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Power Struggle 
(John 18:28-38) 

He was born in the same era as the one who road into Jerusalem on a donkey, 
today’s face of the cross rose to power by joining the Roman army as a teenager. 
Then in his early 20’s he climbed to the position of commander. His name “Pilatus” 
was a nickname suggesting he was skilled with a Javelin. He was fierce in battle 
and was promoted for his skill in combat.  

The parade like atmosphere that occurred seemed to indicate that Jesus was 
also a man of great power. The expectations of many who were gathered that day 
was of a rebellion, or at least a new world order, brought about by their King, 
“Hosanna, to the Son of David, Blessed is He who comes in the name of the 
Lord!”(Matthew 21:9) Which up and coming leader had their support?    

Being appointed governor was an honor bestowed upon Pontius Pilate by the 
Emperor Tiberius. However, Judea was a rough assignment. The “good” ones 
would have been Egypt or Asia Minor. From the beginning Pilate knew he was 
bound to be un-liked by the locals in His role as Rome’s legal, political enforcer. 
The demands of his position were great, but he had trained for the struggle.  

Not long after the Triumphal entry, the Lord Jesus was handed over to the 
Roman officials and began the process of being questioned by their leaders. The 
tension that the parade caused was due to many unspoken expectations. The 
religious Jews expected the Romans to dispense of him, the disciples expected that 
He would show his Messianic might, the people were ready for a fight!   

Each man had come to this moment in such different ways, but their meeting 
was a date with destiny. Jesus knew he was innocent but had prayed for this cup to 
pass. Ultimately, he consented to being part of God’s will. Yet one wonders if he 
was fully prepared for the power struggle within himself. 

Even after being broken and rejected by his own Jesus still challenged Pilate, 
“the power you have…has been given to you from above.” (John 19:11) The Power 
struggle between these young men must have drawn a crowd? It is interesting to 
compare the thirty-something year old leaders, but theirs isn’t the whole story.  
Our question is, how do we serve the Lord in the struggle?  

These days we have been forced to come to terms with our mortality, COVID-
19 is the virus but the fight we face may be found within our own anxiety. We spoke 
last week about layoffs and long days; many of us face difficult, new realities. You 
may not lack supplies but feel far from friends and family. Recently many families 
began to assist their children with online schoolwork, or at least made sure that it 
was getting done… talk about a power struggle.    

Often people are fascinated with the accumulation of power, we Americans 
seem to struggle greatly with the sin of self-worth. In his dealings with Pilate, Jesus 
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vividly illustrates how truth trumps power. Our desire for power is closely 
related to humanity’s original sin, the desire to know good from evil. (Genesis 3:5)  

Since our birth we have within us an unhealthy desire to dominate others. 
Some may not admit it but wait until they win the race, finish first in their class, 
get the coveted promotion, a nice-looking retirement home or safest place to hide 
out during a crisis; the satisfaction of success is dangerously close to a desire to 
dominate another. Americans seem infatuated with winners.  

Last week normally would’ve been the opening home stand for the Pirates. 
Many of us local fans call the New York Yankees the “evil empire” because of the 
team’s tendency to purchase the best players at any price. Case and point: The 
former Pittsburgh Pirates, then Astros pitcher Gerrit Cole given by New York the 
richest contract in pitching history, a nine-year deal worth $324 million. 

If truth trumps power, then we must come to terms with the truth that will 
“set us free.” (John 8:32) Without this liberation, we will live in bondage to our 
fears or fantasies. The only thing that Americans fear more than death is 
insignificance. From an early age we are all told that “we are special.” This is a well-
meaning attempt at sharing affection with our loved ones. Yet, if/when something 
happens to us that we cannot explain or do not understand we turn to our family 
or our God and ask why, why me? Maybe you’re asking that today? 

After the triumphal entry into Jerusalem the established Religious leaders 
felt threatened; the disciples were developing confidence and Jesus’ following was 
growing. Whether it was Caiaphas or Annas who spoke for the Jews, the Pharisees 
felt vulnerable, so they took calculated measures to end it all.  

The political leaders also felt threatened: the Jews were developing 
confidence; their leader’s charisma and influence was spreading. It had all the 
signs of a civil war. The governmental center of Judea–Jerusalem–was in an 
upheaval, they too felt measures were needed to bring an end to it all.     

This caused an unlikely alliance, as the two groups worked to put into 
motion that which was foretold in scripture, “He will be rejected by man, pierced 
by the Jews, and crushed by the Father.” (Isaiah 53:1-12; Zechariah 11:4-14; 12:10; 13:7; 

cf. Psalm 22; cf. Daniel 9:26a). “He will die as a substitutionary sacrifice for sinners to 
provide forgiveness and salvation” (Isaiah 53:1-12; Zechariah 3:9). During the 
Passover, thousands of people descended upon Jerusalem. Yet, this year word 
spread of a revolutionary whose message was that “the Roman emperor was not 
god.”  

Pilate had reason to be concerned yet, he sees Jesus as more of a nuisance 
than a threat; telling the chief priests to, “Take, judge, crucify him yourselves.” 
(John 18:31, 19:6) Jesus tells Pilate that, “everyone who is of the truth… listens to His 
voice.” The TRUTH that sets all persons free from sin is found in hearing and 
responding to the voice of Jesus. Pilate’s answer to Jesus is classic: “What is 
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Truth?” American author Mark Twain is said to have penned the humorous quip 
that, "If you tell the truth, you don't have to remember anything."  

Yet, I believe the opposite is the case for Christians, if you tell the truth you 
are called to remember. In remembering all that Christ taught his disciples we too 
can develop good fruit. In remembering the ways in which we’ve been blessed we 
stay humble. In remembering we too once pursued worldly pleasures we now know 
the joy of sharing what we have with others.    

Despite his claims to have the truth Pilate finds no fault in Jesus. At which 
point the religious leaders cry out, “Crucify Him!” It is here that the gospel of John 
includes a unique portion in which Jesus is escorted to a private room and the 
governor asks him where he came from?  When Jesus is silent, Pilate says, “Do you 
not know that I have authority over you, to either release or crucify?  

This is the point in which Jesus responds, “the power you have… has been 
given to you from above.  It’s worth recalling that (later) the resurrected Jesus 
reminds his disciples that he has been given all “authority in Heaven and on 
earth” (Matthew 28:18) then Jesus commissions them to go into the world with his 
teachings. All of us have this same power through the Holy Spirit. 

But even people of faith struggle with power Tony Campolo says, “I believe 
the Church was not meant to wield power and that when it did, it betrayed its 
calling as the primary agent of God’s love. As the Church increased in power, 
it decreased in authority. It came to be known more by the power its Bishops 
wielded than the sacrifices made by its people.” (Choose Love Not Power, pg. 94) 

Pilate wanted the Pharisees to handle this religious dispute on their own, 
avoiding responsibility or blame, which up to this point his leadership, had 
collected. Over the years the Romans had allowed the Jews a great deal of self-
governing. It would have seemed odd/unnecessary to Pilate that they would need 
his help in this religious matter. Political leaders make poor preachers. 

After Pilate attempts to let him go again, he accompanies him to the 
judgment seat. Here we find one of the more controversial parts of the passage. 
WHO was in the judge’s seat? Re-read it. “He brought Jesus out and sat down on 
the judgement seat.” Scholars are divided on their conclusions. Some say it was 
Pilate, some say it was Jesus. Could Jesus have been seated in the place of 
judgment even as the people claimed to “have no King but Caesar”?  

History proves that Pilate’s career changed because of this decision. His title 
was soon taken from him. Ironically, it was some of the same religious and political 
leaders who joined forces but this time to oust him. Under his leadership a viaduct 
was constructed, using temple funds as well as being built through a cemetery, 
which made its water unclean/unusable to most in Jerusalem.  

At the same time his rule had become increasingly brutal causing even his 
loyal servants to begin writing back to Rome concerning his abusive leadership. 
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The struggle that remained was internal for Pontius Pilate.  Eventually Tiberius 
terminated his Governorship in December of 36 A.D. and once back in Rome… he 
disappears from history, possibly by committing suicide?  

Yet, every week in churches across the world Pilate is mentioned in either the 
Nicene or Apostle’s Creed.  If we’re honest many of us can relate to him. All who 
have been tempted to put their jobs before deeper convictions or wish to wash their 
hands of a sticky situation, can relate to Pontius Pilate. The power Pilate thought 
he had, was quickly taken from him; from above. 

It’s not clear whether Pilate ever confessed wrongdoing in putting Jesus to 
death. However, there are legends that suggest he converted and saw Jesus post 
Resurrection, I can’t be sure of those claims but Pilate was likely deeply troubled 
by meeting the other 30 something year old leader… who didn’t seem nearly as 
motivated by gaining power but was on a quest of some other kind. 

Interestingly, the Coptic Church of Egypt considers Pilate a Saint; believing 
he was overcome with grief for killing Jesus. Yet others believe him to be one of the 
evilest of men in scripture giving him credit for inspiring anti-Semitism. These 
extremes leave us with more questions than answers concerning Pontus Pilate. 

Yet what we do know is that the kingdom Jesus speaks of is otherworldly, not 
defined by boarders or inhabited with faith fighters. Power struggles that occur as 
the result of a bruised egos or inflated self-importance are sadly common even 
within the church. No Sunday school teacher, beloved Preacher or staff member is 
ever more important that the mission of the church. It has shocked me to see one 
pastor after another make news for increasing the risk of spreading the virus by 
holding large worship gatherings, these men are clearly on a power trip.  

These days we also hear of the shortage of ventilators, hospital beds, face 
masks and other supplies. Our President is calling out Governors for selfish 
leadership and many are doing the same of him. There are real power struggles 
facing our nation, but I suspect they’ve always been there, just waiting to be 
aroused from their slumber. COVID-19 is only the means to this mess, the media 
and our own sloppy use of social media isn’t helping to serve the Lord.       

So, how then do we serve the Lord in this struggle? For one, we admit we 
need Him. Without a moral compass to guide our thoughts and actions, we would 
resemble Pilate more than we’d like to admit. Our human nature isn’t to think of 
others or share our resources. All of our struggles begin with our sinfulness and 
must be transformed by the Truth. 

Second, we call upon Him. We don’t look for our lawmakers to legislate 
morality. Though it is nice when they vote to approve assistance of those in need, 
the ways of this world are not always His ways. We’re fortunate to live in a 
democracy but it’s not always democratic. Neither party’s leaders get it right all of 
the time, we gain more from God than civic leaders. 
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 Third, we follow Him. We are to respond as those faithful to His cause, not 
by taking the path of least resistance. This is often the well-worn road that all too 
many people choose. The call to be part of the kingdom is not a call to arms, not a 
call to build bigger walls around our Christian castles, or a call to wait for our 
government to bail us out, it is a following in the direction of our servant leader.    

Externally, this means finding ways to “do unto others…”, using whatever 
skills or resources we have to promote health, well-being and hope. This means 
spending more time laughing with our kids than shaking our fists at the TV. This 
also means taking time to share with others in ways that will warm their hearts, or 
just bring a smile to their face for a moment.  

Internally, this call leads us to release the struggles we think are ours to win, 
and instead look to the cross. In his counter-intuitive act of leadership, Jesus drew 
all people unto himself… as he was lifted up.” (John 12:32) Knowing that we have 
been released from our sins gives us a realization that whatever we are still 
struggling with, we have been given power by the Holy Spirit to deal with. We’ve 
been set free from our burdens, and yet, many return to them, day after day, after 
day. Why would anyone choose to allow sin out of its defeated dungeon?  

Why? Because the same challenges face humanity now as when Pontius 
Pilate offered up an escape clause in the Jewish law. We all need support. All Jesus 
needed (to avoid the cross) was support. But when Pilate asked the people which 
prisoner, they wanted released, their answer was to set free a murderer named 
Barabbas… who we shall consider on this (Good) Friday!    
 

  In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit 
           Amen! 


