
The Humiliation of Christ in the Roman “Court” (Mat. 27.11-31) 
WestminsterReformedChurch.org 
Pastor Ostella 
11-4-2007 

11 Now Jesus stood before the governor, and the governor asked him, "Are you the King of the Jews?" Jesus 
said, "You have said so."  12 But when he was accused by the chief priests and elders, he gave no answer.  13 
Then Pilate said to him, "Do you not hear how many things they testify against you?"  14 But he gave him no 
answer, not even to a single charge, so that the governor was greatly amazed.  15 Now at the feast the 
governor was accustomed to release for the crowd any one prisoner whom they wanted.  16 And they had then 
a notorious prisoner called Barabbas.  17 So when they had gathered, Pilate said to them, "Whom do you want 
me to release for you: Barabbas, or Jesus who is called Christ?"  18 For he knew that it was out of envy that 
they had delivered him up.  19 Besides, while he was sitting on the judgment seat, his wife sent word to him, 
"Have nothing to do with that righteous man, for I have suffered much because of him today in a dream."   
 
20 Now the chief priests and the elders persuaded the crowd to ask for Barabbas and destroy Jesus.  21 The 
governor again said to them, "Which of the two do you want me to release for you?" And they said, 
"Barabbas."  22 Pilate said to them, "Then what shall I do with Jesus who is called Christ?" They all said, "Let 
him be crucified!"  23 And he said, "Why, what evil has he done?" But they shouted all the more, "Let him be 
crucified!"  24 So when Pilate saw that he was gaining nothing, but rather that a riot was beginning, he took 
water and washed his hands before the crowd, saying, "I am innocent of this man's blood; see to it 
yourselves."  25 And all the people answered, "His blood be on us and on our children!"  26 Then he released 
for them Barabbas, and having scourged Jesus, delivered him to be crucified.  27 Then the soldiers of the 
governor took Jesus into the governor's headquarters, and they gathered the whole battalion before him.  28 
And they stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him, 29 and twisting together a crown of thorns, they put it on 
his head and put a reed in his right hand. And kneeling before him, they mocked him, saying, "Hail, King of the 
Jews!"  30 And they spit on him and took the reed and struck him on the head.  31 And when they had mocked 
him, they stripped him of the robe and put his own clothes on him and led him away to crucify him. 
 

Introduction  
 As recorded in Matthew 27.11-31, Jesus comes before Pilate because the Jews, under 
bondage to the Roman government, cannot carry out executions. The leaders of Israel desire His 
death, so much so that they team up with Rome to bring it about. As we know, these judicial 
proceedings are a mockery of justice; it is all a mockery of statesmanship (by Pilate), spiritual 
leadership (by the priests), and professionalism (by the soldiers). Jesus faces deep humiliation in 
the Roman court where He is interrogated, condemned, and mocked. Our title for today, 
therefore, is “The Humiliation of Christ in the Roman “Court.” We begin with the interrogation; 
later we will cover His condemnation and mockery. 
 
1A. The interrogation of Jesus (11-14) 
 Whatever the full dialogue may have been, Matthew summarizes the interchange between 
Jesus and Pilate with a report of two questions.  
 1B. The first question 
 Now Jesus stood before the governor, and the governor asked him, "Are you the King of the Jews?" Jesus 
said, "You have said so" (27.11). It may surprise us to note that Jesus does not stand before Pilate in 
absolute silence. When the Roman procurator questions Him, he focuses a central concern of 
Israel’s national leaders: messianic kingship (Are you the King of the Jews?). Interestingly, the 
question is very direct and personal. It is not a question of legality or even a question of 
profession such as: “Do you claim to be the king of the Jews?” Pilate simply expresses a 
question of fact: “are you a king, are you the king of these Jews?”   
 In response, Jesus confesses a good confession. He speaks clearly but with reserve: “you 
are going in the right direction. You are asking the right question. You have the idea. You are on 
track to the main point. In other words, yes, I am the king of the Jews.” As He spoke before the 
Sanhedrin when they presented Him with a question of fact (are you the Christ, the Son of the 
living God?), so now, He speaks before the Roman court when presented with a question of fact. 
The former was the highest court. Now, He speaks and testifies in the lower, but public court, for 
the record for all time, “Yes, I am the king of the Jews.” 
 2B. The second question 
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 Things change with the second question of Pilate that relates to accusations brought by 
the representatives of the God of Israel. 12 But when he was accused by the chief priests and elders, he gave 
no answer.  13 Then Pilate said to him, "Do you not hear how many things they testify against you?"  14 But he gave him 
no answer, not even to a single charge, so that the governor was greatly amazed (27.12-14). Matthew does not 
detail the many charges; he simply states that the chief priests and elders “accused” Him and 
Pilate indicates they there were many accusations. This time, Jesus remains silent. He does not 
reply with explanation or self-defense to even a single charge.  
 We wondered about His silence before the Sanhedrin; we note further that Pilate wonders 
in amazement about His silence in the public court with so many accusations against Him. 
Surely, the shift between speech and silence has the same dynamic in both courts. On one hand, 
this is the silence of a sovereign, sovereign silence, because our prophet, priest, and king chooses 
when to speak and when not to speak. The faultless Lord allows all the false charges to go on 
record against Him. He stands in judgment for crimes He did not commit. Therefore, on the other 
hand, this is the silence of redemption because the sinner who stands in judgment in the highest 
court and in public view can make no excuse; he can only stand speechless to hear his sentence 
and to face the punishment he deserves (cf. Mat. 22.12; if you have no wedding garment at the 
time of the heavenly wedding celebration, you will have nothing to say and only judgment to 
receive: 22.13, Then the king said to the attendants, “Bind him hand and foot and cast him into the outer darkness. 
In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth”).  
   
2A. The condemnation of Jesus 
 The condemnation of our Lord in the Roman court unfolds in three steps: Pilate seeks His 
release, the people seek His death, and Pilate concedes to the people.   
 1B. Pilate seeks the release of Jesus 
 1) Why does he try to release Jesus?  
 He knew that the charges were contrived driven by envy (27.18, he knew that it was out of envy 
that they had delivered him up).  He also had concerns about Jesus’ due to nightmares of his wife who 
proclaimed the innocence of Jesus into Pilate’s ear (27.19).  
 2) How does he try to release Jesus? He uses an annual custom of freedom in which the 
people would choose what prisoner to set free. By putting Barabbas opposite Jesus, he thinks 
they will free Jesus since the choice is between a notorious prisoner and a relatively harmless 
man who is innocent. He put this choice before the people: Barabbas or Jesus (v. 17).  
 2B. The people seek the death of Jesus 
 1) They do so via the influence of their leaders (v. 20). 
 2) They choose Barabbas (v. 21). 
 3) Then, they clamor for the crucifixion of Jesus (22). Pilate says, “If you free Barabbas, 
what do you want me to do with Jesus, called Messiah?” They seek the execution of their 
“Messiah”; they cannot simply leave Him to imprisonment. 
 4) Next, they are passionate in their clamoring for the death of Christ. Thus, they respond 
to the question of merit and evidence (“what crime has He committed?”) with no basis, no 
evidence, and no substance to the charges. They respond to the question of merit with more 
emotion and passion (v. 23, And he said, "Why, what evil has he done?" But they shouted all the more, "Let him 
be crucified!").  
 5) Notably, they do all of this with full responsibility (vs. 24-25). Pilate washes his hands 
of the whole mess, trying to exclude himself from responsibility (which is impossible), and the 
people stain their hands with the blood of Christ, even including their children: 24 So when Pilate saw 
that he was gaining nothing, but rather that a riot was beginning, he took water and washed his hands before the crowd, 
saying, "I am innocent of this man's blood; see to it yourselves."  25 And all the people answered, "His blood be on us 
and on our children!"  
 3B. Pilate concedes to the people (v. 26).  He releases Barabbas. He delivers Jesus to 
execution (by flogging him as part of sentencing). This opens the door to mockery by the 
soldiers.  
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3A. Mockery of Jesus  
 Note again the objectivity of the account in which we hear absolutely nothing from our 
Lord; there is no description of Him wincing, groaning, or complaining. Matthew records what 
the soldiers do and say to Him: 27 Then the soldiers of the governor took Jesus into the governor's 
headquarters, and they gathered the whole battalion before him.  28 And they stripped him and put a scarlet robe on 
him, 29 and twisting together a crown of thorns, they put it on his head and put a reed in his right hand. And kneeling 
before him, they mocked him, saying, "Hail, King of the Jews!"  30 And they spit on him and took the reed and struck 
him on the head.  31 And when they had mocked him, they stripped him of the robe and put his own clothes on him and 
led him away to crucify him (27.27-31).  
 What then do they do and say? They assemble a large group of troops to make a show of 
Jesus as a king, silly as the thought may be to them. Thus, they give Him a fake robe, a thorny 
crown, and a phony rod of authority. Then, they pay Him homage kneeling before Him with 
words of honor: Hail, King of the Jews (v. 29). The next thing that comes from their mouths is spit, 
the spit of scorn and distain. Finally, they mock His authority by taking the rod from His hand 
and using it as a club to strike Him on the head. Although the crown and the reed rod would 
inflict some pain, the point of the soldiers is not so much to cause Him to suffer physically. They 
are having fun, and the key to their fun is to taunt Him emotionally and mentally by vindictive 
mockery.  
 
Applications and Implications (in three exhortations)    
 1) Joyfully consider the blessing despite the cursing 
 For many reasons, the way the people of Israel own responsibility for the crucifixion of 
Jesus leaps from the text. They emphatically say: His blood be on us and on our children! (27.25). There 
is a frightening finality to these words. It marks a sober, serious, and somber closure in the 
relationship of Israel and her Messiah! The closure is for all time, generation by generation. They 
say, “Go ahead, Pilate, wash your hands of this man’s blood. For our part, we gladly leave our 
hands stained with His blood; we gladly place the stains of His blood on our children and our 
children’s children. May God curse us and our children generation by generation if what we are 
doing is wrong.” Thus, Jesus became the rejected stone, cast aside by the builders and disowned 
by the people. The Israelites own full responsibility by calling down a curse on themselves and 
their children.  
 However, when we view this text from the perspective of Pentecost, we must stand 
amazed at the blessing that comes despite the cursing. For Peter preaches to these Jews who 
crucified the Lord of glory and who know it. Thus, cut to the heart by the awareness of their sin, 
they say, "Brothers, what shall we do?" (Acts 2.37). At this point in his sermon, Peter gives them 
hope; he gives them a basis for hope of acceptance with the Lord, and he extends that basis for 
hope not only to them but also to their children: 38 And Peter said to them, "Repent and be baptized every 
one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  
39 For the promise is for you and for your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to 
himself."  40 And with many other words he bore witness and continued to exhort them, saying, "Save yourselves from 
this crooked generation." (2.38-39). The promise of forgiveness of sin, even the blood stains on their 
hands and on the hands of their children, is for you and for your children and for all who are far off (v. 39).  
There is a marvelous a fortiori argument at work here: if those who directly crucified Christ have 
the promise of forgiveness, then how much do their children have the promise of forgiveness. As 
a matter of fact, if those who killed Jesus have the gospel promise of forgiveness, then how much 
more do all men, women, and children far away have this promise of forgiveness by faith and 
repentance expressed in the obedience of baptism (cf. Mat. 3.6). Despite rejection by the 
builders, Jesus is become the chief cornerstone through His resurrection. Now, He is building the 
new covenant people by the proclamation of the gospel to the ends of the earth.  
 2) Humble yourself in thankfulness to your dear redeemer 
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 From the humiliation of Christ epitomized in the mockery of Roman soldiers, we must 
ask some questions. Why is this on the record? What are we to take home from this? How does 
this relate to our salvation? Does it relate to our salvation? 
 There must be more going on here than the mockery of someone that they thought of as a 
mere pretender who is now exposed as a fake. No doubt there is an element of truth in this idea 
for these strangers to Jesus’ life and teaching, but there must be more to it. 
 We need some of the larger context. We know what Pilate knew, namely, envy governed 
the actions of the elders and chief priests. They hated Christ because they sought their own glory 
and not the glory of God. He threatened their self promoting distortion of pure OT faith. He 
exposed them to the light of day and they ran into the darkness like cockroaches. There, in the 
darkness of night, they condemned Jesus, remarkably, in the highest court ever to convene on 
earth. They represented the covenant keeping God; they spoke His judgment on Christ. They did 
so with envy and hatred, but they spoke God’s indictment in truth. 
 They acted out of evil motives in doing evil deeds of “pious” injustice and hypocrisy, but 
God controlled their actions to work His will. 
 What then shall we say about the cowardly injustice perpetrated by Pilate? He knows that 
Jesus is innocent. He takes half-hearted steps to free Him, but He gives in to the pressures of 
priests and crowds. We can say this much for sure: Pilate interrogated, condemned, and mocked 
Jesus because He was innocent. It is the Lord’s will that comes to pass in the condemnation of 
the innocent as a mute sacrificial lamb in the place of the guilty. No doubt, one of the reasons for 
the silence of our Lord before His accusers is that He stands as the sinner who can raise no word 
in His own defense; He must stand in our place speechless to be interrogated and condemned to 
secure our justification.  
 Now, what can we say about the mockery by the soldiers under Pilate’s watch? Why did 
this take place and why does Matthew give us these details? Notably, although there are details, 
the account is clearly objective. The narrator tells us what happened after Pilate opened the door 
to crucifixion. The Roman guards made sport of Christ by mocking Him as a king: 28 And they 
stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him, 29 and twisting together a crown of thorns, they put it on his head and put a 
reed in his right hand. And kneeling before him, they mocked him, saying, "Hail, King of the Jews!"  30 And they spit on 
him and took the reed and struck him on the head.  31 And when they had mocked him, they stripped him of the robe 
and put his own clothes on him and led him away to crucify him (27.28-31).  
 a) We can read this account repeatedly and come up with the same response: it stuns and 
stings, and it is difficult to say anything. Matthew makes no evaluative or interpretive comments. 
He simply informs us that these Roman soldiers picked up the nature of things that went on in 
the trial. They knew that Jesus claimed to be the king of the Jews. They put a fake robe of royalty 
on Him, crowned Him with a crown of thorns, put a staff in His hand, and mocked Him saying 
Hail, King of the Jews. What kind of honor then do they give to the king? They honor with spit from 
their mouths and they use His staff to strike Him on the head.  
 b) Is it simply the case that these soldiers have finally endured the boredom of their jobs 
and now it is time for them to have some fun with this phony Messiah and His outrageous 
claims? If so, at that level alone, we have testimony to the depravity of man, do we not? Here is a 
man that did not promote revolution or put the lives of these soldiers at risk in doing their jobs. 
They should pity Him and at least be thankful that due to His harmless manner they faced no life 
threatening danger. However, instead of pity and thankfulness, they seek to taunt Him and mock 
Him with regard to the very essence of His claims that brought Him to the brink of crucifixion. 
 Why mock at all, and why mock any man, this man, that is moments away from death, 
the painful death of the cross? Surely, the account testifies to us of the depravity of man. We see 
people going about their work in life as soldiers and they cannot resist having fun in the misery 
of another. Are they human? Do they have any feelings for the sufferings that people go through 
when they are opposed by crowds and high officials? Even if the trial was just and the criminal 
was guilty, can they not feel sorry for the man that raised a voice of religious kingship? No, they 
taunt, mock, and aggravate the suffering the Lord Jesus Christ.  
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 c) However, we must think that something more is at stake here, something deeper. 
They express vindictiveness and hatred. They hate Him without a cause. Their actions are the 
irrational actions of evil men in the presence of the Lord of glory. On one hand, to be sure, they 
act in ignorance. Had they known what they were doing, they would not have crucified the Lord 
of glory (1 Cor. 2.8). However, on another hand, they confront the glory of God in the face of 
Jesus; they spit and mock because they will not have Him rule over them. One way to suppress 
the truth in unrighteousness is to go directly to it (Rom. 1.18), to the claim of Jesus to be 
Messiah-king, and to deny it in the fullest way possible in the moment. These are guilty men 
who stand for all people who will not have Christ rule over them. They may be refined people 
with culture, education, and political correctness, or they may be corrupt professional soldiers, 
but they spit in His face to soothe their evil consciences. Partly, the reaction of the guards is a 
reaction to the truth and an indictment against all people who go their own way of asserted 
autonomy and self-sufficiency. Truly, though indirectly, they too spit in the face of Christ. 
 d) Still, there is one more point to make. Jesus endured this mockery and Matthew 
recorded it so that we would know that our Savior is as fully man as He is fully God (Mat. 1.23). 
As a man, He came to save us by suffering more and more humiliation in the days of His flesh. 
They humiliated Him in Pilate’s court for our salvation, honor, exaltation, and glory! He endured 
all the shame and humiliation that belongs to you and me. God did not spare Him that suffering 
in order to free us from man’s humanity to man and from His righteous judgment. We must each 
say and sing that Jesus is “My dear Redeemer and my God.” He is our redeemer because He is 
God in flesh who endured the shame for the joy set before Him (Heb. 12.2). We are His joy; 
purchasing our salvation with His own blood is His joy. When Jesus looked at His mockers, He 
saw past them and beyond them. He saw you and me; this is what He said in effect in His heart 
(Schilder, Trial, 534):  

  You caused me all this pain 
  Know well it was your deed 
  The insult, mockery, distain, 
  The crown of thorns, the reed! 

 3) Confess a good confession of Christ with thankfulness to your dear Savior    
 Sometimes, your witness comes to best expression by silence, especially, whenever you 
feel accused and assaulted. Like our Savior, you need to make the distinction between 
accusations and questions of fact regarding His messianic kingship. The entire issue of our 
personal sense of dignity and honor in the eyes of men is tricky. The bottom line is not your 
honor or my honor, but the honor of His name. For Him, you must take a firm stand and confess 
a good confession. Paul tells us some of what that means in the text in Timothy. 11But as for you, O 
man of God…Pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, steadfastness, gentleness.  12 Fight the good fight of the 
faith. Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called and about which you made the good confession in the 
presence of many witnesses.  13 I charge you in the presence of God, who gives life to all things, and of Christ Jesus, 
who in his testimony before Pontius Pilate made the good confession,  14 to keep the commandment unstained and free 
from reproach until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ,  15 which he will display at the proper time- he who is the 
blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords,  16 who alone has immortality, who dwells in 
unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can see. To him be honor and eternal dominion. Amen (1 Tim. 
6.11-16). There is much here to ponder today and this week; let us do so in light of this doxology 
based on 1 Timothy 6: 
 

Let us fall down before the majesty of the Lord Jesus Christ who confessed the good confession 
before Pilate, and let us confess that He is the only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords, 
who alone has immortality, who dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can 
see. To Him be honor and eternal dominion, amen.  

 


