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2.3.0        The Roman Trial 

Mark 15:2-15    Matthew 27:11-26   Luke 23:2-25   John 18:28-19:16 

In this section, I shall refer to all four gospel, and examine the representation of Pontius Pilate, the 
dream of Pilate's wife, the part played by the Jews, append an excursus on Barrabas and then 
explore whether the responsibility for the death of Jesus can be interpreted in a way that is not 
anti-Jewish. 

2.3.1      Jesws before Pontius Pilate 

The gospels agree that the Jewish authorities handed Jesus over to Pilate. Without official charges 
being made (except in Luke 23:2), Pilate asks Jesus whether he is the King of the Jews (Mark 
15:2), thus using a title that has not been applied before. This indicates a shift from the previous 
religious charge to a political one. Jesus' answer 'You say so' is ambiguous. Mark's Pilate is 
amazed at Jesus' silence (v.5) and offers to release him (v.6), but to satisfy the crowd, he delivers 
Jesus to be crucified (v.15). 

In Matthew's expansion, Pilate, though warned by his wife's dream (27:19), yields to the crowd's 
demand for Jesus' crucifixion (w.22-24), but washes his hands before the crowd to demonstrate 
his innocence in the shedding of Jesus' blood.(v.24). 

Luke interpolates the episode with Herod (23:6-12). On Jesus' return from Herod, Pilate is able to 
declare that both of them do not find Jesus guilty (vv.14,15). 

The Johannine Pilate reluctantly deals with the prisoner. Since Jesus claims that his kingship is 
not of this world (18:36-37), Pilate attempts to release him (v.39).On Jesus' silence regarding 
charge of making himself the Son of God (v.7-9), Pilate stresses the power the power he has over 
Jesus, an  idea which Jesus rejects, 'unless it had been given to him from above' (19:9-12). A 
frightened Pilate seeks to release Jesus, but threatened with disloyalty to Caesar (v. 12), he accedes 
to the will of the Jews, and hands Jesus over to them (v. 16). 

These passages  give the impression that Pilate is a well-intentioned governor, quite unlike the 
protesting chief priests. Pilate seems considerate, he addresses Jesus directly, warns him about the 
dangers  of being silent (Mark 15:4-5), makes sure Jesus understands the accusations against him 
(Matthew 27:13-14), pronounces Jesus' innocence three times (Luke 23:4,15,22) and presents 
Jesus twice to the crowd to gain sympathy for him (John 19:5,14). Pilate challenges the Jews to 
judge Jesus themselves (John 18:31) and acknowledges that this trial is not a Roman idea (v.35). 
It seems that Pilate does not take all the charges seriously (Brown, 1994, 749). However, Pilate is 
not always so positively portrayed. Winter considers him 'a dim- witted, weak-minded prefect, 
easily manipulated by the subordinate Jewish people' (1961, 55). Brown (1994, 69 5) holds Pilate 
vulnerable apart from the patronage of the 
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