17 March 2013 : Matthew 27 : 11-26    
As we draw ever closer to the cross, we observe the second phase of the trial of Jesus, and it is no less an affront to justice than the first. Whilst the Jewish leaders resorted to outright lies, the Roman governor, the representative of the most powerful man in the known world, Caesar himself, a man who had never previously shirked robust response to religious unrest on the streets of Jerusalem, here shamelessly takes a dive that Tom Daley would be proud of, and Luis Suarez or Gareth Bale would be embarrassed by. 

You can call it dereliction of duty, or craven cowardice if you like, but Pontius Pilate simply does not do his job. He is not an unintelligent man. He knows the case against Jesus of Nazareth is more threadbare than elderly Primark trousers. He knows that there was nothing more to the accusations than simple envy and jealousy. Everything about this situation stinks and he knows it. He’s dealt with the religious leaders before. Often.

Surely, a man of his power and authority should simply have told the Sanhedrin to go and raffle themselves. But no-one was of a mood to make the decision easier for him. Jesus, the accused, point-blank refused to defend Himself. Beyond confirming that He was indeed the King of the Jews, He remained as silent as Harpo Marx throughout.

So, with Jesus doing nothing to wriggle off the hook, Pilate tried to get the crowd to see sense, appealing to tradition [v.15]. It was the governor’s custom at the Feast to release a prisoner chosen by the crowd. This seemed like a shrewd move. When faced with the choice of releasing a thoroughly nasty piece of goods named Barabbas back on to the streets of Jerusalem, or this harmless – if eccentric – preacher, Pilate reasoned, even these hot-heads would rather have the preacher on the loose than have to lock up their silver, and their daughters, with Barabbas back on the prowl. Wrong again.

Pilate had under-estimated the influence of the religious leaders. Rent-a-mob did what they had been told to do. Suitably prompted, they declared would take their chance with Barabbas. I wonder how many of those who now, purple-faced, screamed “Crucify!” had, just a few days before, gone out waving palm branches to sing “Hosanna!” 
Then Pilate, in v.19, was confronted with the most powerful warning yet. His wife sent him this message: ‘Don’t have anything to do with that innocent man, for I have suffered a great deal today in a dream because of him.’ By this point I suspect Pilate earnestly wished he’d phoned in with a migraine that morning, because he’d certainly have one by the evening, especially when Mrs P had finished with him! We can guess what he was having for his tea that night – hot tongue and cold shoulder!

Finally, Pilate secures his unwanted place in history by refusing to make any decision at all. In a gesture that has now passed into common conversational currency, he simply washes his hands of the case. For a man in his position, that was an extraordinary thing to do. Constitutionally, the power to appoint or sack the High Priest lay in his hands. Surely, he could have used that power of dismissal to lean on Caiaphas?

In case things got really ugly, he had at his disposal 3,000 Roman soldiers stationed in the Antonia Fortress, a massive fortification which was next door to and, in a display of imperial menace, overshadowed the temple. Jewish historians relate that Pilate had a reputation of insensitivity, sometimes descending into brutality, toward the Jews and their customs. Philo describes him as naturally inflexible, a blend of self-will and relentlessness, vindictiveness and furious temper, traits which finally got him sacked. 
We will never know, this side of heaven, what made Pilate act the way he did that day. Nor is it, frankly, of anything other than academic importance to us. What does matter is what this story says to us. Following on from the message last week about speaking in the accent of Jesus, the accent of divine grace, today I want to focus on the other side of that coin, the power of godly silence. Now, that’s not an obvious conclusion to draw because you may say – well, silence didn’t do Jesus much good, It got Him killed.

Actually, it didn’t. It would not have matter 2p what Jesus said or did on that occasion. The road to the salvation of the human race could not have bypassed the cross. It was as inevitable as the fate of Titanic the instant it hit the iceberg. Like the treachery of Judas, which we noted a few weeks ago, the pusillanimity of Pilate – there’s a good word for you on a Sunday! – was but a tiny cog in the wheel of God’s plan to give you life.

Time constraints have meant that we missed some of Matthew 26, including the details of the arrest of Jesus in the Garden, but you may remember the story of Peter lashing out to protect Jesus and swiping off the ear of one of those sent to arrest him. Jesus was not amused at this. In vs.52-54 we read : Put your sword back in its place,’ Jesus said to him, ‘for all who draw the sword will die by the sword. Do you think I cannot call on my Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels? But how then would the Scriptures be fulfilled that say it must happen in this way?’
All was unfolding according to God’s plan, according to God’s word. It had to be this way. Of course Jesus didn’t exactly relish the prospect. He was flesh of our flesh and bone of our bone. He knew His passion would hurt. Matthew 26.39 : My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will.’
It would not have served the Father’s purpose for Jesus to have wasted time and breath defending Himself against these ridiculous accusations when the outcome was already decided. Even the silence of Jesus was in fulfilment of Scripture : He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth ; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before its shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth. [Isaiah 53.7]
Sometimes, when people turn against us, and we find ourselves wrongly accused, or the object of gossip and bad-mouthing, when everything in us wants to fight back, the right thing to say is nothing. Instead of trying to fight our own battles, there are times to allow God to defend us, as He has promised. It takes spiritual maturity to know when it is appropriate to stand on the promise of Isaiah 54.17 : no weapon forged against you will prevail, and you will refute every tongue that accuses you ; and when to let go and let God. You see, there are promises to stand on for that course of action as well.
Psalm 112.6-8 : Surely the righteous will never be shaken; they will be remembered for ever. They will have no fear of bad news; their hearts are steadfast, trusting in the Lord. Their hearts are secure, they will have no fear; in the end they will look in triumph on their foes. Psalm 91.14-16 promises the faithful : ‘Because he loves me,’ says the Lord, ‘I will rescue him ; I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name.
He will call on me, and I will answer him ; I will be with him in trouble, I will deliver him and honour him. With long life I will satisfy him and show him my salvation.’
As a general guideline, if we are in a position to defend ourselves purely by reference to plain indisputable fact, and plain reading of the Word of God, fine. Sadly, it’s rarely that simple, and it’s more likely we’ll end up in counter-accusations and mud-slinging. That’s no place to be. Instead, it’s better to stand in faith, exercise the power of silence, and let God vindicate us. Let me show you from Scripture how that works. 
First of all, you must know who you are. We’ve talked often about being “in Christ”. What does that mean? It means that, in the eyes of God, everything Jesus is, everything Jesus has, everything Jesus can do, belongs to the believer. This is because, as Jesus speaks in John 16.14-15 about the Holy Spirit : He will honour me; he will take from me and deliver it to you. Everything the Father has is also mine. That is why I’ve said, ‘He takes from me and delivers to you.’ The Bible teaches that everything that is of God was revealed in Jesus, and now belongs to believers through the Holy Spirit. 
Next, what does the word “Christ” mean? It means the Anointed One of God. Now, if Jesus in His own time on this earth was the Anointed One of God, and now everything that Jesus is and has and can do is given to believers, as the Bible teaches, who are now the Anointed Ones of God today? If you are in Christ, you are in the Anointed One.

So … listen to this verse : 1 Samuel 26.9 : Who can lay a hand on the Lord’s anointed and be guiltless? Who is that speaking about, today? Let me paraphrase. Anyone daft enough to come against a believer has to get past Jesus first, and even to try that raises stupid to a whole new level! Here’s another promise : Romans 12.19 : Dear friends, never take revenge. Leave that to the righteous anger of God. For the Scriptures say, I will take revenge ; I will pay them back,” says the Lord.
Do you understand how big a deal this is? God has your back, and He will work things out, so never get into a custard-pie-throwing contest with anyone. The minute we take the law into our own hands, and get into arguments and strife, we effectively prevent God from protecting us. Given a choice, wouldn’t you rather trust God’s strength than your own? However, as most of us know from experience, this is easier said than done! 
Many years ago, in my first church, things went badly wrong and, without going into a lot of detail, it went to Presbytery. A whole load of complaints were made against me, most of which were absolute nonsense – one of them, believe it or not, was because someone didn’t like the shoes I wore. And that Presbytery, at that time, didn’t handle it all that well, which was hardly surprising because it was one of the first cases brought under new legislation. The press took a great interest, and it all got rather silly. 

When it all came up for decision, I had a choice of contesting every single complaint, thus publicly showing up some of the pettiness that was going on in that congregation, or simply saying nothing, getting out of that mess, and starting again somewhere else. Now I might not have been the brightest floodlight on the pylon, but I was realistic enough to know that airing all that dirty linen in public would have made no difference to the final outcome. At best, I’d be stuck back in a situation where there was no trust at all, and no way of ministering the gospel. At worst, I would have been unemployable in the church and that congregation would have waited till it snowed in hell for a minister.

It was one of the hardest things I ever did to keep my mouth shut, accept the bullet, and walk away. For Alexis and myself and our children, it meant soon afterwards a move down here to a whole new life and you know the rest of the story. For that congregation it’s taken the best part of 20 years to recover from the self-inflicted wound. The church roll is one-third of what it was back then, although I am happy to say they are now on their way back up, and I can honestly say I wish them well. We still hear from friends back there. Interestingly, we met some non-friends a while ago and hugged one another
It wasn’t easy to shut up and let God handle it, but it was the right thing to do, and I am very relieved that by the grace of God I just about, by the skin of my teeth, managed it. It is so easy, in a world like this, to let our pride draw us into a slanging match for the sake of our reputation, and there are never any winners when that happens, least of all Jesus. To trash His reputation for the sake of our own is extremely foolish.
No matter how tempting it is to retaliate, never let yourself get into thinking : well, if I’m going down, I’m taking you with me. That tit-for-tat, insult-for-insult, mentality is no different from what a world out there, without a spiritual or ethical compass, thinks. Jesus told us the days of eye-for-eye, tooth-for-tooth, were over. That way of thinking is just about as far from the way of grace as it’s possible it be, and it just isn’t good enough for the anointed of God, who are … ?? Saved by grace, living by grace!

Likewise, how often have we got into silly arguments with people we care for over not very much and, as pride has trumped self-control, we’ve traded insult for insult, cheap shot for even cheaper shot. Determined to “win” the battle, we’ve lost the war, as crazy words have ripped the relationship to shreds like last night’s losing lottery ticket. As the carnage continues, Satan cheers on every barbed comment from the touchline, while Jesus shakes His head sadly. Wouldn’t godly silence have been a healthier option? 
Least said, soonest mended, as the old saying goes. You can’t argue with someone who won’t argue back. Let’s decide today to be that person who won’t argue back, but who will instead keep silent so that, when the fur and hair stops flying, we can practise our God-given ministry of reconciliation. Less nasty words, less damage to be repaired.

The lesson we learn from the judicious silence of Jesus is this. The devil loves to goad Christians into words or actions that are of the flesh, not of the spirit, that dishonour Jesus. Don’t fall for it. If, when you’re under attack, the Holy Spirit gives you a gracious scriptural answer, great. Otherwise, if in doubt, say nowt, let God sort it out! 
