Spits and Blows
Matthew 27:24-37
When Pilate saw that he was getting nowhere, but that instead an uproar was starting, he took water and washed his hands in front of the crowd. “I am innocent of this man’s blood,” he said. “It is your responsibility!” All the people answered, “His blood is on us and on our children!” Then he released Barabbas to them. But he had Jesus flogged, and handed him over to be crucified. Then the governor’s soldiers took Jesus into the Praetorium and gathered the whole company of soldiers around him. They stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him, and then twisted together a crown of thorns and set it on his head. They put a staff in his right hand. Then they knelt in front of him and mocked him. “Hail, king of the Jews!” they said. They spit on him, and took the staff and struck him on the head again and again. After they had mocked him, they took off the robe and put his own clothes on him. Then they led him away to crucify him. As they were going out, they met a man from Cyrene, named Simon, and they forced him to carry the cross.  They came to a place called Golgotha (which means “the place of the skull”). There they offered Jesus wine to drink, mixed with gall; but after tasting it, he refused to drink it. When they had crucified him, they divided up his clothes by casting lots. And sitting down, they kept watch over him there. Above his head they placed the written charge against him: this is jesus, the king of the jews.

The Friday execution of the Jewish king was a public event. It was not every convict that was as popular as Jesus. It was not every convict that the crowds would follow and call “Hosanna,” meaning “save us,” Son of David, and into whom they would project their messianic expectations, shaped primarily by their political hopes. It was not every convict for whom the multitudes would spread palm boughs to enter the capital and it was not every convict that multitudes of people hoped to see lead an uprising against the Roman oppressor.


Many people came to see Jesus’ execution that Friday. Here was someone who meant what he said, who could always get to the point and lived according to what he said, someone who could abash spongers and silence hypocrites, who was not afraid of the spiritual elite of teachers of the law and who would take down the haloes of hypocritical Pharisees, whose words were always accompanied by an inexplicable experience of the power of God. Simply, a true king. He did not care about money, he mocked the greedy, he had a sense of humor and compassion for the suffering. Wonderful. Except that he had no ambition to rule. Several times he ran away when they would proclaim him a king, and he told them about a kingdom which was not of this world. That might not have been such a big problem. People would have put him on the throne anyway. But he did not even have any warriors. His disciples didn’t seem to be the kind who would know how to use the sword and fight for him. The multitudes apparently did not realize this when they chanted on Palm Sunday: Save us… Save us… Save us… Son of David… Son of David… Son of David… (Hosanna, Hosanna, Hosanna). 

He did not let them do it… and now he stands in front of the Roman governor Pilate and is on trial. For what reason? For a revolt which he did not start? Which the people started and very quickly abandoned? And now they file a lawsuit against him because of that, spurred by their own priests. The same group which called “save us, save us, save us” just a few days ago now blames him for the very thing. How strange, the favor of multitudes. How unstable, the feelings of crowds. How perverse, public opinion. Let us not be carried away by the madness of crowds. Let us always honestly search and remember that God’s view of a thing is hidden from a quick glance, that to find it we need time, we need to prepare our minds for it, to brace ourselves with humility and be willing to change long established views. Such preparation is necessary if we are to find what Jesus compared to a treasure of great value and a pearl of immense price.

And now he is standing here almost naked and everybody is making fun of him. The soldiers and Rome. The court of justice and the governor. The prosecutors and the judge. Why did they spit on him? I have asked myself many times. Was this part of their job description? Hardly. It was their initiative. A bonus to torture. An inner need in their brains deformed by military service.


It is foolish to think that serving in the army or in the police corps will be good for your sons and grandsons. This is more than just a job. It has never been and never will be just a job. It is something that teaches you, besides other things, to do harm to other people. To disarm them, to make them do what they refuse to do, to force them to confess or inform against their friends, or to kill them. When the need arises, when it is necessary, when it is commanded. It starts with arrogant behavior, grows to scorn and ends with spits and mockery. A soldier’s or a policeman’s character is being deformed. Not everyone will go to the very bottom. Some will stand firm. But everyone in these professions has many opportunities to sink to the depths of their sadism. What a relief to vent your anger on an arrested criminal. Immediately you feel better, immediately your own worries about disobedient children, an unfaithful wife or debts become lighter. You forget about them for a moment when somebody is kneeling in front of you and licking your feet. To take revenge for all the wrongs of the world on Jesus! He will hang on the cross soon anyhow. What a relief! He will not tell on me, he will not turn me in, no one will believe him. He is going to die anyway, so why not add a few blows as he goes to the grave and make myself feel better?

If only they knew on whom this beaten Jesus can call, to whom he has access, who hears his cries, who responds, who listens to him and who fulfills everything he asks for. If only they knew. But he is silent. He does not complain, he does not threaten with thunder and lightning. He does not say: “Father, punish them!” He says in his spirit: “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” He took on himself all the sins of our darkest heart. He carried our sadistic tendencies, all angers and frustrations, all those things by which we can hurt another person. He turns them into a prayer for us: “Father, forgive them.” He is here to bear our sin. 

They spat on him. Those spits help us see what is at the heart of the matter here: our need to climb higher by humiliating others, by mocking them, by humbling them, by usurping their place and climbing up on their backs to be praised by our bosses, by our classmates, by our friends and neighbors. How else do I rise up than by being a greater bastard than my colleagues… “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” This is Jesus’ quiet prayer for our sins. Not just for those obvious sins, for the sins of mad demonic torturers, but also for the spits of the last and least of the Roman soldiers, of perhaps quite a decent fellow. The soldiers’ unit was not full of cruel killers; there were also new soldiers who were to learn their job. Certainly there was someone who spat on Jesus just once and quite shyly and did not think it was any relief. He did it just to do it, perhaps from a distance, so that others wouldn’t say that he was a coward. Like Peter, who denied Jesus even though he had been so certain that he would never do it, never.

Those spits are our sins. Small, big, obvious, secret sins, sins done out of anger or those we do just to go with the flow. Those that fell unnoticed somewhere in the back, on the back of his clothes, and those that went right in his face. We all do it differently, but they all hit Jesus even when we spit on someone else than him. “He was pierced for our transgressions and crushed for our iniquities.”


“They struck him on the head…” Matthew is more precise in the previous chapter: “They struck him with their fists, they slapped him.” We always vent our anger. The Word of God says that it is a sin. Lord Jesus Christ was beaten by our blows. No one else has ever borne our blows and our spits before God as Jesus did. That’s the reason why HE is the center of our faith, why Jesus is the central figure of our confession, why we bow down before him, why we love him, why he is the alpha and omega, why we call ourselves Christians.


“After they mocked him…” the story goes on. Jesus continues in his self-sacrifice. All the way to the crucifixion. The execution of the Jewish king was a public event. People gathered and watched. Not everyone realized what was going on. Not everyone saw that he was the Son of God. But a few did. Even the Roman centurion did, together with those who watched Jesus with him. Let us hope the centurion was not one of the sadistic, perhaps drunken soldiers who had beaten Jesus on the head and spat on him. But who knows? A human being is full of contradictions and has many faces. There were 100 soldiers around Jesus, mocking him, beating him and spitting on him. In any case, however, this centurion, whose people had beaten and humiliated Jesus so cruelly, represents all of human kind, with all their sins. And this centurion and a few of his soldiers, after they had spat their guilt on Jesus, turn in their hearts and say something that Matthew thought important enough to record: “Surely he was the Son of God!”

This is how a change of heart happens. This is how a person changes. Through sin spat on Jesus. Through Jesus’ prayer: “Father, forgive them.” And through the sacrifice of Jesus in this Friday execution. This is how one comes to proclaim: “He was really the Son of the God!” Then the horror comes, when they realize who it was that they executed. And later, although we don’t read about it in the Bible, but I know it from experience with other people who were converted in this way, later comes also faith in the Crucified one and love to Jesus for the rest of their lives.


For he is the only who could do anything with me. So many attempts in my life to change myself. I’ve tried so many times. Nothing helped. All in vain, all vain resolutions. He was the only one who could change my life. Only he got me started on a road to a different behavior. Only he helped change my thinking. Thanks to him I am liberated from my past and I can overcome my predispositions. For this is what all the miracles which he performed for the sick are about: what was dead came to live again, what was sick did not die but was healed, what had no hope was changed.


This is what Jesus is about. This is what he came to tell us. This is the message of his coming. This is the gospel. This is the good news that the Kingdom of God has come to us and that it is here today. Do not fear. Believe. Tell him what burdens you. He has a remedy for everything. He has suffered, he knows your pain, and he will lead you out. 
Amen
