
Sermon for 4.14.19 “The Innocent, the Guilty, and the Grace” Faith Lutheran Church 

 So, usually they let me preach about 15 minutes for a gospel text that’s a third as long as 

this one so I figure I ought to get 45 minutes to preach this morning... all in favor... 

 So much is going on in this text, so much pent up passion and anger and love and stress 

and fear... all just kind of throbbing through this story of Jesus—this man who gave himself in 

humble love for the sake of others.  And we’re left wondering: “how did it ever come to this?”  

How did it come to the point where this man—who fed the thousands and healed the sick and 

blessed the children and forgave the sins of so many and healed the lepers and gave sight to the 

blind and inspired the masses with the image of a God of constant love and compassion and 

power—is now condemned by those same crowds that he had once fed and healed? The same 

crowds that cheered him into Jerusalem a week ago are crying out for his blood today. 

 And the way Luke tells the story everybody knows he’s innocent of the charges trumped 

up against him.  Pilate examines him and declares him innocent, but since the religious leaders 

are demanding that he be crucified he sends Jesus off to Herod—the Jewish puppet-king over the 

region of Galilee.  He wants Herod to see what he can make of it... and Herod sends him back to 

Pilate because Herod can’t find anything against Jesus to justify a death penalty either.  And 

when Pilate examines Jesus again he’s just as convinced of his innocence and once again 

announces that.  But the religious leaders and the people they’ve stirred up against Jesus won’t 

listen to him, they’re crying out “crucify him, crucify him...” and Pilate says it again, “why, I’ve 

found nothing about him deserving death... how about if I just have him severely beaten, will that 

satisfy your lust for his blood?”  But with their religious cheerleaders keeping them pumped up 

they keep up the chant, “Crucify him, crucify him, crucify him.”   

 He’s been declared innocent by Herod, and three times he’s been declared innocent by 

Pilate, but the voice of the mob wins the day and Pilate gives in and orders his soldiers to take 

him away and kill him for the sake of the people.  And I guess part of me is sympathetic toward 

Pilate... I mean it sounds like he tried to convince them that Jesus was innocent...  but the other 

part of me wants to say, “No way, you knew he was innocent.  You saw it clearly; and you stood 

in the position of power that could have stopped that mob in their tracks but instead you caved.  

Shame on you!  Shame on you. 

 Shame on us.  Every year at about this time I find myself trying to convince myself that 

had I been there I wouldn’t have been one of those who caved, or got riled up with the mob 

chanting slogans of hatred to “Lock him up” or “Crucify him.”  But I know myself too well for 

that.  I’m as easily swayed as the next person.  I’m as likely to give into peer pressure or mob 

mentality, or the fictions of the rumor mongers.  I’m as likely to ignore the nasty scene and avoid 

confronting evil with the truth... especially if my own safety or comfort seems at risk.  I can’t 

hide from the truth of me. 

 He’s innocent... I know it as clearly as Pilate.  He’s innocent; I know it as surely as 

Herod.  He’s innocent I know it as intuitively as the chanting crowds, I know it as keenly as the 

criminal crucified by his side, I know it as certainly as the Roman solider who watched him die.  

He’s innocent, when hard pressed I can’t deny it any more than the religious leaders who know 

deep down in their guts that they’re setting him up to take the fall for their own selfish reasons...  

But I just keep kicking the can down the road, I just keep looking the other way, I just keep 

chanting the words that come so easily, I just keep doing nothing to stand up to the evil that’s 

staring me right in the face. 

 And I want to tell myself that I’m not as guilty as Pilate, but I kind of am.  I want to tell 

myself I’m not as guilty as the soldier swinging the whip, but he was just taking orders.  I want 

to tell myself I’m not as guilty as the one who hammered the nails into his hands or feet, or the 
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one who mocked him on the cross, or laughed as he died, or denied, or betrayed him... But I  

know that—in a very real way—I am all those people because I’ve mocked others and I’ve 

denied others and I’ve betrayed them and I’ve stood by as others were—at the very least—

emotionally wounded and beaten.  And I have been stared down by the powers of evil and I’ve 

flinched and heard evil say, “I knew it... I knew you didn’t have it in you...” And I’ve walked 

away feeling guilty and small and impotent and ashamed... and maybe I’m the only one in the 

house that’s ever been there and felt that.  Maybe all of you folks are above any such inexcusable 

and pitiful behavior... or maybe we’re all in this boat together... I don’t know. 

 The one thing I do know is that it’s here in Luke’s story of the passion of Christ that we 

hear what I think are about the most amazing words in all the Bible.  We hear Jesus on that cross 

as the innocent victim of each and every one of us cry out: “Father forgive them for they know 

not what they do.” And every time I hear those words I find myself both shattered and remade.  

Jesus channels God’s love right there in the midst of the agony of the cross as he looks out on a 

sea of haters and forgives them one and all. And in my mind I can hardly believe such grace is 

possible.  I—who hold grudges for the smallest of things for the most unreasonable amounts of 

time—I hear the one who had every right to cry out for all the legions of God’s holy host to rip 

the veil aside and pour into this realm and wipe out the curse of humanity without mercy or 

compunction—I hear him cry out instead for absolute mercy.  And I know—all of a sudden—

that God doesn’t just have ideas about how we should love, God is love—purely, eternally, 

completely.  And we who are guilty of falling so short of the innocence that Christ attained, are 

the blessed unworthy recipients of the treasure of that love. 

 And that’s all I want to say about it this morning.  From the cross you and I were not 

condemned, instead we were treated to this incredible spectacle of God’s amazing mercy.  May 

that love fill you this week, and inspire you to embrace the God who forgives and loves us with 

such a radical grace... and may our thankfulness well up within us until it springs out in acts of 

mercy and love for our neighbors and our world... Amen. 


