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“24 HOURS THAT CHANGED THE WORLD (#4):  

JESUS, BARABBAS & PILATE, OH MY!” 
 (Mark 15:1-15) 

© 2019 Rev. Dr. Brian E. Germano 

[PROP NEEDED: 2 Movie Clips from "The Passion of The Christ"] 

 [McKendree U.M.C.; 3-31-19] 
 --I-- 

1. Read text: Mark 15:1-15 (NRSV) and Pray. 

2. [VIDEO SERIES INTRO (0:48)] As we continue our series 24 Hours That Changed 
The World, today we turn to the meaning and significance of Mark's description of what  
happened to Jesus after he was was condemned to death by the Jewish Sanhedrin.  1

 A--I reminded us last week that under Roman rule, not only was the Sanhedrin not 
       authorized to carry out the death penalty, but that the religious charge that Jesus was 
       convicted of (blasphemy) was not even a capital offense. 

 B--If Jesus were to be executed, then, it would have be done by the Romans, and he would  
       have to be found guilty of a crime deserving death under Roman law. 

3. So, around 7am Jesus was taken from Caiaphas' house to Antonia Fortress (home to the 
city's Roman military garrison) and brought before the Roman governor Pontus Pilate,  
accused of the political crime of inciting rebellion against Rome.  2

 A--And yet, after questioning him, Pilate does not find Jesus guilty of any crime deserving  
       of death, and tells that to the crowd of Sanhedrin followers gathered in the fortress  
       courtyard.  But they weren't satisfied, and began to grow more and more unruly.  3

 B--And that's where we pick up with the following scene, spoken here in the original 
  languages of Jesus' day and time (so you'll need to read the English captions)... 

  [WATCH VIDEO #1 (0:49:15-0:51:31, Total 2:16 -- the crowds' choice of Barabbas)] 

4. Jesus? or Barabbas?  It's a choice that still haunts us today, 2000 years later.  To see what I  
 mean, let's briefly compare the two: ... 

 A--On the one hand, there's Barabbas... who (let's be clear) is no mere petty thief.  No.   
He's in prison for murder during a recent insurrection. 

  1--Many scholars believe he was the leader (or least a member) of a fanatical 
         Jewish nationalist group called the Sicarii (meaning "dagger bearers," referring  
       to the daggers they carried beneath their cloaks to carry out assassinations).  
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  2--They were pledged to use violence and fear as tactics to stir up the Jewish  
                 people to revolt against their Roman occupiers, making them the first-century  
       equivalent of groups like Al-Qaeda or the Klu Klux Klan.  4

  3--So the point here is that Barabbas (and those like him) was nothing less than a 
  terrorist, using the way of VIOLENCE to achieve his goals. 

 B--On the other hand, of course, there was Jesus, who didn't call for the overthrow of the  
Roman government, or lead an armed rebellion against them. 

  1--Instead, he called for the overthrow of sin and selfness in our own hearts. 

  2--He called people not to kill or assault their enemies, but to love them,  not to  5

       strike them, but to turn the other cheek,  not to set up a economic, military, or 6

       political kingdom, but one where our hearts are committed to God. 

  3--In other words, to achieve his goals, Jesus advocated a radical way of LOVE.  

5. Now, something I found very interesting is that Matthew's account of these events (27:16)  
 tells us that both men were actually named "Jesus", which literally means "Savior."  7

 A--It's almost as if we're to understand that what Pilate is doing here is offering the crowd  
      a choice between two different kinds of "Savior":   
  1--...Jesus Barrabas, who's motto might be "might makes right," and who "saves"  
       by using prejudice, hate, and violence;  

  2--...And Jesus of Nazareth, who calls us to "seek first the Kingdom of God"  and 8

       who "saves" by using love, compassion, and forgiveness. 

 B--It's a choice... 
  1--Between a "Savior" whose call is to take up arms & fight people we don't like  
      or agree with,OR a "Savior" whose call is to lay down our arms and love them; 

  2--Between a man of blood and the "prince of peace"; Between cultivating a heart 
       of hate OR a heart of love.  9

--II-- 

6. You know, in many ways our world today still struggles between these two competing  
 visions of  "Savior" -- Pilate's question still rings in our own ears: "Which will you  
  choose: Jesus Barabbas, or Jesus of Nazareth? the way of violence, or the way of love?"  

 A--And yet, all too often, we (like the crowd 2000 years ago) still choose Barabbas and  
       the way of prejudice, hatred, and violence -- as one author put it, "While [many of us] 
       admire Jesus of Nazareth,... [we] feel safer with, and prefer Jesus Barabbas."  10
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 B--Now, I'll be honest:  there are many times when it's easier to resort to Barabbas' way  
      than the way of Jesus.  For example,... 

  1--Sometimes its easier for nations to use economic or military power to get their  
       way, rather than engage in the more difficult task of diplomacy-- the result is 
       violence like the Spanish slaughter of the Incas in the 1500s, our own genocide 

of Native Americans in the 1800s, or Saddam Hussein's conquest of Kuwait in 1990. 

  2--Sometimes it's easier to be prejudiced against people who look different from  
       us than to try and understand them -- and the result is atrocities like American 

  slavery & racial discrimination, or the slaughter of 6 million Jews in World War 2. 

  3--Sometimes its' easier to hate others who think and act differently from ourselves  
       than it is to try to love them into changing -- resulting in tactics like those of the 
       Westboro Baptist Church (Topeka, KS), who's members go around the country  
       picketing the funerals of gay people (all "in the name of Jesus"!) as God's 
       "judgment" against America.  11

  3--And still other times, it's just easier to harbor resentment against entire races &  
      groups of people because of the actions of some -- like the prejudice that many  
      Americans still hold towards ALL Muslims simply for being Muslim.  

 C--For you see, when you and I choose the way of prejudice, hate and violence over the  
       way of love, we're doing exactly what the crowd did 2000 years ago:  we're choosing  
       Barabbas over Jesus, and we're shouting to have love crucified and violence set free.  12

7. Now, even though at times it may seem that the way of Barabbas often wins out in  
 our world (as it admittedly appears to do here for Jesus), it need NOT always be so! 

 A--No. The story of Jesus' resurrection and other stories throughout history show that the 
way of love can overcome the ways of violence if we'll persist in them! 

 B--For example, during the 1950s-60s in our own country, there were essentially two  
      competing visions for the civil rights struggle towards racial equality and justice:  

  1--There was the way of Malcolm X, who believed (and practiced) that the  
       injustices against Black Americans were so serious that violence was  
       sometimes justified (and even encouraged) in order to overcome them. 

  2--But then there was also the way of Dr. Martin Luther King,Jr.,who believed that  
      equality of human rights could only come about by changing people's hearts  
      through nonviolent resistance & acts of sacrificial love--& as we all know, it was 
      MLK's way that won in the end, even though he didn't live to see it happen.  13
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 C--My point here is that just as the crowds' choice that led to Jesus' death was not the end  
      of his story, so with us the way of love can win in the end IF we'll persevere in  
      practicing love and rejecting violence as an instrument of power -- if we'll consciously  
       choose the difficult way of  Jesus, instead of perpetuating the easy way of Barabbas. 

--III-- 

8. Now, I know some people will argue, "But other people aren't being people of love, so  
 why should I be?"  

 A--Well first of all, if we claim to follow Jesus, then we aren't just "other people." We are  
      "Christians" (which means "little Christ-s") --in the language of today's scripture, we're  
      not members of the crowd shouting for Barabbas, but Jesus' followers shouting for him. 

 B--And that means that we're not called to criticize others for not being people of love, but 
 to remember that the practice of love begins first with US! 

9.      Jesus himself put it best in his words from the "Sermon on the Mount." Watch and listen...  14

[WATCH VIDEO #2 from "The Passion of the Christ" (1:29:30-1:30:02, TOTAL 0:32, 
 "Love your enemies.  For if you love only those who love you, what reward is there in that?")] 

10.    [PRAYER: "Lord Jesus, help us to love our enemies, those who are different than us, and 
 those with whom we don't always understand or agree.  Help each of us to be instruments 
 of peace in our world, rather than continuing to perpetuate the patterns of violence already 
 all around us.  Guide us and guide our leaders to work for justice but also for peace, and 
 help us to claim the strength and courage to choose your path of compassion, forgiveness,  
 and love over the path of prejudice, hatred, and violence.  In the name of the 'Prince of 
 Peace' we pray, Amen."]  15

ENDNOTES: 

  In addition to Mark 15:1-15, these events are also recounted in Matthew 27:1-26, Luke 23:1-25, and 1

John 18:28-40.

   The Sanhedrin knew that their charge of treason (for claiming to be the promised Messiah) would either 2

force Jesus to deny that he was Messiah, or -- if he refused to do so -- force Pilate to execute him for even 
claiming such a thing.  Either way, the Sanhedrin figured they would be rid of Jesus once and for all.

   Luke's account (Chapter 23:6-12) adds at this point that when Pilate learned Jesus was from Galilee -- a 3

region under the jurisdiction of the Jewish puppet king Herod Antipas -- he sent him across town to be 
tried by Herod, who just happened to be in the city at that time for Passover. ). But Herod also did not find 
any crime in Jesus worthy of execution, and sent him back to Pilate, leaving Pilate with the same dilemma 
as before.
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  Remember that the word "Messiah" literally meant "king" or "anointed one," and so the common 4

conception of Messiah to the average Jew in that day and time was one of a military leader who would 
throw out the Roman occupiers and set up a new Jewish state, similar to what Simon Maccabeus had done 
190 years earlier during the Maccabean revolt (an event the Jewish people still celebrate today during the 
festival of Chanukah). The Sicarii simply believed they were helping to usher in that messianic kingdom, 
and if it took violence to do so, then so be it.  
       But they weren't the only group to do this.  No.  History records that between the birth of Jesus and the 
destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in A.D. 70, somewhere between 8-13 people claimed to be (or were 
hailed by the people as) the Jewish Messiah -- all had at least some followers, all except Jesus used the 
sword to try to drive out the Romans, and all (including Jesus) we're put to death by the Romans, who 
could not tolerate any supposed "king" other than Caesar.

   Matthew 5:43 and Luke 6:27 & 35.5

   Matthew 5:39 and Luke 6:29.6

  Or "God Saves."7

  Matthew 6:33.8

  Isaiah 9:6.9

  Pastor and author Adam Hamilton, 24 Hours That Changed the World (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 10

2010),  p. 74).

   This church's actions often make the national news, such as in the following USA TODAY article about 11

their picketing of the funeral of two boys murdered by their gay father:  http://usat.ly/A6HtUx.  The 
Westboro is a small, independent Primitive Baptist Church who practice using hatred and prejudice against 
those with whom they disagree, including Jews, Muslims, and especially homosexuals (as evidenced by 
their website www.godhatesfags.com.  Though they claim to be "Christian," their actions of prejudice and 
hatred reveal that they more closely follow the ways of Barabbas than the teachings/ways of Jesus. I argue 
that those who attempt to bring about God's reign on earth by espousing hatred, prejudice, and violence are 
not biblical "Christians" at all, but mere pagans using religion as a mask to hide their own selfishness and 
insecurities.

  The 1986 movie The Mission (Cannes Film Festival award winner) highlights the difficult and 12

sometimes tragic tension between the way of love and the way of violence.  In the case of the movie 
(based on a true story), two Jesuit priests -- one a man of peace; the other not afraid to use violence in 
support of what is good -- dedicate their lives to bringing God to South American Indians.  Along the way, 
however, the Indians get inadvertently wrapped up in the politics of European colonization, and both 
priests are killed, despite their use of differing tactics (love or violence) to protect the Indians.  The movie 
leaves us wondering which is more correct: the way of might; or the way of love, for they both had tragic 
results in this case.

  Of course, MLK, Jr. modeled his way after not only the way of Jesus, but also after the work of 13

Mahatma Gandhi a generation earlier in India, also using non-violent resistance to successfully arbitrate 
between the violence between Muslims and Hindus in his country.

  Matthew 5:43-46.14

http://usat.ly/A6HtUx
http://godhatesfags.com
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   Another appropriate prayer is Francis of Assisi's famous prayer for peace: 15

            “Lord, make me an instrument of Thy peace; 
                        Where there is hatred, let me sow love; 
                        Where there is injury, pardon; 
                        Where there is doubt, faith; 
                        Where there is despair, hope; 
                        Where there is darkness, light; 
                        and where there is sadness, joy. 
            O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek  
                        To be consoled, as to console; 
                        To be understood, as to understand; 
                        To be loved, as to love; 
                        For it is in giving that we receive, 
                        It is in pardoning that we are pardoned, 
                        And it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. Amen.”.  [–Francis of Assisi, 1182-1226]


