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At daybreak the council of the elders of the people, both the chief priests and 

the teachers of the law, met together, and Jesus was led before them.  

Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed, 

The Jewish leaders had just had a nighttime trial for Jesus. That trial would have 

convinced no impartial observer that Jesus was guilty, but their trial casually 

ignored that fact and ended in them declaring him to be worthy of death. Then 

they beat him with their fists, spit on him, and acted in general like a bunch of 

animals.  

When that was over, they took a moment to recompose themselves, put on 

somber frowny faces, and . . . have a trial for Jesus? Hadn’t they just done that? 

Hadn’t they just had a trial in which they declared Jesus to be guilty, guilty, 

guilty—a trial in which they had done everything short of pounding their shoes on 

their podiums to show their commitment to their verdict? 

They had. Well, sort of. The Sanhedrin wasn’t allowed to meet at night, perhaps 

to avoid the very sort of thing that had happened with this secret meeting. The 

trial had been carried out under the cover of darkness in more ways than one. 

They had kept certain members of the Sanhedrin in the dark about the meeting in 

order to ensure the outcome they desired regardless of the truth—behavior that 

people might be less likely to try in the light of day. 

Since the Sanhedrin wasn’t allowed to meet at night, it hadn’t been an official 

trial. So as day broke, they convened an official meeting, a legal meeting of the 

Sanhedrin. As the writer of the book The Crucial Hours notes, “They were 

extremely anxious to maintain a semblance of legality.”  

Part of the reason the leaders of the Jews wanted to hold this official trial was 

because they wanted to cover all their bases, to prepare for every eventuality. 

They didn’t want their verdict to get challenged by Sanhedrin members like 

Nicodemus or Joseph of Arimathea. It seemed certain that neither of these men 

were made aware of the nighttime meeting and its verdict. What if one of them 

showed up at Pilate’s residence later and claimed that the nighttime trial had 



 

been invalid? The Sanhedrin didn’t want the verdict to get thrown out on a 

technicality.  

The Sanhedrin might have been even more concerned that Pilate would throw 

out the verdict on a technicality than if Pilate would throw it out because the 

verdict itself was false. As Pilate demonstrated later, he wasn’t too concerned 

with that. He sentenced Jesus to death even though he had found Jesus guilty of 

nothing. Pilate’s symbolic washing of his hands showed that he too was more 

interested in a semblance of legality (and perhaps plausible deniability) than in 

doing what was right. 

I believe there was another reason the Jewish leaders held this second trial, 

another reason they were so anxious to maintain a semblance of legality. They 

not only wanted to conduct their evil in full view of others, but they also wanted 

those others to condone their evil or even laud it as good. They wanted to be able 

to say that they had done everything by the book. They wanted to be able to say 

that they had merely been doing their job. What’s more noble than doing one’s 

job, especially if it involves the difficult work of maintaining law and order and 

executing justice? These were noble men! 

Perhaps closely connected with this is the statement, “Patriotism is the last refuge 

for scoundrels.” That’s not to say that patriotism is bad in and of itself, but false 

patriotism is. Many have carried out evil and yet been lauded for their actions all 

because they wrapped themselves in their nation’s flag while doing so.  

Think of the evil the Sanhedrin was willing to do to Jesus while at the same time 

cloaking it not merely with the semblance of legality but with deep concern for 

their beloved nation. Remember how Caiaphas had patriotically taken the 

difficult, but noble, stand that it would be best if one man (Jesus) die in order to 

preserve the nation (John 11:50). 

Just a few moments ago I made a reference to doing everything by the book. That 

phrase is a reference to the rules and regulations an organization uses to carry 

out its business and work. Such rules and regulations are there for a good reason: 



 

to ensure that things are done, as even the Bible urges, “in a fitting and orderly 

way” (1 Corinthians 14:40). 

If it’s been said that (false) patriotism provides a refuge for scoundrels, it might be 

said that Robert’s Rules of Order and other things like it become a club in the 

hands of a bully, who is anxious to do his bullying with a semblance of legality. 

The rules are kept. Things are done in order, but they are not done with any 

decency and certainly not with any love. Instead, the rules become a justification 

for a lack of love. 

I think about the priest and the Levite described in the parable of the good 

Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37). They passed by on the other side of the road, not 

helping the man dying mere feet away from them, but the good news is that they 

were on time for their shift at the temple! They were doing their jobs! 

Obviously, the Sanhedrin is an even more extreme example of maintaining 

nothing more than a semblance of legality, because they used it to actively do 

evil. The Sanhedrin was willing to have a trial that made a mockery of justice, but 

they would never dream of starting that trial one minute before the appointed, 

legal time. Recall Jesus’ words to the Pharisees (who made up a good percentage 

of the Sanhedrin) on Tuesday of Holy Week, when he described them as straining 

at gnats while swallowing camels (Matthew 23:24). 

Very shortly after this was another example. The leaders of the Jews went to 

Pilate to get him to sign off on their murder. When they got to Pilate’s residence, 

they insisted that he come out to them. The reason? They had determined that if 

they set foot in a gentile house, they would be ceremonially unclean—and 

therefore unable to participate in the celebrations connected with the Passover 

and the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which immediately followed it. They had no 

qualms about bullying Pilate into aiding them in this lynching of Jesus, but they 

would never dream of becoming ceremonially unclean by setting foot in Pilate’s 

house. 

This all reminds me of a TV show I saw in which a man walked into a restaurant 

and killed someone in cold blood, and then, on his way out of the restaurant, he 



 

stopped at the counter, took a mint, and left a dime. When he was later caught, 

he was asked why he had bothered leaving a dime to pay for the mint. He said, 

“I’m not a thief.” Similarly, the members of the Sanhedrin were murdering Jesus, 

but they weren’t breakers of the ceremonial law! 

I understand why people do that. I understand why people want to maintain a 

semblance of legality. It’s because it’s so much easier than maintaining actual 

legality and morality. A semblance of legality can be accomplished part-time and 

in one part of life. True obedience, which is what God demands, has to be 

continually accomplished, full-time, in every area of life. 

A semblance of legality is relatively easy, as well as being somewhat rewarding. 

Just do things, or at least some things, by the book, and you will not only be 

applauded by others for your legality, but people will assume that everything you 

do must be legal. 

True Christianity isn’t about doing things by the book. 

Actually, let’s halt for a moment and make sure that this talk about legality and 

doing things by the book isn’t misunderstood. Doing things by the book is, in and 

of itself, a good thing. In fact, doing things by the book is even Christlike. In our 

Ash Wednesday service, we talked about Jesus’ words, “I will keep the Passover,” 

and noted how Jesus kept every bit of God’s laws.  

So, when I said, “True Christianity isn’t about doing things by the book,” what I 

really meant is this: It isn’t just about the book. That is, it’s not about doing the 

bare minimum so that no one can accuse you of having broken Section 4-B, 

subsection 22(a)1. True Christianity is about doing what you are not legally bound 

to do. Jesus was legally bound not to attempt murder, and therefore he did not 

pull out a sword in Gethsemane. He was not legally bound to heal the man whose 

ear Peter had cut off, but he did so anyway. 

True Christianity is about love for my neighbor. True Christianity considers not 

merely the law itself but also the spirit of that law and the purpose it is intended 

to serve. Those who are interested in merely a semblance of legality are 



 

interested neither with the spirit of the law nor the purpose it serves, unless it can 

be twisted to serve their purpose. 

If we are honest with ourselves, we must admit that we have often been more 

about the semblance of legality than we have been about Christianity. We have 

often been more interested in being sure to appear to live by the book, knowing 

that having people see us do so will give us a little more leeway to live and 

operate in the shadows. We know that the semblance of legality can fool others 

into thinking that everything we do must be above board, but it doesn’t fool God. 

God saw this little scripted dog and pony show of a trial for what it was: illegal in 

the truest sense of the word. He saw it as offensive and as sin. He sees our sins 

too. He knows if we have done things by his book, and he even knows when the 

condition and attitude of our hearts don’t match the outward appearance of our 

actions. 

God also knows Jesus. He knows Jesus’ actions—which were always by the Book, 

whether he was keeping the Passover or healing a man’s ear. He knows Jesus’ 

heart, which led him to do good to his neighbors, not to be seen by others but 

with a joyful love for each individual. He knows that Jesus lived both in perfect 

legality and in perfect love. He knows that Jesus did this for you and in your place 

to give his perfection to you.  

 Because he has done this for us, we don’t need to worry about striving for a 

semblance of legality—an outward, incomplete, fake obedience and holiness. We 

already have a true holiness through Jesus. Therefore, we can strive for 

something higher and better. We can strive for an obedience that follows God’s 

commands—from the heart. Amen.  

 

 

 


