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The wise men lauded Jesus as a King at His birth, and when He rode into Jerusalem on donkey the crowds 
hailed Him as the Son of David (Matt. 2:11; 21:5, 9). But now the King is on trial. According to custom, 
someone will be released at the feast, either Jesus or Barabbas. It should be Jesus, but it isn’t. Instead, He 
dies in Barabbas’ place. The cross is like a diamond that you can look at from many angles, and here 
Matthew shows Christ as our royal substitute.  
 
Summary of the Text 
On the cusp of crucifixion, Jesus stands before Pilate who asks, “Are you the King of the Jews?” He 
answers, “It is as you say” (v. 11). Pilate remarks on the quantity of accusations against Jesus, and His 
silence astonishes him (vv. 13-14). Pilate seems to test the extent of the chief priests’ and elders’ envy by 
asking whom they want him to release (vv. 17-18). Barabbas is a notorious insurrectionist on trial for murder 
(Mk. 15:7). He actually committed the crime the Sanhedrin would like to get Jesus convicted of. We would 
call Barabbas a domestic terrorist. Seated in the place of judgment, Pilate’s wife sends him a message to 
have nothing to do with that just man whom she had a tumultuous dream about (v. 19). But Sanhedrin had 
convinced the mob to demand the release of Barabbas and the destruction of Jesus (vv. 20-21). Pilate 
wants to know what to do with Jesus, to which they respond, “Let Him be crucified!” (v. 22). When he asks 
for the charges, the evil deed Jesus committed, the response is “Crucify Him!” (v. 23). Faced with a choice 
to either go along with the violent mob or put it down, Pilate washes his hands to declare his innocence, 
to which they respond, “His blood be on us and on our children” (vv. 24-25). Barabbas goes free and Jesus 
is scourged, beaten to a pulp with a cat of nine tails (v. 26). Then Pilate’s soldiers take Jesus into the 
Praetorium with the rest of the troop gathered (synagoge) around where they strip, clothe Him in scarlet, 
make and place a crown of thorns on His head, put a reed as fake scepter in His hand, and bow and mock, 
saying “Hail, King of the Jews!” (vv. 27-29). Then they spit on and beat Him on the head with the staff (v. 
30). When this private mocking session is complete, they put His clothes back on and lead Him out for 
public crucifixion (v. 31).  
 
Two Sons 
The name Barabbas means son (bar) of the father (ab). Israel is supposed to be a faithful son of their 
heavenly  Father. Instead, they gather (synagoge) around their chosen king (“We have no king but Caesar!” 
Jn. 19:15) in an act of worship to demand Jesus’ crucifixion. This is Passover when God’s people were 
supposed to celebrate His love for them as His firstborn son (Ex. 4:22-23). In the tenth plague sent on 
Egypt, a lamb’s blood was placed on the lintel and doorposts of a house in Egypt so the angel of death 
would pass over. But Israel has become like Pharaoh, rejecting God’s son and calling for blood (cf. Matt. 
2:15). Barabbas is a false Christ, an imposter son, one who evades the just penalty of his crime. Jesus is 
God’s true Son, a faithful savior who offers Himself willingly. One of the objections against penal 
substitution calls it “cosmic child abuse” where a capricious God lashes out and punishes His hapless Son. 
This slanders the Father but also ignores the Son: “Therefore My Father loves Me, because I lay down My 
life that I may take it again. No one takes it from Me, but I lay it down of Myself. I have power to lay it down, 
and I have power to take it again” (Jn. 10:17-18). The whole Trinity planned the salvation of the world, and 
the Son willingly lays down His life (cf. Eph. 1:4).  
Two Goats 
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On the Day of Atonement Israel would take two goats and offer one as a sin offering, sprinkling its blood 
in the most holy place to make atonement for the people (Lev. 16:15-17). The high priest would lay his 
hands on the head of the live goat, the scape goat, confess over it all the sins and iniquities of Israel, and 
send it away so it would “bear on itself all their iniquities to an uninhabited land” (Lev. 16:22). Jesus 
becomes the sin offering who “with His own blood He entered the Most Holy Place once for all, having 
obtained eternal redemption” (Heb. 10:12). Barabbas is the other goat. He has iniquity on his head and is 
released, but where does he go? Remember Barabbas is an insurrectionist, guilty of murder, who was 
“chained with his fellow rebels” (Mk. 15:7; cf. Lk. 23:19). When Jesus is crucified, two criminals are crucified 
with Him, one on either side, who were probably followers of Barabbas. Crucifixion is what comes to 
people who use violence against the Roman Empire and therefore must become a public example. 
Barabbas really did murder and rebel, and rather than removing his iniquity from Israel, he rejoins the 
nation. Rather than repenting of sin and looking to Christ for atonement, Israel embraces the violent 
weapons of this world. They take up the sword and, as Jesus said, will perish by the sword under the siege 
of the Roman armies (Matt. 26:52). After the resurrection, the apostles, filled with the Spirit, will go into 
every public and political area, but the weapons of their warfare are not carnal but mighty for pulling down 
strongholds and casting down every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God (2 Cor. 10:4-
5).   
 
The Great Exchange 
Pilate tries to distance himself from this injustice by washing his hands (v. 24). Four times he is called the 
governor, but he is in fact being governed by the crowd. He loses control, disgraces his office, and flees 
responsibility. Jesus, however, will not be controlled by horde of accusations, the impotence of Pilate, or 
the violence of the soldiers. He is faithful to His Father and takes responsibility for the sins of His people. 
How can Jesus be our substitute, the guiltless dying for the guilty? If there were two brothers, one innocent 
and one guilty of murder, and a judge allowed the innocent to be punished for the guilty one’s crime, he 
would be an atrocious judge. But say instead you had situation where a teacher allowed one student to 
represent the class on a test, or a nation chose a leader to represent their interest above his own. The first 
we call simple substitution, the second representative substitution and it’s inherent to all leadership (cf. 
Eph. 5:25). Pilate, Barabbas, and the priests flee responsibility, but Jesus embraces it: “For He made Him 
who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor. 5:21). 
This is the great exchange, the free offer of the gospel of grace. Doesn’t this make us irresponsible, shirking 
our sins and then inclined to sin so that grace would abound? God forbid. Because Christ represented us, 
we died with Him, and so rose with Him. In Him we defeated sin and death, so they have no power over 
us. This enables us to take responsibility to name, confess, and forsake our sin. This is the opposite of 
excusing it; this is dealing with it in the only way possible, through Jesus who died and rose for us. There’s 
deep irony in the words of the people: “His blood be on us and on our children” (v. 25). It’s this act of Jesus 
that allows His blood to be on you and your children. While we were still sinners, Christ died for the 
ungodly. Jesus is the King who dies for His people, the husband who sacrifices Himself for His bride. He 
died in our place for our sins so that we could live for and with Him forevermore.  

 


