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If you watch something happen, if you overhear something said, you are a witness. Have you ever witnessed a wedding ceremony? How many have witnessed a pig roast? How many have witnessed the Raleigh Symphony? How about the Allman Brothers? We are all witnesses to all sorts of things every day, when you think about it. 
For five Sundays, we are going to talk in our sermons about five witnesses – five men who were there, who watched and heard Jesus suffering and dying. And the stories of these five witnesses will help all of us in our Christian walk.
We start today with a man named Caiaphas. At the time when Jesus lived, Caiaphas was the high priest of all the Jews living in the Holy Land. In those days, the Israelites were divided into twelve tribes, twelve family groups; and one of those tribes, the Levites, had been chosen by God to serve as the priests for the people. Only the Levite men were allowed to serve in the Temple, and they rotated and shared the sacred duties of the priesthood. The leader of all the priests was known as the high priest. He ran the priests’ meetings, he scheduled the priests’ work rotations, he organized the priests’ holiday parties, he was the head honcho.
So everybody in Israel knew who Caiaphas was, and looked up to him. Caiaphas was the guardian of the religious traditions. He was the man responsible for keeping the Temple worship pure and God-pleasing. Caiaphas was accustomed to power, privilege, and authority.

Imagine, then, how Caiaphas squirmed when he first heard about this troublesome wandering rabbi from Nazareth, Jesus. This son of a carpenter wasn’t even a Levite; yet he presumed to criticize the priestly traditions, and challenge the rituals of the Temple. Jesus seemed to scorn, rather than respect, men like Caiaphas. 

Even worse, rumors were flying around Jerusalem about Jesus healing people, Jesus walking on water, Jesus claiming he had the power to forgive sins, and Jesus raising a man from the dead. People were talking about Jesus as if he had dropped down from heaven! 
And Caiaphas was sick of it. He knew how gullible the people were. Caiaphas knew how dangerous a man like this Jesus of Nazareth could be. If people started following him and believing in him – instead of sticking to the venerable, ancient, God-given rules for Temple worship – this Jesus would lead them away from God. Caiaphas could see a true spiritual menace in this popular rabbi named Jesus.
So Caiaphas did what he thought was right. He got together with the other chief priests. They met with the Pharisees, and the other religious leaders of the nation. They decided to get rid of this threat. Caiaphas had seen and heard enough of Jesus, so he and his colleagues judged that Jesus had to die. 

And you probably know the story. They made a plan to kill Jesus. They paid off Judas, one of Jesus’ disciples, to betray him. They sent a gang of soldiers to arrest him late one night, and then they put him on trial. 

Caiaphas, the high priest, presided. They brought in false witnesses, with made-up stories that were supposed to implicate Jesus. But none of their bogus charges would stick. Finally Caiaphas challenged Jesus directly. “I command you, tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.” And Jesus answered, “You have said so.”

And Caiaphas lost it. He understood what Jesus was saying. He realized that Jesus wasn’t merely claiming to be a messenger from God. He was declaring that he was God – this average, ordinary human being, in Caiaphas’ eyes, claiming to be divine. Caiaphas tore his robes, signaling his horror and distress, then shouted out, “This is blasphemy! You all heard it! We need no more witnesses! Let us judge him now!” And their judgment, their verdict, was death. 
What an awful scene! Jesus – pure and innocent, fully human but truly divine – was judged by impure, unknowing, uncaring men. And Caiaphas was their ringleader. 
Looking back on him now, we Christians can see that Caiaphas couldn’t have been more wrong, when he judged God’s Son, Jesus.  He could’ve been a witness to Jesus’ wisdom and power and mercy; but, instead, he and his colleagues condemned Christ to death. 
Now, we know, of course, that their wicked plan against Jesus was, in the end, merely used by God to bring about his own plan. God the Father had sent his Son into the world to die, to be the sacrificial offering, so that sinners like you and me could be forgiven and saved. 

So all these years later, it’s pretty easy for us to judge Caiaphas, isn’t it? He’s definitely a bad dude, right? A villain! Wouldn’t you love to vote Caiaphas off the island?
But, maybe, on this first Sunday in Lent, we should all hold off on judging anybody. Instead, I want to challenge you to look into the depths of your own soul, and ask yourself this today: Have I ever done what Caiaphas did? Have I ever judged Jesus myself? 
I’d like to think that, as a Christian, I am doing way better than Caiaphas did. But maybe Caiaphas’ story convicts us all a little bit. Maybe, in my own way, I’ve judged Jesus, too. Perhaps you, as well.

We all say that Jesus is our God; but are we living our lives in ways that back that up? Aren’t we judging Jesus to be something less than our God, when we ignore his rules and laws? When we make our leisure time more important than our time with him? When we ignore Christ’s leadership and follow the ways of the world? When we try to justify our sinful habits and selfish attitudes, instead of repenting and seeking the Lord’s mercy? Don’t we judge Jesus to be insignificant, like Caiaphas the priest did, when we put ourselves and our own interests always first, and the things that Christ says are important end up way down the list? 

That needs to change.
Today, as we gather beneath the cross of Jesus, we can make a new start. Today, starting right now, you have a brand-new opportunity to live for Christ, to honor Christ, to show the world that he’s your God, to give joyful witness to Jesus by the way you live your life. Start by turning to him with a repentant heart, and asking him for forgiveness. Say in your heart, “Jesus, I want to follow your ways. And I need your help, for you are my God.” 

Then trust in his mercy. Rely on his strength. Follow his ways. Spend time with him. Listen to his words. And whether you’re young or old, allow Jesus to truly be God in your life in every way. Amen.
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