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The Time of Trial 
 
Let us pray…     
 
There was no defense lawyer, no one to object.  No representative from the ACLU, no 
one to speak about human rights.  No chance of appeal, no option for a second opinion.  
There was a trial – or two, or three – and a conviction, and a sentence.  And then death.  
All very orderly, and legal.  And at the end, Jesus was dead. 
 
When we decided to focus on the stories of holy week during this Lenten season, it 
seemed like a good idea.  I was excited to spend time reflecting on these stories we 
usually just read, all in a bunch, a few days before Easter.  That’s why we started with 
The Last Supper two weeks ago, and focused on the Garden of Gethsemane last week.  
In a couple of weeks we’ll bounce back to Jesus’ triumphant entry into Jerusalem on 
Palm Sunday, before focusing on Jesus’ last hours on Passion Sunday, the Sunday 
before Easter.  And next week we’ll focus on Peter’s denial of Jesus, which shows up 
right in the middle of this morning’s scripture passages from Matthew; which focus on 
the religious and civil trials that condemned Jesus to death, the theme of this morning’s 
worship service. 
 
I failed to anticipate a problem with preaching on these texts, though.  As familiar as 
they are to me, as important as they are, in my nearly 25 years of preaching I have 
preached on many of them exactly zero times.  When I preach on a text again and 
again, I retain what I learned in seminary, add new layers of understanding, accumulate 
research to store for the future.  But when it came time to start thinking about Jesus’ 
trials?  I got nothin’.  So this week I pulled out the seminary textbooks and begged for 
resources from a former seminary professor.  Don’t worry, I’m not going to give you a 
lecture, but this is kind of a caveat; if you’ve got further thoughts and questions on this 
text, I’d love to hear them, but I might not be able to help much.  Which you might feel is 
typical. 
 
So there are three things I want us to take away from the stories of Jesus’ trials:  where 
they came from, what their impact has been, and what relevance they might have for 
our lives.  Ready? 
 
If I were giving you a lecture, I’d make you look at a Gospel Parallel.  This is a book that 
lays out all four gospels side by side.  As you recall, the four gospels (MMLJ) tell similar 
but not identical stories about Jesus’ birth, life and death.  They share sources and 
some parts are reproduced almost identically, while other portions vary widely.  I use a 
gospel parallel regularly in my preaching preparation, but no longer in book form:  now 
there’s an app for that.  And the cool thing about the app is that I can look up a story in 
a particular gospel, like this morning’s scripture passage, and then click a button and 
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the program will automatically bring up the corresponding stories in the other gospels, if 
any exist.  If you are comparing the trial stories in the four gospels, things get 
complicated:  John has three separate trials, with the high priest, his father-in-law, and 
Pilate; Luke has three trials too, but with the high priest, Pilate and Herod; Mark and 
Matthew both have two and a half trials, one and a half with the high priest and other 
temple elders, and one with Pilate, but only Matthew has Pilate infamously “washing his 
hands” (which you didn’t hear today because I didn’t include that second trial in this 
morning’s reading).  Now, you don’t have to retain any of that information:  all I want you 
to take away is that there are widely divergent versions of the trials in the gospels. 
 
That’s a big deal.  All the gospels agree that Jesus’ ministry had been going along for 
three years, drawing crowds but also controversy:  he’d had lots of debates with 
religious leaders, and many of his followers thought he was going to overthrow the 
government.  The gospels agree that Judas betrayed Jesus, and he was arrested.  And 
there is a lot of agreement about the end of the story too:  Jesus carrying his cross to 
Golgotha and there being crucified.  But in between, there are all these different trials.  I 
haven’t thought much about that in all my years of reading these stories, until my 
research this week.  Why so many versions of these trials?  The answer, according to 
scholars:  there are different versions of the trials because none of Jesus’ 
followers were there to record what happened – it’s all speculation.  We know the 
gospels were written decades after Jesus’ death; stories told from one person to 
another, accumulating edits and details over time, until they were eventually written 
down.  Some parts of the gospels are based on other texts, of which fragments – or less 
– survive.  But scholars think none of Jesus’ followers were witnesses to the trials, so 
any details from those events are completely made up!  Including if there were any 
“trials” at all.  Maybe Jesus was just processed like paperwork:  his followers saw him 
go into the house, and come out again with a verdict and so imagined the conversations 
in between. 
 
So why did the gospel writers craft the trials the way they did?  The short answer is that 
each gospel writer was writing with a particular agenda, and shaped the trial to reflect 
their agenda.  I’m not going to get into all of that today, although I’m happy to 
recommend a couple of chapters in some great books if you’re interested.  But let’s look 
at Matthew’s trials – and his agenda – very briefly.  Remember there were two and a 
half trials:  one and a half before the high priest and other temple leaders (this morning’s 
scripture reading), and one before Pilate.  So the high priest was a religious figure, the 
head of the Sanhedrin, the group of men in charge of the Temple at that time.  Maybe 
like the Minister and President of the UCC, or a Bishop in other branches of Christianity.  
At any rate, a religious official who had authority over the Jewish community in 
Jerusalem. 
 
Pontius Pilate, on the other hand, was Rome’s governor in the region.  As you’ll recall, 
Jerusalem was a city under occupation; Rome’s oppression was felt in numerous ways 
including high taxes and armed soldiers.  Pontius Pilate was responsible for making 
sure the “peace” was kept.   
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And so with these two trials, Jesus is found guilty and condemned by religious and civil 
authorities.  For Jesus’ followers, this actually would serve to align with prophecies from 
the Hebrew scriptures about the Messiah, the one coming to save God’s world.  So 
what we read as a hodgepodge of trials, to early Christians would have checked boxes 
about Messiah requirements:  rejected by religious authorizes, check; rejected by civil 
authorities, check again. 
 
So that, super briefly, is where the narratives of the trials come from:  Matthew’s way of 
showing his audience that Jesus has been rejected by both civil and religious 
authorities, thereby fulfilling those requirements for Messiah.  But I want to touch on 
what the impact of these stories has been.  You may be aware that around the world, 
for the last 2000 years, the most dangerous week to be Jewish has been the week 
before Easter.  Christian tradition labeled Jews as “Christ killers”, and incited violence 
against our Jewish brothers and sisters.  And unfortunately such violence was not 
contained to the Crusades or the Holocaust; although Christianity’s anti-Semitism 
fostered both.  The gospel of Matthew says, “the chief priests and the elders persuaded 
the crowds…to have Jesus killed”, and the crowd tells Pilate, “His blood be on us and 
on our children.”  The chief priests, elders and the crowd were Jewish, just like Jesus 
and his followers.  But these and other problematic verses have created or fed anti-
Semitism and acts of hatred against Jews.  Never have Italians been labeled as “Christ 
killers”, even though crucifixion was a strictly Roman invention.  As Christians, it is our 
responsibility to wrestle with the sacred texts of our tradition, and make sure they are 
not used to create hatred or justify violence. 
 
This is feeling a bit close to home with a swastika carved into the snow at the middle 
school a few weeks ago.  And in February, there were enough concerns at neighboring 
Congregational Beth Elohim that a police officer visited to advise the congregation on 
issues of security.  My friend and colleague who leads a synagogue in Chelmsford has 
never been able to have the open door policy we have here:  they have cameras and a 
buzzer at the door, and regular threatening letters and phone calls remind them of the 
necessity of the system.  The Christian Holy Week is three weeks away.  May all of us 
be attentive and responsive to any signs of anti-Semitism in our community. 
 
And now, finally, let’s consider what relevance the stories of Jesus’ trials might have for 
our own lives.  What significance could probably made-up, potentially anti-Semitic 
scripture passages have for us?  Here is what I find in the ancient story.  Jesus, who 
has been seeking to follow God’s call in every aspect of his life, gets caught up in a big 
broken machine:  the machine of so-called justice, that tried him and found him guilty 
and condemned him to death.   
 
We know that machine.  We see it at work to this day.  Sometimes it’s rather similar to 
the one in which Jesus was caught:  our own justice system that works better if you are 
white and wealthy than if you are brown or poor, so that crack cocaine carried higher 
penalties than powder, and the color of your skin highly correlates with whether you get 
a warning or arrested during a traffic stop.  Maybe, like me, you haven’t personally been 
caught in that system.  But we know it impacts all of us, whether we are paying for 
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prisons with our tax dollars or losing the contributions people could make to society.  Or 
maybe, like me, you’ve been near that machine, and sat in courtrooms witnessing the 
treatment of people impacted by their ability to speak English and hire their own lawyer.  
Jesus said that what we do for “the least of these” we do for him:  when we work to 
bring more justice to our justice system, we are working for Jesus. 
 
Of course, Pilate’s court was also tied in to Rome’s occupation, so it was a bigger 
“machine” at work.  In the same way, our justice system isn’t the only broken machine in 
our society:  access to good education, and meaningful employment, and real food, and 
a living wage, and safe and affordable housing.  So many pieces to the machine that 
still eats people alive. 
 
Including the church, and other religious institutions.  Even traditions without high 
priests have preachers telling women to be silent or return to an abusive husband; too 
many churches still condemn people for their sexual orientation; communities of faith 
cover up clergy abuse or fail to stand up to mistreatment of parishioners.  2000 years 
after Jesus death, the tradition that claims to follow him still struggles to find ways to not 
perpetuate the suffering he experienced. 
 
But here’s the thing.  We don’t enter any of these experiences alone.  Jesus has been 
there.  Jesus has felt like his own words were used against him and his silence 
condemned him.  He has been caught in the machine and felt its violence.  He knows 
what it’s like to be abandoned and betrayed.  Jesus has been through the time of trial.  
Of course, that word, “trial”, doesn’t just mean a court proceeding.  It’s also any ordeal, 
or suffering.  And so Jesus has been there as well.  The lost job, the failing marriage, 
the sick child, the mental illness.  Jesus has been in the time of trial, and so will be there 
with us, in our own. 
 
Because even if we are never the accused in a court, or even a lawyer or a judge or a 
jury, we will all go through the time of trial.  We can – and do – pray to be saved from it, 
but we can’t live and love without going through pain at some point.  It’s one of those 
things that binds all human being together.  Well, if that’s so, then surely we can find 
ways to understand and support each other in those times.  It’s not just Jesus who is 
with us in “the time of trial”; we can be there for each other as well.  That’s the truth 
shared by Leonard Peltier in this morning’s reading:  we are not separate beings, you 
and I.  What impacts one of us impacts us all.  We can think we’re the judge, act like 
we’re on the jury, study for the part of the lawyer.  But such divisions and assignments 
are an illusion.  We are one, tied together by the infinite spirit of God. 
 
So maybe the stories of Jesus’ trials are just about complete fiction.  But that doesn’t 
stop them from bearing a deeper truth:  in all of our lives, there will be trials; in all of our 
trials, God will be there with us; and very often that God will show up because of our 
words, our actions and our presence.  May it be so.  Amen. 
 
 


