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A. One of the most difficult lessons to learn or virtues to practice is proper submission. The first commandment calls us to absolute submission to God, while the fifth commandment requires our secondary submission to all lawful authority. But every child born into the world demonstrates the opposite. Oh, when all is well and satisfying: good enough. But when the child wants to play with that nick-nack or demands a treat and is refused, look out! 


More seriously, when hardship or trouble approach, when stubborn pain or disappointment linger, we cast about for someone to blame and to complain about. Proverbs 19:3 describes a common syndrome: “When a man’s folly brings his way to ruin, his heart rages against the LORD.” 


B. This matter of submission is complicated. If our child is ill with some mysterious disease, we don’t immediately submit to that circumstance. No, we will move heaven and earth to discover a cause and cure. And we should. But when God has spoken decisively, when there is no treatment, when there is no remedy for the situation, when the hardship must be embraced or the suffering must be taken up and carried, it is here that we must practice the grace of submission. 

There are many clear examples in Scripture: Sarah’s barrenness, Joseph’s imprisonment, Moses’ languishing in the wilderness with a faithless generation, the prophets’ pleading with their wayward, wicked nation, Job’s deep loss and suffering. But it is our Lord Jesus Christ in his passion who truly demonstrates the wisdom and blessedness of submission. 

Jesus assumed human flesh to suffer for our sakes and to purchase our redemption. But as the perfect man, as the fulfillment of true humanity, he also serves as our incarnate example of who God created us to be, unspoiled and unmasked. And it is here before his accusers, facing the unthinkable horror of the cross, of the enduring the hell we deserve, that we witness with crystal clarity the true way of submission. Since the True Man practices submission: we must learn that way as well. 

I. WE MUST SUBMIT TO THE FATHER’S WILL. 


A. So, Jesus has been arrested. And through trumped up charges and an unlawful trial, he has been convicted and condemned to death. But, a providential fact of history has stopped the Sanhedrin from carrying out the sentence. For Israel was a conquered nation. As a rule, their Roman overlords granted much latitude to the local leaders. But as a reminder of their supremacy, they routinely reserved the right to carry out any sentence of death. 


So, that explains the next move of Jesus’ enemies: “And as soon as it was morning, the chief priests held a consultation with the elders and scribes and the whole council. And they bound Jesus and led him away and delivered him over to Pilate.” Their haste was likely rooted in two concerns. First, the trial had taken place under cover of darkness. The people, many of whom sided with Jesus, were just waking up. They wanted the sentence carried out before there could be any protest. And second, Roman governors usually started business at the crack of dawn. So, if you did not bring your case early in the day, you probably did not get on the docket for that day.


B. But the phrase “delivered over” is something we have heard before. Three times Jesus had foretold to his disciples: “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be delivered over to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him to death and deliver him over to the Gentiles. 34 And they will mock him and spit on him, and flog him and kill him. And after three days he will rise.” As we have noted, the disciples did not know what this really meant, but Jesus did. He knew that this was his Father’s will for him, and he submitted to his Father’s will. He had every chance to avoid it, but when there was no other way, he submitted and said, “Not my will, but yours be done.”

Jesus could say of that situation, and we often can say with him, “It was my heavenly Father, in wisdom and love, who has afflicted me.” How else can you explain the sickness, the infirmity, the drunken driver, or the head on collision? This does not rule out second causes, of course. God was not drunk behind the wheel of the other car. God did not himself bind Jesus, pronounce his death sentence, or drive the nails into his hands and feet. 


C. So, we must approach times of hardship and loss wisely. Others may have been the culprit. Their negligence or their vitriol may have been the precipitating factor. And behind every evil perpetrated on us there was surely the spite of Satan himself. And yet even in the times of greatest sorrow or adversity, the believer can always rest in the statement of Joseph to his hateful brothers: “You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good.” 

Yes, God meant it. Hard as it may be to digest, suffering is better for our growing in grace than Wonder Bread claims to be for the body: “Helps to build strong souls in twelve ways.” “You, my cranky neighbor, you my bitter adversary, you, my ticked off relative, you, hateful demon from hell, meant it for evil, but God, my wise, caring, all-powerful heavenly Father meant it for my good. You unwittingly played right into his hand. You thought you were doing a dirty one on me, when instead you only helped me and brought a necessary blessing into my life.” 


So, we must submit to our Father’s will, to his eternal plan unfolding in our time, and 

II. WE MUST SUBMIT TO LAWFUL AUTHORITY.


A. Many have noted that this account could rightly be described as “Pilate on trial.” At first, the Roman governor appeared to be in charge. After all, the highest Jewish authorities deferred to him. They came, hat in hand, begging a favor in order to achieve their goal. The Son of God stood before human authority awaiting his verdict. The oddness of this situation has long ago been pointed out. And there really is no comparable situation that would help us understand it. We might say that a king or president or emperor was being judged by a porcupine or a slug. The problem is that the king or president or emperor is of the same kind as the porcupine or slug: creature. And before the creature, the self-important prefect, Pontius Pilate, stood his Maker, his Creator. 


B. Compounding the surprise was the fact that that the Creator submitted to the creature’s ruling! God keeps his own commands. And if the fifth commandment requires children to honor and submit to their own parents, and by extension, for all humans to submit to lawful authority instituted among men, if Jesus was truly human and God had instituted the Roman authorities among them, then Jesus submitted to the duly installed representative of that government. “And they bound Jesus and led him away and delivered him over to Pilate. 2 And Pilate asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?”

Jesus’ answer to Pilate’s question is difficult to interpret. The words are “su legeis,” translated “you say,” or “you are saying.” It’s possible to construe this as the almost sarcastic: “So, you say.” Most likely, though, it is a simple affirmation: “It is as you say.” R.C. Sproul puts it bluntly: “You said it!” No evasion, no sarcasm, no indignation.” 


That Pilate led with this question, “Are you the King of the Jews?” was probably because this was the charge brought by the Jewish authorities. Remember, they had convicted and condemned him of “blasphemy.” This would have only been a religious matter, of little interest to Pilate. But any claim to “kingship” would require the governor to investigate it as a possible prelude to insurrection. And, of course, as the Messiah, Jesus was the king of the Jews. He came to fulfill those three offices, that of the true Prophet, the true Priest, and the true King. So, in submitting to the lawful authority, he could not deny the truth. 

And even though Jesus answered positively, Pilate must have had his doubts. That confession should have been enough to merit an instant death sentence, but the Jewish leaders felt the need to pile on. “3 And the chief priests accused him of many things.” Later, Pilate would realize that these Jewish leaders had another agenda. 


C. It may certainly be hard to take, but we must submit to lawful authorities whom God has established on earth. Every human authority is fallen, of course. There is no perfect government on earth. At times, such rulers oppose believers simply because they believe, or because they refuse to plunge in to the wickedness of the majority or to celebrate the same. Thankfully, our government system has ways of appealing wicked rulings, ways of lawfully challenging corrupt leaders and even removing them from positions of authority. But we must do so lawfully, at times submitting to sometimes lawless authorities, remembering our Lord’s example. In Romans 13, the Apostle Paul called for all Christians to submit to the same authorities who would later cut his head off. When we submit to the authorities God has established, we are submitting to God himself. 
III. WE MUST SUBMIT EVEN UNDER FALSE ACCUSATION.


A. This may be the toughest aspect of submission: when we have been falsely accused and cannot clear our name. Human justice can only go so far, of course. Was the woman legally insane when she strangled her own children, or was it a convenient excuse from a cold-blooded killer? Who can say? Even if the jury had returned a unanimous verdict, how can we be sure that they got it right? 


You’ve been accused, perhaps, in a he-said, he-said, or she-said, she-said dispute. Oh, you know what happened, but how can you convince others? Apart from every second of our lives being recorded (which may not be far off!), how can anyone be sure? And even then, cameras cannot not record motives. 


B. And here’s where we see the majesty of our Lord Jesus on display. He must admit to the part of the accusation that was true, of course, the direct question of whether or not he was the King of the Jews. But to all of their false, trumped-up charges, he needed to make no reply. And this stunned Pilate. As a judge he had heard every excuse in the book. The only excuse he had not heard before was no excuse. “3 And the chief priests accused him of many things. 4 And Pilate again asked him, “Have you no answer to make? See how many charges they bring against you.” 5 But Jesus made no further answer, so that Pilate was amazed.”

J.C. Ryle notes: “Though he was innocent of any transgression, He submitted to hear groundless accusations made against Him without a murmur. Great is the contrast between the second Adam and the first! Our first father Adam was guilty, and yet tried to excuse himself. The second Adam was guiltless, and yet made no defense at all. ‘As a sheep before her shearers is dumb, so openeth he not his mouth.” 

C. His silence spoke louder than any protest he might make. Pilate was not only amazed, he was convinced. The usual procedure was for the Roman judge to hear the evidence, make an immediate judgement, and carry it out without delay. As we will see, he did not follow this prescribed pattern. There was delay, there was hesitancy, and there was clarity with regard to the motive of the Jewish leaders. But in the end, there was not enough courage for Pilate to stand on the side of a lone and hated Jew against the condemnation of the powerful. 

D. You and I may be falsely accused, and there may be no way for us to demonstrate our innocence. It may be a matter of incompetence. The judge may be inept or the defense insufficient. It may be a true matter of ignorance. The facts are unavailable: no evidence, no eyewitnesses, one’s word against another’s. Or it may be a matter of insincerity, the clever and calculating lies of an enemy that cannot be disproved. And you may have no recourse.


And you may be there right now. The incident may be old, but the lingering doubts, the damaged reputation, the lost trust in you, in your word by others may seem irreparable, irrecoverable. What to do? 


Entrust the matter to the Lord Jesus Christ. For we can be sure that he truly knows how we feel. He wore our flesh and blood, and he can sympathize with us in our weakness. 

CONCLUSION


Submission can be difficult. But the day God has appointed will surely come. It is the day when all the books will be opened and when the God who sees every secret motive will render his true judgement. 


Jesus endured this grave injustice. He submitted to God, that he might win our salvation. Forgiven, reconciled to God, we can trust and hope in and submit to his sovereign will. And we can be assured that all will be told, that the wicked will not prevail, and that the Lord himself will deliver his people. 


“10 Now therefore, O kings, be wise; be warned, O rulers of the earth. 11 Serve the LORD with fear, and rejoice with trembling. 12 Kiss the Son, lest he be angry, and you perish in the way, for his wrath is quickly kindled. Blessed are all who take refuge in him.” J
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