
 1

Pilate’s Choice 

Rev. James Van Schaick 

Pound Ridge Community Church 

Christ the King 

November 25, 2018 

Daniel 7:1, 9, 13-14 

John 18:33-38 

 

This is the last Sunday of our lectionary year, known as the celebration of “Christ 
the King.”  As the name suggests, on this Sunday we celebrate the lordship of 
Christ over all creation.  At the same time, we ponder what that means for our 
lives – perhaps more ponder than celebrate.  We have an unusual gospel 
reading that may have made some of you think we’d fast-forwarded to Good 
Friday.  This particular year our reading from John’s gospel relates a portion of 
Jesus’ trial before the Roman governor Pontius Pilate.  I find it ironic because 
rather than reading a clear and unambiguous testimony to the absolute 
sovereignty of Christ, we are tasked with considering what Christ’s “kingship” 
could possibly mean in the context of a story that seems to depict the king’s total 
and decidedly un-glorious defeat by the powers of the world. 

We see the confusion and ambiguity embodied in the character of Pilate, a 
ruthless and powerful man who comes across as well out of his depth in dealing 
with this strange man – this carpenter’s son from Nazareth. I’ve always found 
Pilate to be one of the most interesting and intriguing characters in the Bible.  
And I wonder every time I read his story what might have been going through his 
mind as the events unfolded.  I wonder how he reflected on what had happened 
after it was over.  Perhaps it was something like this. 

“For so long, I was on the ‘fast track’ back in Rome.  I was one of Tiberius 
Caesar’s favorites.  I was seen in all the right places.  I was destined for real 
wealth and power.  By the gods, how is it that of all people I was named to 
govern this horrible, backward place?  This is not the place where a Pontius 
Pilate belongs.  The people here are a great unwashed rebellious mob, presided 
over by those windbag high priests.  And their silly God… it seems I can’t step 
into the street here without being accused of defiling something.     

And now this man, this Jesus of Nazareth.  What have I done to have all this fall 
into my lap?  First, there’s the usual petty insult from the Sanhedrin – I have to 
meet them outside the praetorium.  I, the prelate of Judea must come outside to 
them!  They won’t come inside because it will make them unclean!  Unclean!  
And what a story; I asked what this Jesus had done, and they told me ‘we would 
not have brought him to you if he were not a criminal.’  As if I’m going to rise to 
that bait.  I could see right away that this Jesus character was no more a threat to 
the power of Rome than the donkey he rode into Jerusalem on. 
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Why did I even interrogate this Jesus?  His guilt or innocence was of no 
consequence to me.  With all the people I’ve had to execute to keep this rabble in 
line, what was one more dead Jew to me? If the Sanhedrin needed a crucifixion, 
so what?  True, it would have been a good thing if it could have been handled so 
that Rome appeared to be blameless in this whole matter.  No need to inflame 
these people if you don’t have to.  But that’s a relatively small concern for 
someone with 3,000 soldiers on call. 

What made me want to talk to this man? What was it that was written in the face 
of this prisoner as he stood powerless before the representative of the greatest 
power the world has ever known?  Fear? No, not fear.  Definitely not fear.   Not 
fear, or defiance, or even anger.  

Straightaway he refused to tell me he is a king, but then he says that his kingdom 
is not from here – not of this world.  It would be so easy to just write him off as 
some poor deluded soul.  Except for the way he stood there as if completely 
unconcerned with the fact that I could end his life with a wave of my hand.  He 
just stood there with the calm assurance of someone who knows.  But knows 
what?  The arrogance of the man!  The arrogance!  Only there was no arrogance 
in those eyes – no condescension.  What was it I saw?  It was an invitation. His 
eyes were inviting me in.  Inviting me to see. 

To see what?  The truth? He said something very strange to me: he told me that 
he had come to testify to the truth.  He said, “Everyone who belongs to the truth 
listens to my voice.”   

The truth? “What is truth?” -- that’s exactly what I asked him.  And I didn’t wait for 
an answer. I didn’t want an answer.  I know the answer.  Truth is whatever the 
people with the armies say it is!  Truth is determined by those with money and 
power.  Poor deluded soul!  Except… 

I don’t understand why I can’t get this out of my mind.  Very shortly that man will 
be gone, dead and buried.  In a few weeks’ time, nobody will even remember that 
this Jesus of Nazareth ever existed.  What’s one dead Jew, more or less? 

I need to get back to the business of the Empire – back to things with meaning; 
things that will endure. Back to things that will get me back to the position in 
Rome that I deserve.   

A king?  A king who tells his followers not to fight for him.  A king with a kingdom 
not of this world.   Silly. Still, I wonder…” 

Pontius Pilate did not actually speak these words; although we might fairly 
speculate that something like that went through his head.  Nearly all of what we 
do know about Pilate is from the Gospel stories of the trial of Jesus, and a few 
secular accounts about the era.  Scholars have in fact debated for centuries 
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about whether the historical Pilate even existed.  In was not until 1961 that the 
first hard archeological evidence that he did was uncovered. 

The Pilate of the Gospels is seen as an indecisive and vacillating man.  He’s a 
ditherer.  For reasons we can only guess at, he decides to save Jesus, and he 
repeatedly tries to convince the crowd that Jesus didn’t deserve death before 
finally giving in to the mob and handing Jesus over for crucifixion.  Luke tells us 
in his gospel account that, in what can best be described as a perverse act of 
kindness, Pilate even ordered Jesus beaten severely, hoping that the crowd 
would believe that Jesus had suffered enough, and would agree to release him. 

These actions seem out of character for Pilate given what the secular accounts 
we do have tell us about him.  He was a man with a reputation for ruthlessness 
and cruelty.  One contemporary Jewish historian describes him as a violent thug, 
fond of executions without trial. He was an ambitious man who understood that 
his best hope for further advancement lay in maintaining the peace in his obscure 
corner of the world at any cost.  About 4 years after the death of Jesus, Pilate 
was recalled to Rome after his soldiers mercilessly crushed a Samaritan religious 
procession that they had mistaken thought was an uprising.  Some accounts say 
he was tried there as a criminal, although no one really knows. 

Peoples’ fascination with the character of Pilate is seen in the many historical 
and fictional works that speculate about his life and motivations.  But for the most 
part he remains an enigma. 

Perhaps our need to understand Pilate’s indecision in the presence of Jesus is 
because it hits so close to home.  Throughout history, all of humanity has stood 
in the place of Pilate.  Each of us faces Pilate’s choice.  And Pilate’s inability to 
make up his mind mirrors our own.  On one side are the kingdoms of this world; 
the things we can see, and smell, and touch.  There are the ladders to be 
climbed and the prizes to be won.  On the other side is what – a different 
kingdom?  And what sort of king? 

We don’t have much use for kings today, do we?  In fact, this whole idea of a 
kingdom sort of rubs us the wrong way.  Maybe that’s because it conjures up 
images of tyranny, and subjugation.  Remember Braveheart, Robin Hood, the 
French Revolution?  Didn’t we fight a war in 1776 to rid ourselves of kings?  Talk 
about kings today and we think of outmoded ideas about domination and power – 
earthly power that is so easily corrupted. 

Some people don’t like to think even of God as a king because of dangers that 
lurk there.   So many of the Biblical images of kingship can be so easily misused.  
Look at the reading from Daniel.  “The Ancient of Days took his seat. His clothing 
was as white as snow; the hair on his head was white like wool.” (Daniel 7:9) 
What do we know from this?  Well, God is a man – an old man.  That’s what 
some have decided.  And if we can decide what sex God is, we can also decide 
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what color God is, and what political persuasion God is, and a whole lot of other 
things, if we’re so inclined. And, not unexpectedly, we usually decide that God is 
just like us. 

Who can blame people who hear talk about a “kingdom” with trepidation, when 
we humans have shown ourselves to be so capable of appropriating the king for 
our own ends?  So often God and Christ have been made into a club that only 
some are good enough to join, or, worse, God and Christ have been made into a 
club with which we can beat into submission those who aren’t like us.  When we 
do that, we stand in the place of Pilate, refusing to see the truth that is in front of 
our eyes.  And like Pilate, we don’t exactly condemn Jesus to death. We merely 
look the other way while He dies. 

Pontius Pilate doesn’t wait around for an answer when he asks Jesus, “What is 
truth.”  It’s just as well that he doesn’t, because in the end, he would not have 
been able to understand.  Jesus didn’t have to give an answer.  Jesus was the 
answer.  And although Christ said his reign was not of this world, He didn’t mean 
it wasn’t in this world. 

God’s Truth is not a proposition composed by the ones with the biggest armies.  
It is the lived experience that God’s love is eternally in our midst, that God’s 
forgiveness flows to us all like a never-ending stream, and God’s grace 
continually fills the damaged and worn-out places in our lives, and makes us 
whole.  And God’s Truth does not compete with the world by trying to outsmart 
the world, or scream louder than the world, but just by being present to us with 
the calm assurance that so unnerved the governor of Judea.  As Jesus of 
Nazareth did with Pilate, today the risen Christ still stands silently, waiting for 
each of us to decide what to do.  

It flies in the face of everything we think a kingdom means. Christ is the king who 
tells his followers not to take up arms in His defense.  And the reign of Christ the 
King is not a set of beliefs and rules that is imposed on us whether we like it or 
not.  It’s a kingdom that Christ invites humankind into, as he invited Pilate, and 
has invited people who have faced Pilate’s choice through the ages.   

Christ invites us, still.  Enter the kingdom – His kingdom – and be healed. 

 

 

   


