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Guilt and Innocence 
Readings: Matthew 27:1-54 

 

Our reading of what is known as the Passion Narrative could come 
straight from a documentary on a miscarriage of justice.  Such shows 
driven by our desire to see guilt and innocence clearly dealt with, they play 
on our emotions and move us as perceived injustices are portrayed. 

The reading we have heard does the same thing, it raises issues of 
innocence and guilt and it designed to move us. 

AN INNOCENT MAN 

The text and draws to its bloody and horrific climax is at pains to point 
to Jesus innocence. 

 Judas the betrayer is filled with grief and remorse and is 
ultimately inconsolable for having betray innocent blood. 

 Pilates wife because of a dream tells her husband that he 
should have nothing to do with that innocent man. 

 Pilate in declaring himself innocent of this man’s blood is in 
effect declaring Jesus to be innocent despite the fact that he 
sentences him to death. 

Such a miscarriage of justice should make us angry, especially when the 
innocent has been sentenced because of the guilt of others: the financially 
induced betrayal of Judas; the hypocrisy of the chief priests and elders who 
are concerned about the minor legal inconvenience of dealing with blood 
money but not about judicial murder; and lack of resolve and courage and 
ultimately the indifference of Pilate which leads to a stain on his hands that 
2000 years on now amount of hand washing will remove. 

The horror of what is going on is only intensified when Barabas, a 
man who is clearly guilty, ends up being let go free, while the one who the 
text keeps reminding us is innocent is killed. 

This juxtaposition between guilty going free and the innocent 
condemned has often been a point of devotional meditation. 

I cannot but think of the words of the hymn My Song is Love Unknown 
which we will sing in a few moments. 

 
They rise and needs will have 
My dear Lord made away; 
A murderer they saved, 
The Prince of life they slay, 
Yet cheerful He to suffering goes, 
That He His foes from thence might free. 
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He the innocent is condemned so that the guilty may go free. 
He the innocent is condemned so that the guilty, the greedy, the 

hypocritical, the indifferent, the violent may go free. 
He the innocent is condemned so that we may go free. 
The price has been paid, he has taken our place. 
Ultimately it is not the miscarriage of justice that should move us, but 

that it was for us that should move us. 
 

GUILTY AS CHARGED 

But the irony of this passage is not far deeper in the freeing of the 
guilty and condemnation of the innocent. 

The accusation against before Pilate Jesus is “Are you King of the 
Jews?”  Or as the High Priest in a previous court had put it in Jewish terms 
“tell us if you are the Messiah, the Son of God” 

To both charges, are you the King, are you the Son of God Jesus 
says so you say. 

But we the readers of Matthew know who he is.  We are told in 
Chapter 1 that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of David.  In Chapter 2 the Magi 
come looking for the one born king of the Jews and they are led to Jesus. 

Jesus as we celebrate today and only a few short days before this 
trial has come into Jerusalem riding on a donkey in fulfilment of a royal 
prophecy. 

Here is the irony. Jesus is not innocent, he is guilty as charged, he is 
the King of the Jews, the King of God’s people. 

Here in his trial and death we see the upside down nature of God’s 
kingdom, that the king who here undergoes a mock coronation, and whose 
throne will be the cross, would do all this for us his people. 

This is the one who we claim as our king, he is guilty as charged, and 
in taking him as our king we the guilty are discharged and declared 
innocent. 

 
Love unknown indeed. 

 
Here might I stay and sing, 
No story so divine; 
Never was love, dear King! 
Never was grief like Thine. 
This is my Friend, in whose sweet praise 
I all my days could gladly spend. 


