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Easter Through the Eyes of Pilate March 27, 2016 
Easter Sunday by Dr. Scott F. Heine 

The Heart of the Creed 

Symbolum Apostolicum. Words that probably don’t hold 

much meaning to the majority of us who never studied Latin. 

“The Symbol of the Apostles,” or “The Apostles Creed.” Ah… 

now those words may strike a chord, depending on your 

religious background. 

The phrase first appeared in a letter from a religious 

leader in Milan1 to the church authority in Rome2 around 

390 AD — a reference to a very basic statement of core 

beliefs held by Christians around the world, and a credo that 

would be expanded and refined in the centuries that 

followed until it became something that is memorized and 

recited by some Christian traditions week after week even 

today. 

The middle section of the Symbolum Apostolicum goes 

something like this in English: 

I believe in Jesus Christ, God’s only Son, our Lord, 

who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, 

born of the Virgin Mary, 

                                      
1 Ambrose 
2 Pope Siricius 
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suffered under Pontius Pilate, 

was crucified, died, and was buried; 

he descended into hell. 

On the third day he rose again; 

he ascended into heaven, 

he is seated at the right hand of the Father, 

and he will come to judge the living and the dead. 

Ah, but it’s that little bit right in the middle that catches 

my attention today. 

…suffered under Pontius Pilate… 

After all, today is Easter Sunday, the traditional day 

most of Christianity celebrates the new life of Jesus. All over 

the world, starting with the moment the sun first pierces the 

darkness and ushers in the dawn of a new day, Christians 

gather to sing, to rejoice, and to reflect on the events of 

Christ’s death and resurrection. 

Typically, we turn to the accounts of those events as 

recorded in history by one of Jesus’ disciples — men like 

Matthew or John. Or we read the account as it was gathered 

from eyewitness accounts, such as the gospel of Mark 

(which probably has Peter as its source) or Luke. Or we look 

at the thoughts of Paul in his various letters to first century 
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Christians as he shares the story and the implications of the 

resurrection over and over again. 

But there was another eyewitness to the events that 

transpired outside of Jerusalem nearly 2000 years ago: 

Pontius Pilate. In fact, he was more than an eyewitness; he 

was a pivotal figure in the events that transpired… events 

that have totally changed the history of the world. 

I thought it might be interesting this Easter to consider 

the history of the resurrection of Christ from Pilate’s unique 

perspective, because in many ways Pilate’s experience with 

Christ echoes that of so many people throughout history… 

and perhaps even yours. 

 Who Was Pilate? 

So who was this Pontius Pilatus? Well, for 

starters, that wasn’t his name. 

 “Pontius” indicated that he was probably connected 

with the Roman family of the Pontii, related to the 

equestrian Samnite clan of ancient war-tribes from 

the mountains of Southern Italy. 

 “Pilate” is a title that referred to a kind of cap or 

badge that was worn by a slave who had earned his 

freedom — not that Pilate was ever a slave, but rather 
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that he was a freedman (and, perhaps, the descendant 

of a former slave set free). 

 And since we don’t really know his given name, for 

convenience we’ll join the rest of history and simply 

call him “Pilate.” 

There was a time not so long ago when many scholars 

questioned the historicity of Pilate. Was he just some 

fictional Roman ruler, created to add drama to a mythic 

account of some Galilean cult? Certainly Pilate was not 

popular enough to appear in the few Roman historical 

records that have survived the past two millennia, nor would 

he have ruled in a setting that earned him much acclaim or 

archaeological evidence. 

But then, in 1961, a group of Italian 

archaeologists (led by Dr. Antonio Frova) were 

excavating an ancient Roman amphitheater near 

Caesarea-on-the-Sea (“Maritima”) and 

uncovered this interesting limestone block. On 

the face is a monumental inscription which is part of a larger 

dedication to Tiberius Caesar which clearly says that it was 

from "Pontius Pilate, Prefect of Judea." 

Ah, there he is. Right in the very place we would expect 

him to be in history. No fairy-tale villain, no made-up 

antagonist. A living, breathing, historical figure — which 
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means the account of his life and actions can be explored, 

and the impact of his choices on the events of history can be 

examined. 

By the way, I’ve seen that block of stone myself — both 

the detailed replica at the place of its discovery and the 

original in the museum in Jerusalem. Interestingly, the stone 

was not found as an historical marker, but rather reused as 

part of staircase behind the theater stage there. That’s 

probably a hint about how Pilate’s contemporaries viewed 

his significance following his death.  

That tablet makes a dedication to Tiberius Caesar who 

had appointed Pilate to be the 6th procurator over Judea 

from 26 to 36 AD.  Though his office was up north in 

Caesarea, Pilate frequently went up the mountain to 

Jerusalem. Some accounts of Pilate portray him as a classic 

Roman who loved pleasure, displayed arrogance, and 

suffered from corruption. It’s thought that he felt disdain 

toward the Jews, and they responded by telling tales of his 

contemptable behavior in office. One early historian 

described Pilate’s “vindictiveness and furious temper,” saying 

he was “naturally inflexible, a blend of self-will and 

relentlessness.” 

The historian Josephus describes events in which Pilate 

greatly offended the Jews in Jerusalem by promising to 

respect their customs but secretly allowing his soldiers to fill 
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the city with effigies of Caesar at night. On another occasion, 

Pilate apparently took money from the Temple to build an 

aqueduct, and then released his soldiers upon the crowd to 

beat and kill random protesters. 

The historian Philo describes another incident in which 

Pilate set up gold-coated shields in Herod’s palace in 

Jerusalem. Though the shields didn’t display offensive 

graven images, Emperor Tiberius declared that Pilate’s 

intent was “not so much to honor Tiberius as to annoy the 

multitude.” 

Because of his role in the events of the New Testament, 

all sorts of legends have developed over the centuries 

regarding Pilate, making it difficult to sort out the truth from 

the scandalous fiction. But one thing is fairly certain: by the 

time we reach the events of Jesus’ trial and execution, Pilate 

was on shaky terms with the Emperor. Rome was unhappy 

with the civil unrest and tensions Pilate had allowed in 

Judea. Pilate knew that he needed to keep the peace at all 

costs… if he wanted to keep his head on his shoulders. 

Passing Judgment 

Which brings us to the events described in the Bible.  
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The entire council took Jesus to Pilate, the Roman 

governor. They began to state their case: “This man 

has been leading our people astray by telling them 

not to pay their taxes to the Roman government 

and by claiming he is the Messiah, a king.” (Luke 23:1–

2 NLT)  

So Pilate asked him, “Are you the king of the Jews?” 

Jesus replied, “You have said it.” “Don’t you hear all 

these charges they are bringing against you?” Pilate 

demanded. (Luke 23:3-4, Matthew 27:13 NLT)  

But Jesus made no response to any of the charges, 

much to the governor’s surprise. Pilate turned to 

the leading priests and to the crowd and said, “I find 

nothing wrong with this man!” (Matthew 27:14 , Luke 

23:4 NLT)  

Now stop there for a moment and consider what was 

happening. Pilate was told that Jesus claimed to be the 

Messiah, the fulfillment of ancient prophecy, the promised 

one of God who would save the people. Just a week earlier, 

this Jesus entered Jerusalem — a city packed with holiday 

visitors — as the crowds declared him their King. They 

quoted the Psalms as part of their parade, looking to Jesus to 

save them from their oppressors. Their Roman oppressors. 
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I’m assuming that Pilate heard rumors of that parade, 

but perhaps he discounted them as just part of the holiday 

frenzy in Jerusalem. The Jews were always talking about a 

Messiah, and they were always complaining about the way 

they were treated — by the Assyrians, the Babylonians, the 

Persians, the Greeks, and now the Romans. I’m sure Pilate 

thought the whole thing would just blow over… that Jesus 

was someone everyone was talking about, but also someone 

he could ignore. 

And, if you think about it, this is the first indication that 

Pilate is kind of a timeless “Everyman” from whose 

perspective we can consider the crucifixion and 

resurrection. After all, the news from the Middle East today 

bears a striking resemblance to the 1st century. The Jews are 

clinging tightly to their homeland, fiercely proud, stubbornly 

defensive, victimized by all the surrounding nations who 

exploit and abuse them, eager to see them exterminated like 

vermin. Meanwhile, lots of the world hears about their 

complaints, or hears about the Christians who claim to 

worship a Jewish Messiah, but consider it all something that 

can be ignored. “It doesn’t affect my life, right?” Or so the 

world thinks… just like Pilate. “Jesus? That’s your thing. 

Seems like a nice enough guy. Talked about loving your 

neighbor and stuff, right? I don’t have any problem with Jesus. 

Not really my thing, mind you, but it’s totally cool if he 

matters to you.” 
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The Roman governor takes time to consider the 

accusations of the religious leaders. In the end, he decides 

that Jesus is basically a good guy. Maybe a little crazy. A 

religious fanatic, perhaps. But not a criminal worthy of his 

condemnation. 

After all, when Pilate pressed Jesus to clarify this idea of 

him being a king, Jesus had explained: 

“My Kingdom is not an earthly kingdom. If it were, 

my followers would fight to keep me from being 

handed over to the Jewish leaders. But my Kingdom 

is not of this world.” (John 18:36 NLT)  

“You say I am a king. Actually, I was born and came 

into the world to testify to the truth. All who love 

the truth recognize that what I say is true.” (John 

18:37 NLT)  

So here’s Jesus offering a synopsis of his message — the 

invitation to experience a whole new life as part of a very 

different kingdom, which is not of this world. And Jesus 

challenges Pilate to make a decision: “If you love truth, you’ll 

recognize the truth in what I’m saying.” 

To which Pilate simply replies… 
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“What is truth?” (John 18:38 NLT) 

“Who can say? You believe what you want and I’ll believe 

what I want. Nobody has to get hurt.” …And then Pilate tells 

the Jews that no crime has been committed. 

Choosing Evil Over Submission 

Now, we weren’t there, so we can only imagine the 

reaction of the Jewish leaders. We know they were insisting 

that Pilate find Jesus guilty of some crime. They had 

complained to Pilate that they would have tried Jesus 

according to Jewish Law and put him to death already, 

except the Romans didn’t allow it.  

They wanted Pilate to kill Jesus for them. 

So when Pilate pronounces Jesus to be innocent, there 

must have been some reaction… some angry, brooding, loud, 

intimidating reaction. 

And Pilate didn’t want to risk insurrection. He was 

already in enough trouble with the Emperor. He needed to 

demonstrate that he could manage the Jews and keep the 

peace. So Pilate declares Jesus to be innocent, but then 

immediately says: 
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But you have a custom of asking me to release one 

prisoner each year at Passover. Would you like me 

to release this ‘King of the Jews’?” (John 18:39 NLT)  

But they shouted back, “No! Not this man. We want 

Barabbas!” …Then Pilate had Jesus flogged with a 

lead-tipped whip. (John 18:40–19:1 NLT)  

Now this Barabbas… we know a little bit about him. The 

Bible describes him as a λῃστής [lay·stáys] in Greek — a 

robber, a highwayman, a predator, a rebel… an 

insurrectionist. He was bad news. He was a criminal, unlike 

Jesus. 

But Pilate was willing to release a known source of 

heartache and violence back into society rather than take a 

stand for the innocence he saw in Jesus. It was more 

important to finish the matter than it was to courageously 

make a choice and hold to what he believed. 

Again, Pilate is an “Everyman,” because the world is 

filled with people who do the same thing.  

You see, if Pilate believed Jesus was a good man — an 

innocent man claiming to be a king, as Pilate had decided 

and announced — then Pilate had to make a choice. 
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If Jesus was a good man, then he wasn’t a liar, and he 

wasn’t the head of some plot to deceive the nation into 

proclaiming his kingship.  

If Jesus was an innocent man, then he really believed 

what he was saying about himself, about his kingdom not 

being of this world, about his miraculous power being 

evidence not only of his sovereignty but even of his divinity, 

about his teaching being the truth and describing the only 

way any of us can be right with God. Nobody was debating 

his miracles here; crippled men were dancing in the temple, 

blind men were looking around, hungry crowds were well-

fed, and Lazarus himself had emerged from the grave just a 

short time ago (as verified by crowds of eyewitnesses). Even 

the venomous religious leaders weren’t debating what had 

happened; they were trying to silence the implications of 

what Jesus had done. 

They wanted to silence the message that Jesus was 

sharing — a message of hope and forgiveness, freedom and 

new beginnings — which was stirring up the crowds to 

abandon their bondage to the Mosaic Law and their sense of 

shame and failure in favor of an intimate relationship with 

God himself based entirely upon their faith in what God does 

on their behalf in the midst of their inadequacy. 

And Pilate? Pilate proclaimed that Jesus was a good guy, 

just like much of the world will agree that Jesus was a good 
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guy. But Pilate didn’t really care… certainly not enough to set 

Jesus free.  

Pilate was more concerned about saving his own skin, 

taking care of his own needs, securing his own position in 

the world, chasing after his own ambitions. Pilate was even 

willing to allow evil back into society rather than think 

through the implications of Jesus’ innocence. 

Hey, I get it. It’s easier that way. Because once we decide 

that Jesus was a good guy, we’re faced with another choice. 

Either we’re gonna believe that he was actually telling the 

truth about who he is and the implications for our lives, or 

we’re gonna write him off as some crazy guy who merely 

thought he was God. Yet if we decide Jesus was crazy, that 

means the hundreds of eyewitnesses to his miracles were 

also all crazy, and all the Christians who were willingly 

martyred for believing in what they saw were also crazy. But 

remember, not even Jesus’ enemies were denying his display 

of God’s power. 

I can decide that the sky outside can’t be purple. I’ve 

never seen a purple sky. It’s never happened before. So if 

you tell me that the sky is purple, I’m not going to believe 

you. You’re either lying, or you’re crazy. But if I know you to 

be a truthful person, then you must be crazy. But if dozens — 

even hundreds — of other people are also saying that the 

sky is purple, and they’re willing to die for that claim, and if 
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those people consistently demonstrate themselves to 

normally be reasonable, sane people, then what? You’re all 

crazy? 

Of course, the obvious possibility is that I should check 

it out for myself. I should go outside and look up. I should see 

if the sky really is purple. And, if it is, then… well, then I 

guess I’ll either have to deny the evidence of my 

investigation, or I’ll have to join the fanatics who believe in a 

purple sky. 

But not Pilate. He was too consumed with his own 

agenda and his own safety. He didn’t want to risk actually 

investigating Jesus and thinking through the implications of 

what he might discover. 

So he set Barabbas free. And he hoped the problem of 

Jesus would just go away. 

Pilate had sent Jesus over to Herod, the Jewish 

authority, but Herod was no different than Pilate. Herod 

actually was looking forward to meeting Jesus, because he 

had heard that Jesus was a good guy and that Jesus 

performed miracles. But when Jesus wouldn’t perform for 

Herod like a trick pony, and when Herod was harassed by 

the loud, ceaseless accusations and demands of the religious 

community, he caved. He had Jesus dressed up in a 

humiliating “king” costume and sent him back to Pilate. 
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And Pilate? Well, he thought he might satisfy the 

crowds, avoid insurrection, and save his own skin by having 

Jesus beaten. Roman style. With lead-tipped whips that 

would tear his flesh off and present the crowds with a 

thoroughly bloody spectacle. 

A Final Decision 

The Romans were brutal. They completed Jesus’ 

costume by adding a crown of thorns, draping him in a 

purple robe, and proclaiming him the Jewish King… while 

they beat him. 

Pilate, desperate to be done with Jesus and ignore him, 

went to the religious leaders, saying: 

Pilate went outside again and said to the people, “I 

am going to bring him out to you now, but 

understand clearly that I find him not guilty.” (John 

19:4 NLT)  

Then Jesus came out wearing the crown of thorns 

and the purple robe. And Pilate said, “Look, here is 

the man!” (John 19:5 NLT)  

“There. Take him. I’m done with him. This matter is 

finished. I’ve decided… well, I’ve decided not to decide. He’s a 
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good guy, but I don’t really care. I don’t want to have anything 

to do with him. I want to get on with my own life and not be 

impacted by him, by what he says, or any of it. So take him 

away. He’s yours, not mine.” 

Ah, but it was too late now. The religious leaders were 

whipping the crowd into a frenzy. They wanted blood. They 

demanded crucifixion. 

“Take him yourselves and crucify him,” Pilate said. 

“I find him not guilty.” (John 19:6 NLT)  

Like so many people in the world, Pilate tried to stall the 

inevitable choice before him. But the crowds kept 

demanding, so Pilate made one desperate plea to Jesus 

himself. “Where are you from? No? You won’t answer me? 

Don’t you know I have the authority to release you or kill you? 

Won’t you give me some easy way to escape the choice 

before me? I want to live my life thinking you’re merely a 

good man, but I don’t want your message to turn my world 

upside down. Give me just enough so that I can be 

comfortable getting on with my life… without you.” 

But Jesus wouldn’t make it easy for Pilate. Jesus simply 

reminded Pilate that God alone holds authority over life and 

death, and ultimately we’re all accountable to him for the 

choices we make.  
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Not what Pilate wanted to hear. 

Then Pilate tried to release him, but the Jewish 

leaders shouted, “If you release this man, you are 

no ‘friend of Caesar.’ Anyone who declares himself 

a king is a rebel against Caesar.” (John 19:12 NLT)  

Pilate put Jesus in front of them, saying “Behold your 

King!” But they kept shouting for crucifixion.  

“What? Crucify your king?” Pilate asked. “We have 

no king but Caesar,” the leading priests shouted 

back. (John 19:15 NLT)  

So Pilate made his choice. He rejected Jesus. He chose 

himself over the incarnate God right in front of his face, 

inviting him to a kingdom not of this world. 

And Jesus was crucified. 

No Body? 

Yes, but this is Easter Sunday. We know that crucifixion 

isn’t the end of the story. 

It’s not the end of Pilate’s story, either. You see, Jesus 

rose from the dead, just as he said he would. In doing so, 
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Jesus proved that he is sovereign over life and death. He 

endured the judgment for mankind’s sin, and he proved that 

life awaits all who will place their faith in what he did on the 

cross. 

But the religious leaders? They were in a pickle. There 

were people running around Jerusalem claiming that they 

had seen Jesus alive again — the women who went to finish 

the burial ceremonies after the Sabbath holiday, the 

fishermen who had traveled with him, his followers 

(perhaps over 120 or so of them who were hiding out in 

grief following the crucifixion).  

People were talking about resurrection. As Paul later 

described it in his letter to the Greek Christians in Corinth: 

Christ died for our sins, just as the Scriptures said. 

He was buried, and he was raised from the dead on 

the third day, just as the Scriptures said. (1 Corinthians 

15:3–4 NLT)  

He was seen by Peter and then by the Twelve. After 

that, he was seen by more than 500 of his followers 

at one time, most of whom are still alive, though 

some have died. (1 Corinthians 15:5–6 NLT)  

Then he was seen by James and later by all the 

apostles. (1 Corinthians 15:7 NLT)  
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Hey, this is the era of the Roman road. Of an organized 

postal system. Of relatively rapid transport and trade around 

the Mediterranean. There were eyewitnesses of a 

resurrected Jesus, which posed a problem for the religious 

leaders. 

It was a problem that would have been easily solved if 

they could have produced a body. If Jesus were still dead, 

then there’s a dead body to be found — a body that Jesus’ 

Jewish followers would have treated with extraordinary care 

and respect, and which the Romans had guarded carefully. 

Just show the body and the rumors would all go away. 

But they couldn’t. (There wasn’t one! ) And their 

problem became Pilate’s problem. 

Some of the guards went into the city and told the 

leading priests what had happened.* A meeting 

with the elders was called, and they decided to give 

the soldiers a large bribe. (Matthew 28:11–12 NLT)  

* Not what they heard had happened, but what actually 

had happened — that they had encountered a divine 

messenger, that they had been knocked to the ground 

while on duty guarding the tomb for 3 days precisely so 

that no shenanigans would happen, that the stone had 

been rolled away, that the tomb was now empty. 
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They told the soldiers, “You must say, ‘Jesus’ 

disciples came during the night while we were 

sleeping, and they stole his body.’ * If the governor 

hears about it, we’ll stand up for you so you won’t 

get in trouble.” (Matthew 28:13–14 NLT)  

* As if Roman soldiers would risk their necks 

by confessing to sleeping on the job, much less 

being duped by a handful of Jewish zealots. 

If Pilate wanted to stop the chaos that quickly followed, 

with thousands of people deciding the truth of the 

resurrection and carrying this message all over the Roman 

empire, all Pilate had to do was bring out Jesus’ corpse. 

And you can believe that he was motivated to do so! 

They all were. But there was no body to produce. 

 Look, a group of Jewish women and terrified religious 

fanatics did not somehow overthrow trained, armed 

Roman soldiers and pull off the greatest hoax in 

history. 

 And those Jewish women and religious fanatics would 

not have been shouting about the resurrection in the 

streets of Jerusalem a month later, because the 

Romans would have scooped them up and killed them 

for breaking the tomb seal of the Roman Empire. 
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 And none of those people — and thousands more in 

the 1st century — would have willingly embraced 

torture and death in order to propagate a lie. 

 Heck, the Pharisaical leader, Saul — a guy who was so 

determined to snuff out the message of resurrection 

that he was taking a team of thugs door-to-door in 

Jerusalem and dragging off whole families of 

Christians to be imprisoned and killed — Saul would 

not have become the most enthusiastic and influential 

eyewitness of them all. The greatest hostile witness 

turned into the greatest proponent, all because the 

resurrection was true and verifiable in the 1st 

century. 

 And all of this evidenced not only by the otherwise 

inexplicable historical events that followed, but also 

in the most abundantly verified written records in all 

of antiquity. 

The Choice 

So there stands Pilate in the shadows of history. Silent. 

Stuck in the quandary of being utterly unable to disprove the 

eyewitness testimony to the resurrection. Bought off by the 

religious leaders to offer an absurd lie — a lie that didn’t 

even survive basic Roman scrutiny of the day. 



Page 22 of 24 

Three years later, the governor of Syria brought serious 

accusations against Pilate. He was banished to Vienne in 

Gaul, where it’s thought he eventually committed suicide. I 

wonder how things might have been different if Pilate had 

courageously embraced what he believed to be true, or if he 

made a different choice in light of the resurrection. 

Ah, but that was Pilate’s story. It’s done and over, and all 

we can do is learn from it.  

 Lessons about making the wrong choice, about 

making self-preservation and our personal agenda a 

greater priority than the truth. 

 Lessons about blaming others for our choice, making 

a great show of washing our hands and trying to 

convince ourselves that we’re not responsible, that 

we haven’t sinned, that we don’t need forgiveness 

and redemption… that Jesus has nothing to do with 

us. 

But that’s Pilate’s story. As for our story? Our story finds 

us right here, right now, gathered with people who have 

come to celebrate the resurrection on a Sunday morning. 

What about us? What about you? Is Jesus someone that 

you can ignore — just a good guy in history whose life and 

message has nothing to do with you? Or does his life and 
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death and new life demand a radical, life-changing choice 

from you? 

For me, I was raised in a church. I heard the Easter story 

over and over again, usually without really questioning it. 

Faith was just part of my family’s routine. It was our culture. 

But when I grew older… and when I grew more 

independent… I had to ponder all those old stories for 

myself. I know what I was taught to believe, but what did I 

choose to believe and stake my life on? 

I approached it all like a skeptic. Maybe, like Pilate, I 

was kind of hoping that I could walk away from my 

investigation of the evidence and get on with my own life, 

leaving me in control, taking care of myself, satisfying my 

own agenda. 

Yet when confronted with the overwhelming evidence 

of the resurrection, and when realizing that the reality of 

Jesus is the only logical way to explain 1st century history, I 

had to ask the obvious question: “What difference does this 

make in my life?” And I quickly discovered the truth of what 

Jesus had once said to another skeptic long ago: 

“I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one can 

come to the Father except through me.” (John 14:6 NLT) 
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And that realization launched the most amazing, eye-

opening, faith-filled, life-changing adventure any man could 

ever know. Jesus is no longer some historical figure for me to 

ponder; I know him personally. Once I made the choice to 

believe, he opened my eyes to see his presence and 

involvement in my experiences. How could I have missed it 

before?  

Now I talk to him every day. He’s forgiven me of my 

moral failings, restored my innocence and hope, healed my 

wounded heart, and given me a brand new life. 

I hope you let him do the same for you. 

 

PRAYER   •   SONG: In Christ Alone 


