THEN WHAT SHOULD I DO WITH JESUS?

Matthew 27:15-26

WE CHOOSE BARABBAS 

Frederick Buechner writes, "Pilate told the people that they could choose to spare the life of either a murderer named Jesus Barabbas or Jesus of Nazareth, and they chose Barabbas. Given the same choice, Jesus, of course, would have chosen to spare Barabbas, too." (Frederick Buechner, Peculiar Treasures, 1979, p. 14)


“Which of the two do you want me to release for you?” Pilate asks (27:21). And the crowd shouts, “Barabbas!” Then Pilate asks, “What then should I do with Jesus who is called the Messiah?” (27:22). 


“Crucify him! Crucify him!” [shouted by the choir].

What then should I do with Jesus of Nazareth? “Crucify him! Crucify him!” [shouted by the choir].

The choir has answered correctly. That’s what the crowd says. And today I am asking you, the congregation, to give the same answer every time I ask that question. Ready? 


What then should I do with Jesus of Nazareth? “Crucify him! Crucify him!”

You’re not shouting with enthusiasm here. Try again. What then should I do with Jesus of Nazareth?  “Crucify him! Crucify him!”

That’s hard to say, isn’t it? I don’t like to say it, either. We are here today because we are supposed to be on Jesus’ side, not with the crowd. “Boy, if I had been there, I would have straightened that crowd out! If I had been there, I would have shouted for Barabbas, not Jesus, to be crucified! Things would be different if I had been there that day!”


Really? Do you really think so? You wouldn’t have denied him, too, like the disciples, like Peter, like everyone else? Really? Can you feel the rush when you join the crowd and shout with them? And who says only teenagers can experience the rush of peer pressure?

“His blood be on us and on our children!” some shout that day (27:25). And for 2,000 years the Christian church has blamed the Jewish people for Jesus’ death and has perpetrated all kinds of persecutions and executions on Jews because we say they killed our savior. 


Well, it says it all throughout the Gospels, doesn’t it? And the Gospel according to John is the strongest in its language; for John says that the Jews rejected Jesus and killed Jesus. Whenever I speak about the death of Jesus, I hope that you notice that I never say that the Jewish people plotted to kill Jesus. The political/religious leaders there in Jerusalem called for his death and stirred up the crowd. Yes, they were Jewish, but they were the political leaders. Governmental leaders, no matter their religious affiliation--Jewish, Baptist, Methodist or Roman Catholic--are still political leaders. It was the religious establishment--the church if you will--that had the greatest problem with this Jesus of Nazareth.  And it still does.


The Jews did not kill Jesus. The political/religious establishment plotted his death and colluded with Pilate and the Roman government to pull it off. They had a civil religion that combined political allegiance and religious belief. They believed God ordained them to take the land away from the Palestinians. Their religious and political documents declared that they were founded by God. If not prohibited by the second commandment concerning graven images, they could have been displayed the Ten Commandments on public property because these commands formed the foundation for their judicial system. They were leaders of a civil religion where worship of God and allegiance to the political nation went hand in hand. Aren’t you glad we don’t have civil religion any more in the United States? Ha!

Pilate asks the political/religious leaders and asks us, “What then shall I do with Jesus of Nazareth?” “Crucify him! Crucify him!” “What then shall I do with Jesus of Nazareth?” “Crucify him! Crucify him!”

You still don’t believe it, do you? You still don’t believe that we put Jesus on that cross. We are in a society that wants to blame someone else for everything. “It’s not my fault! I wasn’t even there!”


We even sing songs that place the blame elsewhere: “Were you there when they crucified my Lord?” Maybe we can change the words to “Were you there when we crucified our Lord?”


Some of our hymns do emphasize our complicity, however. We sometimes sing O Sacred Head, Now Wounded:  “Mine, mine was the transgression.”  And in another of our hymns we sing:


“Was it for crimes that I have done he groaned upon the tree?


Amazing pity, grace unknown, and love beyond degree. 


What then shall I do with Jesus of Nazareth?  “Crucify him!! Crucify him!”

"Pilate told the people that they could choose to spare the life of either a murderer named Jesus Barabbas or Jesus of Nazareth, and they chose Barabbas.” And so do we.
JESUS CHOOSES BARABBAS, TOO

Remember what else Buechner writes: "Given the same choice, Jesus, of course, would have chosen to spare Barabbas, too." Isn’t that intriguing? What is it about Jesus of Nazareth that leads him to want to spare Barabbas rather than himself?


Both men are named “Jesus.” The Greek name “Jesus” (Yeshuah in Hebrew) means “Yahweh saves.” The choice, then and now, is between two men named “Jesus” who is a savior. “Whom do you want me to release for you, the Savior Barabbas (Jesus son of his father) or the Savior who is called the Messiah, the Christ?” Pilate asks (27:27). 


Both men are named “Yahweh saves” so the question for them and for us is, Which is the way we hope Yahweh will save us? Will we trust in the notorious prisoner Jesus Barabbas who, according to Mark 15:6-7, is a freedom fighter against the Roman government?  The crowd calls him a freedom fighter because he uses a sword to assassinate occupying soldiers and representatives of the empire. They call him a “freedom fighter” but the world empire (the occupying army) calls him a “terrorist.”


Will we choose Jesus Barabbas and his sword or will we choose this swordless preacher from Galilee, this Jesus of Nazareth? We choose Jesus Barabbas to save us. We trust in military might and stealth bombers and economic power. We choose the powers of the world rather than the powers of God. We do not really want Jesus to come to town on a donkey and die on a cross of shame. 


We choose Jesus Barabbas to save us. Jesus Barabbas uses war to fight for peace. Jesus Barabbas defines himself in national/political allegiances and then uses his religion to support his patriotic views. Jesus Barabbas is not soft on Rome, soft on crime or soft on lawbreakers. The freedom fighter kills them with a sword so that he and his nation can be free and have peace. If Jesus Barabbas had access to bombs and guns and planes, he would have used them to fight and destroy the enemy Rome so his country would be free and at peace.  


Pilate asks them to choose between allegiance to their nation proclaimed by Jesus Barabbas and allegiance to their God proclaimed by Jesus of Nazareth. Given the same choice, Jesus, of course, would have chosen to spare Barabbas, too, but not because of Jesus’ allegiance to the nation of Israel. Jesus would have chosen to spare Jesus Barabbas because of Jesus’ allegiance to Divine Graciousness. That’s what the New Testament means by saying that Jesus of Nazareth is our Savior. Jesus is a savior because even if Jesus Barabbas does not believe in the way of Jesus of Nazareth, Jesus of Nazareth believes in Jesus Barabbas. 

Did Pilate know that he was asking the most important question in the world? Did Pilate know that to declare our choice about Jesus of Nazareth is one of the greatest decisions in our lives? Not only the priests and Pilate and the people of that day had Jesus on their hands--you and I have Jesus on our hands, too. We answer that very same question (and this time you do not have to shout, “Crucify him!”): “What then should I do with Jesus who is called the Messiah?”

Jesus is waiting for us to voice our allegiance. And he asks us to put actions with our words. On the first Sunday in Lent we put down our bricks of guilt and picked up a pebble like this one. We promised to walk with Jesus on a pilgrim journey this Lent. We promised to walk with Jesus toward Jerusalem for these forty days and now we stand before Pilate who asks us what we are going to do with this Jesus. I imagine no one today really wants to say, “Crucify him!” Perhaps we will be silent as we have so many times before. 


 I believe Jesus is looking at you and at me today and asking, “What will you do with me?” Will you commit to pray, to be present in worship, to give financially, and to serve others?  For these forty days of Lent we have been emphasizing these four treasures of the transformed life. During these forty days perhaps you have realized that even when you do not believe in Jesus and Jesus’ way, Jesus believes in you. 

"Pilate told the people that they could choose to spare the life of either a murderer named Jesus Barabbas or Jesus of Nazareth, and they chose Barabbas. Given the same choice, Jesus, of course, would have chosen to spare Barabbas, too."
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