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As Jesus’ trial unfolds, Luke 23:13-25 presents it as completely unjust. Pilate 
capitulates to the cries of the crowd, despite knowing the innocence of Jesus, 
thus setting the stage for his crucifixion. The passage illuminates the moral 
and spiritual dilemma Pilate faces, the rejection of Jesus by the people, and 
the substitution for the innocent Savior of guilty Barabbas. As the innocent 
takes the place of the guilty, Luke’s story is pointing us to the even greater 
story of Christ’s substitutionary atonement on the cross for sinners. 

The Dilemma of Pilate (vv. 13-16)  

Facing a dilemma, Pilate summons the Sanhedrin to the praetorium, where he 
confronts their unjust accusations against Jesus (vv. 13-14). Despite his 
personal conviction of Jesus’ innocence, he is forced into a difficult decision 
as the religious leaders demand Christ’s execution. As one commentator 
states, “The volume of voices made his decision. His reward was calm in Jerusalem 
and temporary approval of the Jewish leadership. He traded conviction for a bowl 
of Jewish stew. And every Lord’s Day is a day of infamy for Pilate, as thousands of 
Jesus’ people stand to confess their faith and declare that he ‘suffered under 
Pontius Pilate.’”1  

• Read Psalm 2. How does the psalm point to the hostility of the Jewish 
leaders and Roman rulers against Jesus? What is the psalmist’s warning to 
any who would oppose the Lord’s Anointed?  

The Rejection of Jesus (vv. 18-23)  

The crowd’s response is one of vehement rejection (vv. 18, 21). Their cries of 
“Away with this man, and release to us Barabbas” demonstrate the depths of 
their animosity toward Jesus, as well as the manipulation of the crowds by 
blood thirsty chief priests and rulers. Pilate capitulates to the pressure from 
the crowd and hands Jesus over to them, showing his cowardice in the face of 
political pressure. 

• Read Matthew 27:20-23 and Mark 15:11-15. What role did the Sanhedrin 
play in influencing Pilate’s decision regarding Jesus?  

The Substitution for Barabbas (vv. 24-25)  

In an attempt to satisfy the crowd’s bloodlust, Pilate offers them a choice: 
release Barabbas, “who had been thrown in prison for insurrection and murder”  
or Jesus. They choose Barabbas. It’s ironic that the false charge of sedition 
levied against Christ by the religious leaders (v. 2) is the same crime of the 
man whom they now demand to be set free. As one commentator points out: 
“Luke means for us to identify in some sense with Barabbas who so embodies our 
plight as rebels deserving death and our need for saving. Jesus the innocent is 
delivered over to the punishment of death; while the guilty, deserving of death, is 
released and thus given new life. As Jesus’ condemnation leads to the release of a 
multitude of spiritual captives from every tribe, tongue, people, and nation, so also 
his death sentence leads to the release of the physical captive Barabbas. It’s a 
foretaste of the grace that will be unleashed at the cross.”2   

• The name Barabbas means, “the son of the father.” Discuss the irony of his 
name. How does Barabbas represent all humanity? (cf. Romans 3:9-25a 
and Isaiah 53:5) 

• Read 2 Corinthians 5:21. In what way does the substitution for Barabbas 
symbolize the larger narrative of the Gospel?  
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