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Scripture says: God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them.   Thank God for that!  Amen.  


God's Word for our special consideration on this second Sunday morning of the Lenten Season is the account of Jesus’ final trial before the Jews—and the first part of his trial before the Gentiles.  It’s Luke chapter twenty-two, verse sixty-six, through chapter twenty-three, verse four:  


At daybreak the council of the elders of the people, both the chief priests and teachers of the law, met together, and Jesus was led before them. 

"If you are the Christ," they said, "tell us." 

Jesus answered, "If I tell you, you will not believe me, and if I asked you, you would not answer. But from now on, the Son of Man will be seated at the right hand of the mighty God." 

They all asked, "Are you then the Son of God?" 

He replied, "You are right in saying I am." 

Then they said, "Why do we need any more testimony? We have heard it from his own lips." 


Then the whole assembly rose and led him off to Pilate. 

And they began to accuse him, saying, "We have found this man subverting our nation. He opposes payment of taxes to Caesar and claims to be Christ, a king." 

So Pilate asked Jesus, "Are you the king of the Jews?" 

"Yes, it is as you say," Jesus replied. 

Then Pilate announced to the chief priests and the crowd, "I find no basis for a charge against this man." 

This is God’s Spirit-inspired Word of Jesus Christ.

Introduction: Modern-Day American News Includes Courtroom Trials

Dear fellow Christians—here today to consider Christ’s courtroom proceedings:

Have you noticed what a regular part of our news courtroom trials have become? – Just the day before yesterday, I was watching Headline News at seven AM, and two of the main stories were trial proceedings; one was the latest on the trial of those two dog owners whose dogs mauled the lady in San Francisco, and the other was the Texas trial of Andrea Yates who tragically drowned her children.  Almost every night the newspaper also has news from trials, usually of more local interest.  

And of course, some trials get rather dramatic.  Remember the O.J. Simpson trial?  I understand some people actually – foolishly! – gave up work to watch.  Its twists and turns did seem much better than any soap opera or dramatic series.  When the verdict was announced, I forget the multiple millions of people who were watching on TV.  

And then there are those trials which are really important to the lives of lots of people.  More than half a century ago, the Nazi war crimes trials brought closure for many people regarding that episode in history; these days the Milosevic trial in the Netherlands is doing the same.  Or consider the trials of our impeached presidents.  A century and a half ago, Andrew Johnson stood trial before the Senate to see whether his entire presidency would continue—and a couple years back Bill Clinton faced the same.  

Theme: Jesus Stands Trials For Us
Well, in this morning’s word from God to us, we are eavesdropping on a couple of courtroom trials.  These trials were so newsworthy that people yet today regularly study the proceedings.  These trials were so dramatic that every year since that time people have relived them together.  And these courtroom trials were so significant that they have touched the lives of every man, woman, and child who has ever lived.  

That’s because, in God’s Word to us today: JESUS STANDS TRIALS FOR US.  As he does so, we’ll first consider the transcripts of the trials themselves.  And then we’ll consider the implication of each verdict for us individually.

Exposition One: Account of Jesus’ (Third) Trial Before the Jews
It was probably as early as four-thirty in the morning—and just possibly about April seventh, thirty ad.  The scene was ancient Jerusalem, probably comparatively few steps to the south of the large temple complex, possibly in a large front room at the high priestly mansion of Caiaphas.  

Some maybe six or nine hours earlier, Jesus had been apprehended—just outside Jerusalem, across the Kidron Valley, in the Garden of Gethsemane on the Mount of Olives, about three quarters of a mile away.  As we heard in the first part of our lesson today, Jesus first faced preliminary arraignment under the former high priest Annas, who simply tried to intimidate Jesus into incriminating himself.  Then they managed to get out of bed the seventy members of the Jewish ruling council, the Sanhedrin, and gather them together for Jesus’ main trial—as we heard in the second part of our lesson.  In that trial they believed they gathered the evidence necessary to convict Christ and execute him.  

But Jewish law prohibited anyone from being condemned in a secret, during-the-night trial.  So, the Sanhedrin scrambled quickly to repeat the proceedings with the very first rays of the dawn.  And that’s why we read— and this is our text: At daybreak the council of the elders of the people, both the chief priests and teachers of the law, met together, and Jesus was led before them. 

"If you are the Christ," they said, "tell us”—so inflammatory, so incriminating they believed that term “Christ” to be….

Jesus answered, "If I tell you, you will not believe me.  By saying that, Jesus was actually pleading with them to believe.  And if I asked you, you would not answer. By saying that, Jesus was actually convicting his accusers of their guilty need.  But from now on, the Son of Man will be seated at the right hand of the mighty God.”  And with those words, Jesus was as much as saying, “I care about you!  Please, trust in me—before our roles are reversed and I come back to judge you.  

But the members of the Sanhedrin would have none of it.  They all asked, "Are you then the Son of God?” – and therefore God himself, since a biological Son of God would himself be God.

In unmistakable language: He replied, "You are right in saying I am.”  And in fact, by saying “I am”, Jesus was actually also claiming to be the Old Testament’s great “I am”— the Lord Almighty himself.  
Then they said, "Why do we need any more testimony? We have heard it from his own lips.”  The members of the Sanhedrin felt they needed no witnesses anymore, because they themselves were witnesses of Jesus’ so-called blasphemy.  

Appropriation One: Jewish Council Declared Him 

“Guilty” of Being God—For Us!
And now it’s incumbent upon us to evaluate these judicial proceedings.  You see, the Holy Spirit recorded these things so that we would examine the evidence of innocence or guilt.  And don’t you get the impression, as you do so, that the wrong guy was on trial here—that the judge and jury were all wrong, too?  

I mean: look at Jesus here….  Annas tried to intimidate him, and he didn’t lose his cool.  Caiaphas searched for sin, but no one could agree on it.  Some false witnesses tried to accuse Jesus of threatening vandalism against the temple, but their accusations were bogus.  And then, on which charge did the Sanhedrin finally judge him guilty? – In their eyes, Jesus was guilty of claiming to be Christ, the Son of God.  There you have it folks: Jesus was “guilty” of telling the truth!  The only thing of which Jesus was guilty? – He was “guilty” of being God!  


Meantime, it’s the Jewish leaders here who are falsely claiming God’s prerogatives for him.  They were the ones who were guilty of blasphemy!  And so are we….  We’re the ones who lose our cool when we are intimidated, don’t we?  We’re the ones who commit spiritual vandalism: every time we fail frequently to enter sacred Scripture and study the Word—or every time we do so, but fail to pay attention; every time we fail frequently to enter church—or every time we do so, but fail to pay attention.  We’re the ones who blaspheme by claiming to be God; with our every sin we’re saying, “No, God, I think I know better on this one; I’ll do it my way—thank you!”  


And so, you have this interesting inversion….  In Christ’s courtroom proceedings: the innocent man is condemned, while the guilty go free.  And that’s what Christ’s trials are about.  As Scripture says: Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.  Thank God for that!  
Exposition Two: Account of (the First Part of) Jesus’ Trial Before Gentiles
Now: unfortunately for Christ, very fortunately for us—there’s more….  

It’s probably shortly after four-thirty in the morning.  There’s just enough daylight that the mob of Sanhedrin members – and Jesus! – can make their way through the narrow, crooked streets of Jerusalem.  Their steps take them a scant third of a mile, probably less than a ten minute walk for that stumbling bunch, due west.  They enter the second most dominating set of buildings and courts in Jerusalem—Herod’s palace, on the western wall of Jerusalem, where Pontius Pilate was probably staying.  

You see, the Sanhedrin had a great deal of authority.  It was a part of the genius of the Roman system of rule that local peoples had a great deal of self-autonomy.  But there were limits.  The Roman rulers did not allow local people to put others to death without Roman permission.  Too many Roman sympathizers could lose their lives that way!  And so, the Jewish leaders needed to petition Roman permission to put Jesus to death.  

That’s why we read: Then the whole assembly rose and led him off to Pilate. 

And they began to accuse him, saying, charge number one: "We have found this man subverting our nation.  This is the most general sort of accusation.  In leveling it, the Jewish leaders are saying to Pilate, “Trust us: This guy is a troublemaker.”  No evidence is adduced to prove this, though.  

Accusation number two: He opposes payment of taxes to Caesar.  The evaluation? – Completely false!  This was the very man who had taught just three days earlier: Render to Caesar what is Caesar’s.  
And the final accusation: He claims to be Christ, a king.”  Technically, of course, that was true.  But it was no crime.  It was no crime—especially because it was true: Christ is a king!  

Well, as official representative of Roman interests, Pilate began his investigation with what would be the most serious charge to the Roman throne.  Pilate asked Jesus, "Are you the king of the Jews?" 

Again, in unmistakable language, we read: "Yes, it is as you say," Jesus replied.  John tells us in his gospel that Pilate explored the situation further, such that Jesus said: My kingdom is not of this world….  For this I came into the world, to testify to the truth.  Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.  
Having established that Jesus merely claimed to be the King of Truth – and finding nothing to contradict it, for that matter – we read: Then Pilate announced to the chief priests and the crowd, "I find no basis for a charge against this man."

Appropriation Two: Pontius Pilate Declared Him 

“Guilty” of Nothing—For Us!
There’s more to the story, of course—more that we will explore next week.  For this week, though, it’s sufficient that we once again consider the evidence for ourselves and come to a conclusion.  And that’s a fairly easy job.  Wouldn’t you agree with me? – What you’d like to see Pilate do is to set Jesus free and say, “You Sanhedrin members, on the other hand, let’s toss you into prison for awhile—and teach you a lesson!”  

And that’s because Jesus is the completely innocent one.  Far from subverting the nation, he’s a model citizen—keeping not only Caesar’s law, but God law!  Far from prohibiting payment of taxes—he taught people to pay taxes!  And his claim to be Christ the King?—only had he denied that would he have been lying!

Meantime, it’s the Jewish leaders who had a whole history of causing trouble for the Roman authorities.  In fact, their rebellion would culminate in the destruction of Jerusalem—some forty years later.  And that’s the way it is with our sins….  We are the ones who break the law.  Which one of us would claim never to have committed some civil infraction?  We are the ones who hate to pay our taxes.  And whenever we pay our taxes without a smile on our face, we are sinfully failing to rejoice in what God commands us to do.  We are the ones claiming to be our own little kings; with our every sin we’re saying: “No, God, I’m my own authority, and I’ll make the rules around here!”

And so, there’s the message of Christ’s courtroom proceedings: the innocent man is condemned, while the guilty go free.  The trial you ought to have stood—Jesus underwent!  The condemnation you deserved—he received!  The sentence you merited—he suffered!  And you get his innocence.  You get his “not guilty” verdict.  You get his good citizenship medal of honor.  You get glory.  You get paradise.  You get eternal life.  As Scripture says: He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness, by his wounds you have been healed.

Conclusion: We Ought to Acquit Ourselves and Others of Guilt

Now, if that’s true, my friends – and I assure you: it is true! – then can’t you get rid of your guilt?  …Quit whipping yourself for your greed, your lies, your envy.  Lay it on Christ!  Quit punching yourself for your lusts, your impatience, your disobedience.  Lay it on Christ!  Quit killing yourself for your failure to serve the Lord, your failure to love the Lord, your failure to trust the Lord.  Lay it on Christ!  And live for him!!!


And my friends: quit whipping, punching, and killing others, too.  Lead them into Christ’s courtroom.  Lay their sins on Christ.  Pronounce upon them the verdict “not guilty!”  Reward them with glorious paradise!  Love ‘em—and lead ‘em to Jesus!  Amen.

Scripture says: God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.  Thank God for that!  Amen.
