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Witnesses: 6. Four Soldiers 
Mark 15:	22-25, 33-34 and 37-39 
Palm Sunday, April 9, 2017  
Pastor Steve Richards 
 
This is the day when we remember how Jesus rode into Jerusalem and the crowd hailed him as 
a king: “Hosanna!” they shouted. They waved palm branches, because they believe victory 
against the Romans was within reach. “Hosanna to the son of David.” But Jesus had not 
entered Jerusalem to defeat the Romans. That week, he taught in the Temple and spoke out 
against religious hypocrisy. He overturned the tables of the money changers who charge 
exorbitant prices for the sacrificial animals that people needed when they entered the Temple. 
“Is that what worship was meant to be? Is that what it means to honor God?” And by Thursday, 
Jesus had so angered the religious leaders that they conspired with Judas to have Jesus 
arrested. Jesus had to be stopped. Thursday night after dinner, Jesus went into the Garden with 
his disciples, and as Jesus was praying, Judas arrived with the Temple guards. As the disciples 
scattered, Jesus was taken to a jail beneath the high priest’s home. Late that night, the Jewish 
Council of the Sanhedrin met. Jesus was found guilty of blasphemy – claiming to be the Son of 
God. The next morning, he was taken to Pontius Pilate, because they wanted the Romans to 
execute Jesus. Pontius Pilate was in Jerusalem to ensure the peace as thousands arrived to 
celebrate Passover. Pilate had a contingent of soldiers with him. So, Jesus was brought before 
Pilate. “He claims to be a king, and he’s preparing to lead a revolution against Rome.” But Pilate 
looked at Jesus. Jesus didn’t look like a king, but he let the people decide. “What shall I do with 
Jesus?” And the crowd shouted, “Crucify him.” What happened to the Hosannas? “Crucify him.” 
So, finally, Pilate washed his hands of the whole matter and turned Jesus over to the Roman 
soldiers whose job was to beat and flog those sentenced to crucifixion. The objective was to 
inflict maximum pain without killing him. Then the soldiers took Jesus into the Antonia Fortress, 
the courtyard of the army barracks, where the rest of the soldiers humiliated Jesus.  
 
We come to the end of our series on those who witnessed the crucifixion. This morning, we 
focus on the soldiers – what they did, what message there is for us in what they did, and how 
the day ended as Jesus was crucified. Mark tells us: The soldiers led Jesus away into the 
palace (that is, the Praetorium) and called together the whole company of soldiers. (A 
company was 480 men.) They put a purple robe on him, then twisted together a crown of 
thorns and set it on him. And they began to call out to him, “Hail, king of the Jews!” 
Again and again they struck him on the head with a staff and spit on him. Falling on their 
knees, they paid homage to him. And when they had mocked him, they took off the 
purple robe and put his own clothes on him. Then they led him out to crucify him. It is 
interesting that this is the scene in which the gospel writers provide some detail. Not the 
beating; not the crucifixion. It’s the humiliation that is at the heart of what the soldiers are doing 
to Jesus. They want to dehumanize him, beat down his spirit and make him feel as insignificant 
as possible. Why? Pilate didn’t tell them to do this. Maybe it’s what they always wanted to do to 
a king of the Jews. But why would anyone do this to another human being? If you were here last 
Sunday, Tami helped us see this in the way one of the criminals taunted Jesus from the cross. 
Why would 480 soldiers encircle a helpless man already beaten and bleeding and in pain and 
then crush his spirit?  
 
We see this today – this effort to push people down, to bully them, hoping it will make them feel 
strong by pushing others down. It happens in relationships when one person becomes verbally 
abusive and sometimes physical abusive. Or we see it in bullying behavior – and not just among 
kids but even adults can experience this often in the workplace. Or today it happens on the 
Internet where people post comments, often anonymously just to inflict pain. A few years ago, 
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someone I had never met began sending me harassing emails and then when I blocked the 
email address, left me voice mail messages. This person even listened to some of my sermons 
on our website and then twisted my words and directed them at my family, trying to hurt me. 
Until finally, I went to the police, but because the person had not made any threats no crime had 
been committed. The officer was willing to call the person on the phone. So, we looked up the 
person’s phone number and when the officer said, “He doesn’t want you to contact him again.” 
The harassment stopped. But it had an effect on me. I realize my role puts me in the spotlight 
and people sometimes say hurtful things, I understand that – but if you are 12 years old and 
people do that to you, it’s huge – if you are 25 and people do that to you, it’s huge. We read 
stories of young people who have taken their lives because they were bullied at school or on the 
Internet. And 2000 years ago, this was happening to Jesus. They were trying to humiliate and to 
crush his spirit. And if you’ve ever been bullied or abused, Jesus knows how it feels. Jesus 
experienced the worst possible suffering for us so that we might know that Jesus understands. 
He walks with us through the pain and the suffering, and he overcame the worst and so can 
you. When Jesus was on the cross, he prayed for those who humiliated him – “Father, forgive 
them.” How could he do that? On our own we cannot – only the power of God’s love can do 
that. Mark wants us to see that Jesus was beaten, spit upon, humiliated, but still had the 
strength to persevere and to love. 
 
The Romans soldiers put Jesus clothes back on him and took him to Golgotha. The person to 
be crucified was forced to carry the cross-piece. The vertical piece remained at the site of 
crucifixions. John tells us that Jesus was too weak to carry it. Matthew, Mark and Luke tell us 
Simon of Cyrene carried it. The gospels tell us that four soldiers were there for the crucifixion. 
Despite artistic renditions, victims were crucified completely naked. Nails pounded through each 
wrist and through his ankles. The cross lifted. As Jesus was dying, the soldiers gambled for 
Jesus’ clothes. Do you see the absurdity? Their focus is on what’s in this for me? Who gets the 
possessions? God walked in human flesh, and humanity tried to kill him. Why didn’t someone 
pull him down from the cross? Why didn’t someone step in to save him? They missed it. They 
missed what happened. They missed what God was doing. They failed to see it and were only 
focused on themselves.  
 
A few years ago, Bishop Will Willimon spoke here in Plymouth and he told about attending a 
youth conference where the speaker, Duffy Robbins, read from Romans 5. You see, at just the 
right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will 
anyone die for a righteous person, though for a good person someone might possibly 
dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, 
Christ died for us… we have now been justified by his blood… saved from God’s wrath 
through him! Duffy put down his Bible and said, “I need your help. Who wants to be in a skit of 
Romans 5.” Hands were raised. “On the stage, imagine a continuum from the very, very bad on 
the left to the very, very good on the right. As you are called to the stage, I want you to place 
yourself where you belong in regard to the good and the bad. Who will be Mother Teresa?” And 
a girl raised her hand and walked to the far right of the stage. Martin Luther King – another 
came up and stood beside Mother Teresa. Mahatma Gandhi – joined the other two. OK, next, 
Adolph Hitler – a young man jumped up and went to the far left edge of the stage. Osama bin 
Laden? Attila the Hun? Others came up and clustered on the far left. Now, I need one more 
person up here – Jesus Christ. Eventually someone was coaxed forward and Mother Teresa, 
Martin Luther King and Gandhi moved over to left Jesus stand at the extreme right. And the 
speaker said to the crowd, “Were you not listening?” And he opened his Bible again to read, “At 
just the right time, Christ died for the ungodly…” And as he read Jesus sheepishly walked 
across the stage, over to where Osama bin Laden and the others received him. And when he 
finished reading from Romans, the speaker said to the crowd of young people stunned into 
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silence: “Now is there anybody here with the guts to come up and stand with Jesus and to walk 
with Jesus into your school on Monday morning? Anybody here open to that sort of salvation?” 
Jesus was right there and the soldiers missed it – or did they? 
 
At noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon. If you attend our 
worship on Good Friday, we experience that moment of complete darkness. That afternoon, 
darkness was overcoming light. Mark tells us: With a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last. Jesus 
was on the cross for six hours in the hot sun, his lungs filling with fluid, finding it increasingly 
difficult to lift his head, but he pulls himself up one last time, the pain in his wrists excruciating 
and he shouts. The Greek word in the gospels is Tetelestai, which means “Finished – 
completed – done.” It was a shout of victory. And Mark says: When the centurian, who stood 
there in front of Jesus, saw how he died, he said, “Surely, this man was the Son of God.” 
The man who began the day beating and then humiliating Jesus, who spit on him, mocked him, 
cast lots for his clothing, spent six hours at the cross as Jesus was dying. He listened to his 
prayer, “Father, forgive them.” He listened as Jesus said to his mother, here is your son and 
then to John, here is your mother. He listened as the theif on the cross said, “Jesus, remember 
me when you come into your kingdom.” And Jesus said, “Today, you will be with me in 
paradise.” He heard the words of Psalm 22:1 – “My God, My God why have you forsaken me.” 
He listened as Jesus gave a final cry of victory: “Finished!” And something in this soldier’s heart 
change. At the foot of the cross, he went from a man who bullied and tormented to one who 
pledged his life to the one true king. This is the journey we all are invited to take. There may be 
times in our lives when we ignore Jesus, maybe mock him or work against all he stands for, but 
somewhere I hope we look at the cross and realize that was for me. God in his love for us let his 
one and only son be crucified. The pain I feel as I watch what you do to each other, God is 
saying – you are broken and you need grace. 
 
Do you know the story of Brennan Manning? He was a writer, probably best known for his book, 
The Ragamuffin Gospel. He was actually born Richard Manning. He served in the Korean War, 
behind enemy lines in North Korea. Bunkers had been built and they gradually moved their way 
forward. Richard was in a bunker with his friend Ray Brennan. Here’s how he described what 
happened: We were passing a chocolate bar back and forth between Ray and me. Ray took the 
last bite when a grenade lobbed by an undetected North Korean landed squarely in the center 
of the bunker. Ray was the first to spot it. Almost nonchalantly he flipped the candy wrapper 
aside, and he fell on the grenade. It detonated immediately. His stomach smothered the 
explosion. I was completely unharmed, untouched. The last thing my friend, Ray, did was  he 
looked up at me and he winked. Then he died.  Returning from the war, Richard Manning 
recognizing he owed his entire life to Ray Brennon who had died to save him, he legally 
changed his first name to Brennon so every day, every time he wrote his name, every time he 
thought about his life, he would be reminded of the man who gave his life so he might live. The 
rest of his life, he lived in grateful response to the sacrifice Ray had made for him.  
 
That’s what we see when we look at the cross: our brokenness, how messed up we can be, 
how cruel we can be to each other, how far we can stray from God – and the pain that God feels 
when we act and the depth of God’s love for us. In the words of an old hymn: 
What wondrous love is this, O my soul, O my soul, What wondrous love is this, O my soul.  
What wondrous love is this that caused the Lord of bliss to bear the dreadful curse for my soul, 
for my soul, to bear the dreadful curse for my soul. 
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Grow, Pray, Study for Week of April 9, 2017 
 
Weekly Prayer: Lord Jesus, so many people, then and now, see your cross as a sign of 
weakness and failure. Give us eyes to see the awesome strength of the love you showed on 
that cross, and to honor and follow you, regardless of the pain we might suffer. Amen. 
 
Monday, April 10 
 
Scripture: Matthew 5:38-45 
“You have heard that it was said, An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. But I say to you that 
you must not oppose those who want to hurt you. If people slap you on your right cheek, you 
must turn the left cheek to them as well. When they wish to haul you to court and take your shirt, 
let them have your coat too. When they force you to go one mile, go with them two. Give to 
those who ask, and don't refuse those who wish to borrow from you. 
“You have heard that it was said, You must love your neighbor and hate your enemy. But I say 
to you, love your enemies and pray for those who harass you so that you will be acting as 
children of your Father who is in heaven. He makes the sun rise on both the evil and the good 
and sends rain on both the righteous and the unrighteous. 
 
Observation: Jesus lived in an occupied land. He didn’t explicitly use the word “soldiers” in 
these verses, but none of his hearers would have doubted who he was talking about. Roman 
soldiers could legally slap you, take your shirt or force you to carry a load. They were the 
“enemy.” Yet he taught his disciples to love, not hate, even them. This, he said, is how God 
works, and how we are to live. 
 
Application: Our natural tendency as believers is to feel entitled to some extra privileges, a 
dose of blessing that those who don’t follow God don’t get. But Jesus said God “makes the sun 
rise on both the evil and the good and sends rain on both the righteous and the unrighteous” 
(verse 45). Is it right for God to be so evenhandedly generous? How might you live more 
generously toward the “unrighteous” people you know?  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, you were generous and inclusive. I want to keep learning to love all people 
as you loved them, regardless of gender, race, nationality or religion. Amen.  
 
Tuesday, April 11 
 
Scripture: Luke 7:1-10 
After Jesus finished presenting all his words among the people, he entered Capernaum. A 
centurion had a servant who was very important to him, but the servant was ill and about to 
die. When the centurion heard about Jesus, he sent some Jewish elders to Jesus to ask him to 
come and heal his servant. When they came to Jesus, they earnestly pleaded with Jesus. "He 
deserves to have you do this for him," they said. "He loves our people and he built our 
synagogue for us." Jesus went with them. He had almost reached the house when the centurion 
sent friends to say to Jesus, "Lord, don't be bothered. I don't deserve to have you come under 
my roof. In fact, I didn't even consider myself worthy to come to you. Just say the word and my 
servant will be healed. I'm also a man appointed under authority, with soldiers under me. I say 
to one, ‘Go,' and he goes, and to another, ‘Come,' and he comes. I say to my servant, ‘Do this,' 
and the servant does it." When Jesus heard these words, he was impressed with the centurion. 
He turned to the crowd following him and said, "I tell you, even in Israel I haven't found faith like 
this." When the centurion's friends returned to his house, they found the servant restored to 
health. 
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Observation: A “centurion” commanded 100 soldiers, part of the Roman force occupying 
Palestine. This centurion was decent and wise. He had been generous with the people of 
Capernaum. They told Jesus he “deserved” help. The centurion, though, said “I don’t deserve” 
(verse 6), and put his trust in Jesus’ power. His faith impressed Jesus even more than his 
“deserving” actions. 
 
Application: We tend to relate to Jesus first in terms of what we know best. How did the 
Roman centurion draw on his military experience to express his trust in Jesus’ power? How did 
Jesus’ response to that foreign military officer point ahead to a church that welcomed Gentiles 
and Jews as equals before God (Galatians 3:29)? Which of your life experiences help you better 
grasp and trust God’s power?  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, there were all kinds of reasons for your family and your disciples—and 
you—to fear, snub and hate Roman soldiers. Yet you treated them like real people. Help me to 
grow a heart more like yours, open and generous. Amen.  
 
Wednesday, April 12 
 
Scripture: John 19:1-3, 16-18, 23-24, 31-37  
Then Pilate had Jesus taken and whipped. The soldiers twisted together a crown of thorns and 
put it on his head, and dressed him in a purple robe. Over and over they went up to him and 
said, "Greetings, king of the Jews!" And they slapped him in the face. 
 
Then Pilate handed Jesus over to be crucified. The soldiers took Jesus prisoner. Carrying his 
cross by himself, he went out to a place called Skull Place (in Aramaic, Golgotha). That's where 
they crucified him—and two others with him, one on each side and Jesus in the middle. 
 
When the soldiers crucified Jesus, they took his clothes and his sandals, and divided them into 
four shares, one for each soldier. His shirt was seamless, woven as one piece from the top to 
the bottom. They said to each other, "Let's not tear it. Let's cast lots to see who will get it." This 
was to fulfill the scripture. They divided my clothes among themselves, and they cast lots for my 
clothing. That's what the soldiers did. 
 
It was the Preparation Day and the Jewish leaders didn't want the bodies to remain on the cross 
on the Sabbath, especially since that Sabbath was an important day. So they asked Pilate to 
have the legs of those crucified broken and the bodies taken down. Therefore, the soldiers 
came and broke the legs of the two men who were crucified with Jesus. When they came to 
Jesus, they saw that he was already dead so they didn't break his legs. However, one of the 
soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and immediately blood and water came out. The one who 
saw this has testified, and his testimony is true. He knows that he speaks the truth, and he has 
testified so that you also can believe. These things happened to fulfill the scripture, They won't 
break any of his bones. And another scripture says, They will look at him whom they have 
pierced. 
 
Observation: Most of the Roman soldiers at Jesus’ cross, like soldiers in a foreign land through 
the ages, went about their work, unpleasant or not. They likely weren’t personally hostile to 
Jesus. They mocked most criminals before they crucified them. They split up his clothes, ended 
the lives of the other two crucified men by breaking their legs, and made sure Jesus was dead. 
It was just another cruel, bloody day’s work.  
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Application: John used pointed irony in verse 31. The religious leaders, eager to protect the 
purity of the special Passover Sabbath, shockingly concluded that the best way to worship and 
honor life’s Creator was to finish killing three of his unfit children before the holy hours began! 
(One of the lives they insisted on ending was, of course, the life of Jesus, God himself in the 
flesh.) Their choice was extreme. But how can you avoid slipping into evil unaware as you try to 
protect and promote what is good?  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, John wrote, “The light came into the world, and people loved darkness 
more than the light.” Help me, like a sunflower, to keep my face always turned toward your life-
giving light. Amen.  
 
Thursday, April 13 
 
Scripture: Luke 23:33-37, 44-47 
When they arrived at the place called The Skull, they crucified him, along with the criminals, one 
on his right and the other on his left. Jesus said, "Father, forgive them, for they don't know what 
they're doing." They drew lots as a way of dividing up his clothing. The people were standing 
around watching, but the leaders sneered at him, saying, "He saved others. Let him save 
himself bif he really is the Christ sent from God, the chosen one." The soldiers also mocked him. 
They came up to him, offering him sour wine37 and saying, "If you really are the king of the 
Jews, save yourself." 
 
It was now about noon, and darkness covered the whole earth until about three o'clock, while 
the sun stopped shining. Then the curtain in the sanctuary tore down the middle. Crying out in a 
loud voice, Jesus said, "Father, into your hands I entrust my life." After he said this, he breathed 
for the last time. When the centurion saw what happened, he praised God, saying, "It's really 
true: this man was righteous." 
 
Observation: Only Luke recorded Jesus’ amazing prayer, asking God to forgive the soldiers 
nailing him to the cross. The soldiers, more used to curses and screams of pain, went about 
their grim business. Still, Jesus’ prayer, and his conduct during his hours on the cross, made an 
impact. The centurion in charge of the crucifixion had seen other convicts die, and he saw 
clearly how Jesus’ purity and decency stood out.  
 
Application: The message of the Cross shouts forgiveness, yet many only see in Christianity a 
message of guilt. As we look to Jesus on the cross, what we hear is not guilt, but grace, 
redemption, healing, forgiveness, and mercy. How did Jesus’ prayer set the model for all of us 
as his followers? In what ways have you been able to make forgiveness a transforming, freeing 
personal reality in your life?  
 
Prayer: Dear Jesus, you gave your all in order to forgive, accept and love me as your child. 
Help me to give my all every day as I live in gratitude for what you’ve done for me. Amen.  
 
Friday, April 14 
 
Scripture: Matthew 27:27-31, 45-54 
The governor's soldiers took Jesus into the governor's house, and they gathered the whole 
company of soldiers around him. They stripped him and put a red military coat on him. They 
twisted together a crown of thorns and put it on his head. They put a stick in his right hand. 
Then they bowed down in front of him and mocked him, saying, "Hey! King of the Jews!" After 
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they spit on him, they took the stick and struck his head again and again. When they finished 
mocking him, they stripped him of the military coat and put his own clothes back on him. They 
led him away to crucify him. 
 
From noon until three in the afternoon the whole earth was dark. At about three Jesus cried out 
with a loud shout, "Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani," which means, "My God, my God, why have you 
left me?" After hearing him, some standing there said, "He's calling Elijah." One of them ran 
over, took a sponge full of vinegar, and put it on a pole. He offered it to Jesus to drink. But the 
rest of them said, "Let's see if Elijah will come and save him." Again Jesus cried out with a loud 
shout. Then he died. Look, the curtain of the sanctuary was torn in two from top to bottom. The 
earth shook, the rocks split, and the bodies of many holy people who had died were raised. 
After Jesus' resurrection they came out of their graves and went into the holy city where they 
appeared to many people. When the centurion and those with him who were guarding Jesus 
saw the earthquake and what had just happened, they were filled with awe and said, "This was 
certainly God's Son." 
 
Observation: Jesus quoted Psalm 22:1—the desolate first words of a psalm of lament. 
Scholars debate this, but it seems likely that Jesus knew and focused on the reality that, despite 
its anguished beginning, the psalm ended in victory and vindication. Still, that Friday was a dark, 
dark day, not just physically but spiritually. Someone said it was as if the earth itself could not 
bear to look on the awful scene.  
 
Application: The Temple curtain divided the Holy Place from the Most Holy Place, the place of 
God’s presence (Exodus 26:31-33). Only the high priest could ever enter the Most Holy Place, 
but now it stood open. Meditate in prayer on the significance of the torn curtain: no longer is 
there any barrier between God and you. What barriers still feel like they cut you off from God? 
Ask Jesus for the same power that tore the curtain to help you break through your barriers.  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, you came to draw the poison out of all the evil and hatred in the world —
and your death did that. And you came to offer me forgiveness, newness of life and a 
transforming sense of purpose. Keep my heart open, and make that a reality, too. Amen.  
 
Saturday, April 15 
 
Scripture: Mark 15:16-20, 22-25, 33-39  
The soldiers led Jesus away into the courtyard of the palace known as the governor's 
headquarters, and they called together the whole company of soldiers. They dressed him up in 
a purple robe and twisted together a crown of thorns and put it on him. They saluted him, "Hey! 
King of the Jews!" Again and again, they struck his head with a stick. They spit on him and knelt 
before him to honor him. When they finished mocking him, they stripped him of the purple robe 
and put his own clothes back on him. Then they led him out to crucify him. 
 
They brought Jesus to the place called Golgotha, which means Skull Place. They tried to give 
him wine mixed with myrrh, but he didn't take it. They crucified him. They divided up his clothes, 
drawing lots for them to determine who would take what. It was nine in the morning when they 
crucified him. 
 
From noon until three in the afternoon the whole earth was dark. At three, Jesus cried out with a 
loud shout, "Eloi, eloi, lama sabachthani," which means, "My God, my God, why have you left 
me?" After hearing him, some standing there said, "Look! He's calling Elijah!" Someone ran, 
filled a sponge with sour wine, and put it on a pole. He offered it to Jesus to drink, saying, "Let's 
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see if Elijah will come to take him down." But Jesus let out a loud cry and died. The curtain of 
the sanctuary was torn in two from top to bottom. When the centurion, who stood facing Jesus, 
saw how he died, he said, "This man was certainly God's Son." 
 
Observation: Like the thief next to Jesus, this centurion was no theologian. The Roman 
centurion confesses of Jesus what he should only confess of the Roman emperor. In calling 
Jesus the Son of God, the centurion has switched his allegiance from Caesar, the official “son of 
God,” to Jesus, the real Son of God. What an irony: with religious leaders all around, the one 
person who “got it” at the cross was a Roman centurion overseeing the crucifixion, not a Temple 
theologian.  
 
Application: Think back over the scenes in this study of the witnesses at the cross. What would 
the Roman centurion have seen and heard that moved him to the profound admission he made 
as Jesus died? From what “rulers” have you needed (or do you need) to switch your allegiance 
in order to fully follow Jesus? How can your life bear witness that the one you worship and serve 
“was certainly God’s Son?” 
 
Prayer: O crucified Jesus, so many people, then and now, see your cross as a sign of 
weakness and failure. Give me eyes to see the awesome strength of love you showed on that 
cross, and to honor and follow you. Amen. 
 


