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Man of Sorrows
John 19:19-22

19 Pilate also wrote an inscription and put it on the cross. It read, “Jesus of Nazareth, the
King of the Jews.” 20 Many of the Jews read this inscription, for the place where Jesus was
crucified was near the city, and it was written in Aramaic, in Latin, and in Greek. 21 So the
chief priests of the Jews said to Pilate, “Do not write, ‘The King of the Jews,’ but rather,
‘This man said, I am King of the Jews.’” 22 Pilate answered, “What I have written I have
written.”

It was customary in those days to put an inscription above a condemned man's
head as he hung on the cross, announcing to the world the particular crime that caused
him to lose his life.  Crucifixion was a horrible form of public execution; it often took days
for the condemned man to die.  The sign that published the charges, and the cross itself,
served as warning to others not to defy the authorities, saying in essence: “This could
happen to you.”

The title on Jesus' cross was intended as a deterrent to any would-be Messiah, but
it was also intended to humiliate the Jewish leaders, because all crucifixions were done by
the Roman Government.

Rome and the Jews were often at odds with one another and had as much respect
for each other as democrats and republicans.  Pontius Pilate used the arrest of Jesus to
irritate the Jews.  First, he had Jesus scourged: whipped half to death by soldiers who
added insult to injury by mocking him.  Then they brought Jesus back to Pilate wearing a
purple robe, covered with blood, and wearing a crown of thorns.  Blood would have been
streaming down His face.  He was, by all accounts, a pathetic mess.

And what did Pilate do next?  He put Jesus in front of the crowd and taunted them
saying: “Behold your King!”   What kind of personality does it take to do that? – to show
contempt not only for Jesus, but for the Jews as a whole, to present a whipped and
humiliated man as their King.

Yet, that is exactly what Jesus is: He’s our King – the King of the Jews and the King
of all creation.  Pilate spoke the truth, even if he did it in jest.  Ultimately, he ordered the
sign over Jesus’ cross to say: “Jesus of Nazareth – King of the Jews.”

He wanted to make sure that the Jews would get a stern warning from the death of
Christ.  In fact, he wanted everyone to be warned.  So he had the inscription done up in
three languages:  Hebrew, Latin, and Greek.  No one would fail to get the hint.  What was
happening to Jesus could easily happen to them.
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Is there any insight to be gained from the use of these three languages?  Perhaps.
Putting the inscription in Hebrew was to pronounce shame over the people of God. 

Thirty Three years earlier wise men came from the east and said: “Where is the King of the
Jews?”  If they could return to Golgotha, they would have their answer: They would look
up and see not a bright star, but an inscription that read: “Here is the King of the Jews.” 
God’s people had nailed Him to a cross.

No wonder the priests got so angry when they read that sign.  They were ashamed
by what it said.  That’s why they went to Pilate and demanded that he change it.  That sign
was a serious blow to their ability to enjoy the crucifixion.  So, basically, they demanded
that Pilate put the sign in quotation marks – they didn’t want it to say that Jesus was the

King of the Jews; they wanted it to say that He  claimed to be the king of the Jews.’”
But, what the sign said was true, whether the Jews believed it or not.  And it was

going to stay the way it was.  To Pilate’s thinking, he had already yielded enough to these
rabble-rousers in having their king crucified, and he refused point-blank to alter a single
word.  He said: “What I have written, I have written.”

So, the superscription in Hebrew announced shame: The shame Jesus had to
endure to save sinners, and the shame of His people in rejecting Him.

The Latin reminds us of the glory of ancient Rome.  They ruled the entire civilized
world and, although they could be brutal – as is evident in the crucifixion of Jesus – they
also gave many gifts to the world, especially in the field of government and law.  Our own
system of governance is based to a large extent on that of Rome.

It was this ubiquitous power, then, that presented Jesus as a defeated and
humiliated king, reminding the Jews who the superior power was.  And it wasn’t them!

Greek was the worldwide language of the day, and it reminds us of the worldwide
spread of the Gospel.  The Jews cast Jesus out and the Romans killed Him.  But He would
conquer death and rise again, and then His gospel would go out into the entire world.  His
Word would be preached to the ends of the earth, recorded in a language that was
universally understood throughout the civilized world.  Language would not be a hindrance
to the message of Christ and His church.  God would see to that.  Even before the New
Testament was written, He was already breaking down language barriers, giving the
apostles the miraculous ability to preach in the native languages of their listeners.

And what did they preach?  The same thing we preach: That the death of Christ was
shameful.  That the Jews not only allowed, but encouraged – in fact, demanded – such
disgraceful treatment of a prominent member of their society – against Rome’s own
wishes! – this is truly despicable and shameful.  But it was ultimately to Christ’s glory that
He was treated this way.  Indeed, the glory of Christ is best seen and understood precisely
in His shame.  For it was through His shameful death that Christ initiates the great transfer
of our sins to His account and His righteousness to ours.  And His glorious resurrection
carries with it the promise that we, too, will conquer death and arise in glory through faith
in Him.
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“Jesus of Nazareth – King of the Jews,” the sign read.  Pilate didn’t realize how
much truth was hidden in his little joke.  Neither did the Jews.  He intended it to be an insult
to the them.  And that title brought down on Jesus a firestorm of abuse and blasphemy –
from the soldiers, the elders of the Jews, one of the crucified robbers, and the people as
a whole.  But, the death of the King of the Jews was intended by God to bring a flood of
blessing on all who believe: the blessing of the forgiveness, the blessing of new life as
redeemed children of God, the blessing of fellowship with Him around His table as we
partake of the Holy Supper, and the incredible promise that, like Jesus, we too will rise
from our graves on the Last Day.

It has been a long and tiresome Lenten journey to the cross, beloved – a journey
fraught with perils the likes of which we have never seen, nor could ever imagine.  But here
we are.  Our Savior has died.  The King of kings and Lord of lords is dead.  But have no
fear; the empty tomb awaits us.  In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the
Holy Spirit.  Amen
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