King of the 

Jews?” 10 For he realized that it was out of jealousy that the chief priests had handed him 

over. 11 But the chief priests stirred up the crowd to have him release Barabbas for them 

instead. 12 Pilate spoke to them again, “Then what do you wish me to do[a] with the man you 

call[b] the King of the Jews?” 13 They shouted back, “Crucify him!” 14 Pilate asked them, “Why, 

what evil has he done?” But they shouted all the more, “Crucify him!” 15 So Pilate, wishing to 

satisfy the crowd, released Barabbas for them; and after flogging Jesus, he handed him over to 

be crucified. 

 

 

I. LEADERSHIP 

Do you consider yourself a good leader? I wonder what’s going on in your mind as 

you think about this question. I wonder what leadership means to you personally. 

 

A few years ago I served a church where a teenage girl stepped up and organized 

an all church benefit concert for a mission fundraiser (…) 

It’s a powerful story that shows that even a young and otherwise quiet 

person can get a whole church community to do something extraordinary. It’s not 

that she had an extraordinary leadership talent, she just put ordinary and passionate 

commitment to a cause. 

 

“Commitment”…hm. That seems to be a key aspect in leadership. 

 

Today the passion story takes us into a part of Jesus’ last 24 hours in which we see 

three people fail in their commitment to lead in a good way. I want to look at these 

failings with you - not because I enjoy judging people who lived 2000 years ago but 

because I believe God wants you and me to learn something about our capabilities to 

be good leaders. As we look at these failed leaders let’s put yourselves into their 

shoes so that we can learn from them to do things differently … 

 

 

II. THREE EXAMPLES OF FAILED LEADERSHIP 

1) The religious leaders 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=mark+15%3A1-15&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-24832a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=mark+15%3A1-15&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-24832b
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I said I want to look at three people who failed as leaders but the first “person” is 

actually not a single person but a whole group of people: The chief priests, elders, 

lawyers and the whole Sanhedrin.   

We are about 16 hours into Jesus’ final 24 hours that changed the world. 

Jesus spend the night experiencing incarceration in a pit, a fake trial by the 

religious authorities, humiliating assaults, and a series of beatings.  

The man who represented the embodiment of God’s love had to experience 

some of the worst of what humanity has to offer and it was all instigated by Israel’s 

wisest, most knowledgeable and devout religious figures. It was them who failed 

so miserably to recognize that their God was standing among them in Jesus. All 

they could see was blasphemy but not the fulfillment of scripture.  

They were supposedly in love with the written word of God but failed to 

recognize the living Word of God walking among them.  

 

Why did they not realize that Jesus was the Son of God? Why did they hate him so 

much? Why did they want him crucified by the Romans when they could have just 

stoned him to death? 

 

Why did they not stand up as leaders and say: “Wait a minute – he may not be the 

kind of Messiah we were hoping for but let’s honestly figure it out.”  

 

The Gospel of John tells us that there were at least some attempts among the 

religious leaders to honestly figure out if Jesus was the real deal – but in the end 

their spiritual curiosity gave way to good old human fear.  

 

Why were they so afraid of Jesus? I actually am not interested in that answer! I’m 

more curious about you. When are you tempted by your fear and hatred to make 

the wrong decision?  

 

Putting yourself into the shoes of the religious leaders may not be easy for you but 

I think you might if you look at it broadly: No matter how strong you feel your 

faith is you lead a religious life, you “lead” it and I bet there are aspects that 

challenge you in your faith. 

 

Do you have times when you want to pull the plug and say: I don’t want to be 

challenged in my faith, I’m afraid where that will lead me?  

 

Sometimes we have to pray hard over something, sometimes we may have to take 

a look at the Bible to figure out a question that bothers us. 

I wonder what would have happened if the devout religious leaders in Jesus’ 

last 24 hours would have done that. What would have happened had they prayed, 

searched the scriptures, and asked: “God, is this you who is at work here?”  

But it seems they did not believe in this aspect of leadership and so they 

delivered Jesus into the hands of another leader who failed leading… Pilate 
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2) Pilate 

Pilate is a curious character. There are a few historical documents left about him, 

indicating that he was a cruel Roman leader. This man had issues and he didn’t 

care much for the needs and hopes of the Jewish people he was tasked to keep 

under wraps for the Roman Empire. 

 

He resided in Caesarea but came to Jerusalem because of the Passover. Passover 

time was always a time when the Jews liked to revolt against Rome. So he actually 

demonstrated good leadership skills (from a Roman perspective) in that he went 

where the danger was, instead of running away from it - but that’s about it.  

 

In our reading today, Pilate comes across as this Roman agent who seems to care 

for Jesus and doesn’t want him to be crucified. Did you get that impression of him?  

There may be a hint of truth to it, (especially when looking at some of what 

the other gospels tell us about him). But overall I’m not so sure about his 

compassion for Jesus. He had the power to not crucify Jesus, he had the power to 

not have him flogged.  

Roman flogging was a terrible torture that would nearly kill a human being 

leaving them half dead. If Pilate really cared for Jesus he would not have had him 

flogged...and then crucified!  

 

Now he becomes the second political leader who fails to lead in righteousness. A 

few years prior king Herod failed to save John the Baptist, now the Roman Prefect 

of Judea fails to save Jesus. He didn’t care, the washing of his hands in Matthew’s 

gospel is a laughing stock.  

 

Pilate’s temptation was keeping the “peace” – he wanted to please the crowds that 

were ganged up by the religious leaders we just looked at. When you read that text 

through once more – I invite you to do that – you may notice that Pilate may have 

been messing with the religious leaders throughout his entire dialog with Jesus and 

them. (e.g. play with enunciation of V. 14) 

It’s almost like he has some sadistic fun in teasing them about why they hate 

Jesus so much but then in the end he gives in to their wishes because that would 

keep the “peace.” He gave in to ‘peer’ pressure instead of using his authority to 

lead in doing the right thing.  

 

Have you ever felt under peer pressure to do the thing your gut tells you is wrong? 

Haven’t we all been in Pilate’s shoes? You and I we may not have the power to 

have someone crucified but as Adam Hamilton in our book study points out: we all 

may have moments in our lives in which we give up on someone who could use 

our help.  

Don’t we crucify someone – in a manner of speaking – when we give up on 

them instead of standing up for them? 
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3) The crowd 

“Crucify,” that’s what the crowd screamed when Pilate asked them what to do with 

Jesus. The crowds are the last group of people I regard as failures in leadership! 

 

Again, I don’t say that because I like to be judgmental about people who lived 2000 

years ago. I want to invite us to see ourselves in their failure to lead lives that ask for 

the right thing to happen. The crowds actually did have quite some power: both the 

Romans and the Jewish leaders feared the crowds and wanted to please them – at least: 

not mess with them too much. Pretty interesting fact for a pre-democratic society! 

 

Can you imagine how terrified the leaders in Jerusalem were when the crowd was 

mobilized on Palm Sunday when Jesus rode on the donkey? That crowd had the 

potential to do some serious uprising. But that’s not what Jesus came for and the 

crowed went numb. They wanted a messiah like Barabbas who was an activist 

ready to usurp Rome and call for arms; a messiah that wouldn’t go for the 

traditional activism of usurping was only good for crucifixion. 

 

Do you find yourself in that? Have you been in the crowds’ shoes? Has there been 

a time in your life when you were ready to fight, to go on the street, to become an 

activist who finally takes a stand that leads to action?  

God’s ways are not always the activist’s ways – sometimes God’s ways are 

so very counter intuitive.  

A whole nation thought a messiah would come to lead a rebellion against 

Rome. Ironically, all the messiahs that have showed up through Jewish history 

failed in leading their rebellion for lasting change. The true Messiah Jesus, 

however, successfully conquered Rome by different means. Jesus got crucified by 

Rome and 300+ years later it was his church that destroyed Rome as some 

historians point out! It took crowds to be willing to stand up for Jesus by being the 

church – not by being sensational. 

 

III. YOUR LEADERSHIP 

Friends, none of us is perfect. We all fail at times. But God calls you to lead, no matter how 

ready you feel to be a good leader. Some people lead by putting a benefit concert together 

without having much experience. Others lead in much more intricate and almost invisible 

ways that don’t produce a big concert but make a mighty change in a person’s life. 
 

We all have a Pilate, a religious authority figure, or a sensational crowd in us – but 

we are not doomed to make the same mistakes.  
 

God gives us his Holy Spirit as a companion and guide, God gives us his Word, the 

written and the living word in Christ who gives us a relationship with God as our 

heavenly father.  

As a person who leads a spiritual life: Pray to your heavenly dad that you will not 

lead/be lead into temptation. And when you are, don’t panic, be humble enough to 

be lead out of it again. God can do that, I believe he loves to do that. Let’s 

experience that. Amen. 


