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Matthew 27:15-26 

 

 The job I do as a pastor doesn’t require me to build things with my hands.  

Thankfully, I don’t have to fix things by hand, because I’m not very adept at it.  I don’t 

paint or sculpt or use my hands for artistic purposes.  I don’t assemble things or deliver 

things or knit things.  I don’t massage people or direct people through traffic or conduct 

people or use my hands for sign language.  My job does not involve landscaping or 

gardening or farming…the kind of labor that would make my hands dirty and calloused at 

the end of each workday.   

 

 I don’t use these hands to play an instrument.  I don’t use these hands to perform 

surgery or physical therapy or any other complicated medical procedure.  I don’t use 

these hands the way many talented athletes do.   

 

Nevertheless, just like all of you, I’ve been focused on my hands a lot lately.  

Obsessed with my hands, actually, and I trust I’m not alone.  I find myself more 

intentional and more diligent and careful with my hands, even when I’m at home and 

isolated from people outside my immediate family.   

 

What I’ve noticed in particular, however, is the way in which the nature of my 

ministry has changed over these recent days.  And a major part of that change has had to 

do with the way I use my hands.  

 

I use my hands to write and to communicate in ministry and thankfully that aspect 

of what I do continues uninterrupted.  Yet nearly every day, it seems, I’m realizing I can’t 

do the same things the same way I’m used to doing them.  Especially certain behaviors 

and instincts in ministry that to me are like second nature.    

 

For example, I’m not reaching out to people in a physical sense the way I 

typically would.  Keeping six feet away from people is a challenge and I miss greeting all 

of you here in church during the Passing of the Peace and during Coffee Hour and when 

you stop by the church office during the week.    

 

Although I can still raise my hand during the Benediction and offer all of you a 

blessing, it’s not quite the same when I do it in front of an empty sanctuary.  I’m not used 

to thinking twice about how to console people and what consolation looks and feels like 

when the other person is not right in front of me or next to me.  I can pray with people 

and for people remotely or over the phone or on a video feed and trust the Holy Spirit to 

bridge the distance between us.  I miss praying with people holding hands though.   

 

It’s not that I’m complaining and I’m not claiming I have it harder than anyone 

else.  There are millions of people across this country and any number of people in this 

community who rely on their hands to make a living and who are facing job layoffs and 



loss of income and tremendous financial insecurity.  I’m tempted to start preaching about 

how you and I might use our hands to help people around us who are struggling during 

this time, but I will save that topic for another sermon.   

 

For now, the truth is I’ve never really thought this much about how I use my 

hands.  Given the number of times I’m washing my hands and singing “Happy Birthday” 

in my head and squirting hand sanitizer every time I enter a new space, I guess it was 

inevitable.  Nevertheless, it’s taken some getting used to…   

 

A long time ago, there lived a man named Pontius Pilate.  He was the fifth 

governor of the Roman province of Judaea and historians think he likely served in that 

position for around ten years from 26 or 27 A.D. (otherwise known as C.E.) to about 36 

or 37 A.D. or C.E.  Pontius Pilate wasn’t quite as high and mighty as Tiberius, the king 

who ruled over the entire Roman empire during that same period.  Nevertheless, Pilate 

had a huge amount of power and authority in his own right.  Including the power to 

punish people who lived under Roman rule in his geographic jurisdiction, to the point of 

punishment by death.   

 

Jesus was active in his ministry for around three years right in the middle of 

Pilate’s tenure as Governor of Judaea.  Yet, it's hard to know how much Pilate heard 

about Jesus before his soldiers arrested Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane.  Perhaps 

Pilate was aware of a few rumors and stories.  Maybe someone who worked under Pilate 

was monitoring where Jesus was and what Jesus was doing, trying to ascertain whether 

the followers who were a part of Jesus’ growing movement constituted any kind of threat.  

By the same token, however, I suspect someone under Pilate was constantly on the 

lookout for potential insurrectionists, whom the Roman army would snuff out quickly 

and ruthlessly.  As far as someone suspicious Roman officials had their eye on, Jesus was 

likely not unique. 

 

On the other hand, Pilate had many important duties to attend to in his lofty 

position and keeping track of Jesus was presumably not high on his list.  Over the course 

of any given day, Pilate had to greet and dialogue with other dignitaries when they came 

through his palace.  I imagine Pilate routinely signed laws and decrees and proclamations 

dictating the behavior of all the local citizens under Roman authority.  Pilate had a legion 

of soldiers at his disposal, and those soldiers acted only under his final command.  

 

Pilate was a busy man.  A man with priorities.  And the way today’s Scripture 

unfolds, interacting with Jesus wasn’t one of them…   

 

When they finally met face to face, Pilate tried to discern the identity of Jesus.  

I’m guessing Pilate was mostly going through the motions, though.  To at least give off 

the appearance to the chief priests and the scribes that he was taking Jesus seriously.   

 

But when Pilate asked Jesus directly, “Are you the King of the Jews?” and Jesus 

responded to Pilate with an indirect, non-answer, “You say so,” Pilate quickly decided he 

wasn’t interested in playing word games.  From that moment on, Pilate started looking 



for ways to offload Jesus.  To get Jesus off his plate and out of his hair so he could move 

on to the next order of business in his day. 

 

By custom in those days, Pilate had the authority to release one prisoner…a 

public pardon, if you will.  And Pilate paraded Jesus and Barabbas in front of the mob 

that had gathered in the courtyard below the palace walls.  When the crowd 

overwhelmingly called for Pilate to release Barabbas, Pilate had his alibi.  Half-heartedly, 

Pilate raised one final plea for Jesus, trying to determine out of his own curiosity what 

made Jesus guilty in the eyes of the crowd. But when the crowd refused to be swayed, 

shouting adamantly for Barabbas the robber, Pilate exited the whole scene with the kind 

of dramatic flair only a man with his power could have pulled off. 

 

Scripture tells us Pilate “took some water and washed his hands before the crowd, 

saying, “I am innocent of this man’s blood; see to it yourselves.”  Whereupon Pilate 

flogged Jesus publicly.  And he turned his back and walked away.   

 

Yes, Pilate washed his hands.  He didn’t use soap or hand sanitizer.  He didn’t 

sing “Happy Birthday.”  He didn’t wash for more than a few seconds.  Then he was done.  

Done with Jesus.  Done with the crowd.  Done with this brief episode in his day.   

 

You see, Pilate simply didn’t care.  He washed his hands as a sign of his callous 

indifference.  And that’s what makes the story of Pilate so timely and so poignant in these 

days.  It all comes down to Pilate’s motivation, or lack thereof…   

 

You and I are washing our hands these days for exactly the opposite reason Pilate 

once washed his.  We’re washing our hands precisely because we care.  To be sure, we 

care about ourselves and our own health.  Even more than that, though, we are washing 

our hands because we care about those around us.     

 

We care about people who have compromised immune systems.  So we wash our 

hands.  We care about people in their seventies and eighties and nineties who need to go 

into public places to buy food and other necessities.  So we wash our hands.  We care 

about women who are pregnant and worried about giving birth in the midst of this 

pandemic.  So we wash our hands.  We care about overburdening our health care system 

with too many people sick and not enough resources, human or otherwise, to do anything 

about it.  So we wash our hands.  And even if we have no symptoms, we worry about 

whether we might be carrying germs and unwittingly passing them on to others.  So we 

wash our hands…   

 

The way Matthew’s Gospel story turns out, Jesus emerges from the tomb on 

Easter morning and holds his hands out wide.  “I am the resurrection and the life!” he 

proclaims.  The same Jesus who taught us about caring over the course of his life and in 

his death, winds up reaching out to us with open hands.  Caring for us and loving us now 

and always.       

 



So yes, we wash our hands.  For ourselves and for each other and for the world in 

which we live.  In the name of Jesus.  Amen.       

 

  

 

    


