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Hey everybody, I’m so glad to be with you! Happy Fathers Day! Man, I’m excited to be 
with you today and dive into God’s Word. Here is what we believe: we believe that 
Jesus is alive, we believe that he is present here by the Holy Spirit, and we believe that 
as we open up his Word, the Bible, that he wants to speak to us. The question is not 
whether God is speaking; the question is whether or not we are listening. 

Today is so good and so rich that I’m skipping any fancy intro to get straight into the 
passage. If I were to take this passage and sum it up into one big idea that stands at 
the heart of it, it’s this: Jesus wants to set you free — will you let him? So to show 
you that, I want to do two things. First, we are going to dig into the passage and try to 
understand this weird story with this wild man named Barabbas. Then we are going to 
step back and look at four reasons people reject Jesus, and what he offers in this 
passage. And the point of all of it is to invite us into the freedom that Jesus has won for 
us, and then consider some of the barriers that might be holding you back from 
experiencing the fullness of the freedom that he wants to invite you into. 

Jesus want to set you free! 
So we are in the middle of the trial of Jesus that will eventually end in him going to a 
cross. The religious leaders of the day have just found Jesus guilty of blasphemy and 
have sentenced him to death. That was our passage last week.  

The only problem is that they don’t actually have the authority it put him to death. They 
need the permission of the state, Rome, for that. So for Jesus to die, he has to be 
found guilty by the Roman Government. As we dive into chapter 15 we find Jesus 
before Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor in charge of governing Judea.  

1 As soon as it was morning, having held a meeting with the elders, 
scribes, and the whole Sanhedrin, the chief priests tied Jesus up, led 
him away, and handed him over to Pilate. 2 So Pilate asked him, “Are 
you the king of the Jews? ”He answered him,“You say so.” 3 And the 
chief priests accused him of many things. 4 Pilate questioned him again, 
“Aren’t you going to answer? Look how many things they are accusing 
you of!” 5 But Jesus still did not answer, and so Pilate was amazed.  

John 15:1-5 (CSB) 

So right here a few of the same themes from last week are carrying over. We are 
supposed to see Jesus’ innocence again; he won’t dignify their false accusations with 



defensiveness. And it says that Pilate is amazed. Now the reason he is amazed is 
because he can tell that these power-hungry religious leaders are asking him to put an 
innocent man to death. So in verse 6, Pilate begins to find a way out of this sticky 
situation because he doesn’t want an innocent mans blood on his hands — and to do 
that he appeals to an old tradition, an exchange; a swap:  

6 At the festival Pilate used to release for the people a prisoner whom 
they requested. 7 There was one named Barabbas, who was in prison 
with rebels who had committed murder during the rebellion. 8 The 
crowd came up and began to ask Pilate to do for them as was his 
custom. 9 Pilate answered them, “Do you want me to release the king of 
the Jews for you? ” 10 For he knew it was because of envy that the chief 
priests had handed him over. 11 But the chief priests stirred up the 
crowd so that he would release Barabbas to them instead. 12 Pilate 
asked them again, “Then what do you want me to do with the one you 
call the king of the Jews? ”13 Again they shouted, “Crucify him! ”14 
Pilate said to them, “Why? What has he done wrong? ”But they shouted 
all the more, “Crucify him! ”15 Wanting to satisfy the crowd, Pilate 
released Barabbas to them; and after having Jesus flogged, he handed 
him over to be crucified.  

John 15:6-15 (CSB) 

Okay, so what is happening here? We have Pilate — the Roman Governor of the region 
— being asked to do away with Jesus by the religious leaders. But he can clearly see 
that Jesus is innocent, and he doesn’t want innocent blood on his hands. So he comes 
up with a plan by appealing to an old custom. Each year during the Passover he would 
let the people choose one political prisoner of their choice that he would let go. And 
he thinks he has the crowd pinned because he chooses the worst of the worst; a guy 
named Barabbas.  

Now let’s talk about Barabbas for a minute. This guy is really bad news. He is sitting on 
death row awaiting his cross that he earned for the violent and wicked murders that he 
has committed. Verse 7 says this about Barabbas:  

7 There was one named Barabbas, who was in prison with rebels who 
had committed murder during the rebellion.  

John 15:7 (CSB) 

And as Pilate puts these two men up in front of the crowd for them to choose, he thinks 
he has weaseled his way out of this sticky situation. The crowd has to choose Jesus, he 
is clearly the innocent, clearly the one who doesn’t pose a threat. But it all backfires as 
the religious leaders stir up the crowd who are chanting crucify him, crucify him! And 



Pilate caves to the social pressure and gives the crowd what they want. A convicted 
rebel and murderer goes free, while the innocent Jesus is condemned to death. And its 
so easy to hate Barabbas. “What a piece of scum. He calls himself the Son of the 
Father; he’s stolen people lives; he is a rebel; convicted of his crimes and sentenced to 
death; and he walks away scott free.” No more chains, no more fear of death, full 
freedom! All the while, Jesus the innocent one gets the beatings and chains and 
ultimately death that Barabbas deserves. In this scene the innocent one is condemned 
to die so that the guilty one can go free. Jesus dies so that Barabbas doesn’t have to.  

Now it’s easy to hate Barabbas and be confused by the story until we realize that we 
are Barabbas. According to Jesus, we have been the rebels who have rebelled against 
God, and in the same way that Barabbas’ rebellion landed him in bondage (a jail cell) 
our rebellion has landed us in bondage to sin. And it's ruined everything.  

You see, Jesus doesn’t talk about sin how most people think about sin; we do not 
become sinners because of specific acts of sin. We commit specific acts of sin because 
we are sinners. It’s in our bones. That’s why when Jesus talks about sin he talks about it 
as bondage. He says in John 8 that we are slaves to sin (we obey it, it doesn’t obey us). 
It’s the reason we can’t be the people we want to be and flourish with joy; it’s the 
reason we struggle in relationships with the people we love; it’s the reason we can’t 
quit the destructive habit; it’s the reason we believe lies and then act on them. The best 
way to think about this is that when do something bad, it is not an aberration from who 
we really are; it is a revelation of who we really are in our nature. We are rebels against 
everything good and flourishing, and we are trapped in it.  

We are in bondage to sin. Sin has affected everything about us — we desire and do 
things that are destructive for us. Sin is like this perpetual self-destruction cycle that we 
are trapped in. We are like Barabbas, locked in that jail cell wasting away. But it gets 
worse! In the same way Barabbas’ rebellion and murder deserved judgement, our 
rebellion deserves judgment. You see the penalty of our sin is not only self-destruction 
but divine judgement. Because God is love, he must judge sin. God loves you, so he 
hates sin (the thing that destroys you and his world) and the question is, “How will God 
make an end to sin without making an end to you?” How will God treat us, rebels who 
are trapped in our sin and deserve divine judgment? The answer is that He will treat us 
like he treated Barabbas — with an exchange.  

What Jesus does for Barabbas is exactly what he wants to do for you! He wants to take 
our place. He wants to take on the bondage and the judgement and punishment that 
we deserve for our sin so that we don’t have to, and so that we can go free. At the 
heart of the good news of Christianity is an exchange: the innocent for guilty. Barabbas 



was just the first of billions of rebels and murderers to go free! Jesus is exchanged for 
us. This is what makes the Gospel different than religion. We don’t achieve or earn our 
salvation; Jesus achieves and earns it for us. Religion says you are bad so you need to 
work your way out of it by doing good. The Gospel says you are bad but Jesus has 
come to set bad people free through an exchange! When we put our trust in Jesus, 
Jesus gets what we deserve and we get what Jesus deserves. We are set free from the 
judgement of God, free from the penally of hell, free from all guilt, shame and fear, free 
from the bondage of sin. This is why Jesus says in John 8:31-32: 

“If you continue in my word, you really are my disciples. 32 You will 
know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 

John 8:31-32 (CSB) 

Will you let him? 
So while all of this is going on in the passage, there is something else we are supposed 
to pay attention to and that is all of the people who aren’t receiving the freedom that 
Jesus came to provide. And in the passage we see four people or groups of people 
with four different reasons for rejecting Jesus — and the purpose of these rejections in 
the passage is to help us see where these things might be in our hearts. See what 
barriers stand in the way of us experiencing the full freedom that Jesus intends for us.  

1) The religious reason  
The first group of people that we see reject Jesus are the religious people, the 
Sanhedrin — the crème de la crème of moral upright people. Now if you consider 
yourself religious like, an insider in the church, a professional christian, this is for us. The 
reason the Sanhedrin miss out of the freedom Jesus has come to provide is because 
they are too religious for Jesus. Ultimately they just thought they were too good for 
him; they didn’t need him. ”I’m not in bondage to sin, I’m not that bad, weigh the 
scales because my good outweighs by bad.”  There is this theme that runs through all 
of the gospels where the religious goodie-too-shoes people are always missing Jesus 
while the non-religious, broken and bad are getting in. It’s our scene right here with 
Barabbas. Here is the point: the reason people miss out on Jesus and his kingdom is 
never that they are too bad for Jesus but they think they are are too good for Jesus, 
too religious, too put together. There is a temptation the longer you are a part of the 
Church where you can get so wrapped up in the religious establishment and religious 
achievement that we miss what stands at the heart of it all — our total dependence on 
Jesus for everything. We can start to think that don’t need salvation through Jesus as 
we attempt to save ourselves by being good little religious girls and boys. 



2) The political reason 
The second group of people that we see reject Jesus is the crowds who are the ones 
that end up choosing Barabbas over Jesus. Now why would they choose Barabbas over 
Jesus. The answer is they wanted temporal political power. You see Barabbas’ name 
means “Son of the Father.” He was a Jewish zealot who had risen up as a messianic 
figure to lead a political revolution against Rome and set Judea free. This is what the 
crowds wanted. And so as Pilate asks the crowd which “Son of the Father” do you 
want? Which messiah do you want? Jesus, the true Son of God who can set you free 
from the tyranny of satan, sin, hell and death? Or Barabbas who can set you free from 
Rome? They know exactly which messiah they want. They choose political power and 
they miss eternal life.  

Wow. Where do I start? You guys want to talk Politics? Now I did a whole hour long 
teaching on Jesus and politics last year, so go listen to that online, but here is the bite 
sized version. Jesus says over and over again, “My kingdom is not of this world.” Here 
is what that means in America in 2021: we don’t primarily belong the part of the 
elephant or the party of the donkey. We belong to the party of the lamb. In the words 
of one leader I heard talk about this last week, when the church gets in bed with 
politics, the church always gets pregnant — and the kids never look like our heavenly 
Father. That was true here with Barabbas and the crowd, and that is still true today. 
Here is the warning: if we get too wrapped up in temporal political power plays, we will 
miss out on the eternal kingdom of Jesus. And our primary allegiance must be to him 
and his kingdom or we will miss his kingdom all together. 

3) The social reason 
This is the reason Pilate rejects Jesus. He is worried about what everyone else thinks. 
Now this one is interesting because there is a lesson in it for us. Pilate had been told by 
his superiors back in Rome to keep the peace in Judea at all costs! Squash rebellion, 
don’t let the crowds get too rowdy. And that is what he is trying to do here in this 
situation with Jesus. When it comes to dealing with Jesus, he just wants to appease the 
crowds and keep the peace.  

15 Wanting to satisfy the crowd, Pilate released Barabbas to them; and 
after having Jesus flogged, he handed him over to be crucified.   

Mark 15:15 (CSB) 

He doesn’t want to rock the boat.  This is us. This is me. We have one eye on Jesus and 
one eye on the social temperature of the culture, and man it’s tempting to be right 
there with Pilate, wanting to satisfy the crowd. We reject Jesus and his way. I mean, 
pick your poison — money, sex, power — most of the time we will be at odds with the 



cultural drift. But if you pay attention to how this decision works out for him it literally 
all backfires. Two things happen: He both rejects the true son of God and savior of the 
world, and releases the real threat to Rome back into society. He loses before God and 
the people the cut his paycheck. Here is the lesson: side with Jesus. Trying to appease 
the crowds and currents of the cultural moment will backfire on you every time. In 
trying to play the self-preservation social pressure game, you will lose everything. In 
choosing to love and obey Jesus you gain everything. 

4) The circumstantial reason  
This is the reason the soldiers in our passage reject Jesus. They get swept up into the 
circumstances of their cultural moment and never stop to consider, “I know all of these 
people have loud opinions about Jesus but have I stopped to consider his life and 
claims for myself?” They don’t, and they beat him and crucify him for things he did not 
do. I think this is probably the easiest reason to reject Jesus — the circumstances of our 
lives sweep us up and there is never a convenient time for us to slow down and really 
consider whether or not Jesus is who he says he is. We’re busy, life is chaotic, we have 
to go to work and visit family and take care of our kids. And we don’t reject Jesus for 
religious or political or even social reasons, we just reject him because we don’t have 
time for him. We get swept up in the circumstances of life.  

At the beginning of this we said that when we open the Bible we believe that God is 
speaking to us together and individually. And I want you to consider, what might God 
be saying to you through this passage? If I could take a shot here is what I think it 
might be: “I am for you. I love you. I want to set you free from anything and everything 
that is ultimately harmful and scary. Tear down that barrier and let me do it.” So 
whether you are a follower of Jesus or not I want us to go before God during our 
response time and consider what is holding us back from the full freedom that Jesus 
intends for us. Is it religious, or political, or social, or circumstantial? Let’s bring that 
before the Lord and ask Him to tear it down and set us free!  


