
Over the years, I have had a few friends who have felt very strongly that roadtrips were all about talking the whole way.  So with those friends, I have participated in a number of games of “Would you rather?” Answering whether I would rather eat rice or pasta, lose an arm or a leg, travel to South America or Africa.  The answers to these questions, especially when asked in a group as you drove for a few hours, let you discern much about a person. But I was never asked the question from the most famous round of this game, “Would you rather have Jesus Barabbas or Jesus who is called the Christ?”


While this seems like a cut and dry answer today, it may not have been so easy when Pilate first asked the crowd the question a couple thousand years ago.  To start out with, they both had the same first name, the popular name Jesus, a derivative of Joshua, God saves.  And as an election in Florida showed a few years back, name recognition and actual person is not always paid close attention to.  A long time incumbant died, and a man with his same name decided to run for the office with no back ground or experience, and 30 less years of life lived.  He won the election with out having to campaign with new ideas.  Just the name was all a majority of voters went on.


While first names were common, later Pilate uses their titles, which are both appealing to have living.  The Christ, the Messiah was the long awaited one.  But their had been many who had come under that title and had yet to fulfill it.  How did they know this was not another pretender.  Barabbas' name means son of the Father.  Bar being Hebrew for Son and Abbas, being Abba or Father.  Much like Johnson or Peterson means Son of John or Peter.  


So with no clear winning name, we need to move onto what they did.  Which one acted more like a Messiah?  While on first thought, this again seems easy to answer, going around the room, we would soon find out different people have different ideas about how a Messiah would act.  Just as we are discovering that people have different ideas on how a leader should act.  If your definition of a Messiah was one who was ready to lead an armed rebellion against Rome, the Barabbas was your man.  If your Messiah was one who talked peace, confronted the authorities with parables, had his followers put away their swords, and not battle false accusations, but silently let evil do its worst to you, then Jesus of Nazareth was your choice.  Notice that both options are for one who is leading a rebellion.  It is just a matter of how the rebellion occurs.  


A common scene in stories, is that breaking point where people start getting hurt, and someone who thought they could commit the crime without harming anyone suddenly finds violence coming into the equation.  They are now forced to have a reality check.  In our story today, we know that evil does not subside without violence occurring.  The question throughout history has been, who does the violence?  Do we act on our oppressors or do our oppressors act on us?  Barabbas acted against his oppressors and their power overcame him.  Christ allowed his oppressors to act upon him and he broke the power of evil once and for all.  As we walk through what evil tried doing to him for the rest of the summer, we will see it unleashed all its fury, and still lost.  Because Jesus stood there like a lamb before his shearers.  When I have tried this, I have not stayed silent.  But when Jesus' way was followed, the British Empire fell, the Roman Gladiator games were discontinued, blatant segregation in the United States became unlawful.  But it did not come without a cost. Lives were taken, people were killed or assassinated, violence happened.  Evil only continues by feeding off itself and creating conflict and hate towards another side, but if it was not fed, evil will starve and die.  But waiting for something to die via starvation rather than a bullet takes more patience and resolve.  So when we choose whether we want Barabbas or the Christ, we are telling the world whether we have the patience and resolve for change to occur.


If you are not sure if patience is your cup of tea, another factor to consider is guilt.  Are you willing to let an innocent man die in the place of a guilty one.  This is where we find out the most concerning ourselves and others.  Matthew leaves no doubt of the difference between Barabbas and Jesus of Nazareth.  Barabbas has been convicted of treason and there is the pile of dead countrymen and Roman Soldiers to show for it.  But Jesus actually has left more dead people alive than dead.  He even restored the ear of the one violent episode that happened.  The trial has shown Pilate his innocence, his wife has had a dream telling her of his innocence, Pilate is a shrewd enough politician to see that it is jealousy rather than rebellion that has brought Jesus before him, and has enough respect for Roman law that he knows a man should not die if he has done nothing deserving of death.  


But while Pilates moral compass is kind of working, the larger group's moral compass is on the fritz.  As ours can be in the moment, caught up in the frenzy of the moment, the pressure of our peers around us.  So when Pilate asks what he should do then with Jesus of Nazareth, the one called the Christ, there is a whole range of options they could choose, and they go to the extreme.  He could have been let go.  He could have been unjustly flogged.  He could have been held in jail for another year.  But when asked, we responded unprodded, “Crucify him!”  When asked to consider the factors, his innocence, we responded all the more fervently, “Crucify him!”


Hopefully, there is some disgust rising up within you, some sorrow forming in your heart about the fallenness of humanity.  Because this is still happens today.  We are wanting problems to be fixed so quickly, that we are not letting all the facts be gathered.  Our need to be free of a problem leads to a compromised solution.  Our unwillingness to change, means we force change on others.  In 2017, the United States exonerated its 100th person who had been found guilty and given the death penalty.


All of this leads us to the underlying “Would you rather?” question.  Would you rather die for your guilt, your sin, or have someone else die for you?  It is yours, you made the mistakes, you ignored friends wisdom, your stubbornness kept you in the situation.  So who should die for it, you or someone else?  Depending on our clarity of thought and heart, either answer is plausible.  I have watched people try and make up for the wrongs they have done and have died trying, but the wrongs continued to exist.  So I know we want to do it ourselves.


But the gospel is that Jesus died for us already.  He died so Barabbas, a murderous revolutionary could go free.  He died so that your grandma could go free.  He died so that you could go free.  And unlike those who have tried to make up for their mistakes on their own and never succeeded, Jesus' death was sufficient to satisfy God's wrath.  Because he was an innocent, perfect sacrifice.  He had chosen the long hard road to deal with evil, sin, and death.  By offering his life in the place of yours, you have the same opportunity as Barabbas, as a Son or Daughter of the Father.  You have an opportunity for a new life.  Will you take it?  Would you rather live a new life free of trying to make up for the wrongs you have done and accept Jesus' life as a sufficient sacrifice, and live your life trying to honor Jesus, or do you want to try and live perfectly by your own power and when you mess up, try to endlessly make up a debt that you can never pay?  Even the crowd knew they could not pay for Jesus' innocent blood themselves and put it on their children as well.  So, what would you rather do?
