Palm Sunday 2026

“Which One: Barabbas or Christ?”
Matthew 27:15-18; 20-21

Imagine opening a newspaper on June 12, 2001, and reading this headline:

TIMOTHY McVEIGH RELEASED FROM PRISON

Incredulous, you read the opening paragraph:

In a stunning turn of events, Timothy McVeigh, convicted in the bombing the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City that killed 168 people, was released from prison in the early hours of his scheduled execution date. A large crowd of people gathered outside the prison in Terre Haute, Indiana, demanding his release. The governor initially refused the request, but in the end acquiesced to the demands of the crowd…

What would your reaction be? Would you be outraged? Would you wonder, “What was the governor thinking to release this man?” “What kind of people would gather to ask for his release?” “Is this the greatest miscarriage of justice in history?”

No doubt these questions—and others—would dominate talk radio and television news shows for days, probably weeks and months. Of course, such a travesty of justice would never really happen, right?

Not so fast. Something quite similar did happen in history, but with a twist. We read in the gospel of Matthew,

Now it was the governor’s custom at the Feast to release a prisoner chosen by the crowd. At that time they had a notorious prisoner, called Barabbas. So when the crowd had gathered, Pilate asked them, “Which one do you want me to release to you: Barabbas, or Jesus who is called Christ?” For he knew it was out of envy that they had handed Jesus over to him. 

But the chief priests and the elders persuaded the crowd to ask for Barabbas and to have Jesus executed. 

“Which of the two do you want me to release to you?” asked the governor.

“Barabbas,” they answered…Then [Pilate] released Barabbas to them” [Matthew 27:15-18; 20-21; 26].

Not much different than the hypothetical example, huh?

On this Palm Sunday, I want to move beyond the events of the first day of Holy Week and move to the morning of Good Friday. In keeping with our sermons so far this year, I want to consider a question. This question, though, was not posed by God the Father or Jesus the Son. It was asked by Pontius Pilate to a crowd gathered early that day. And it is a question we must each face ourselves: Which one: Barabbas or Christ?
Who Was Barabbas?

I am going to assume that you are familiar enough with Jesus, who is called Christ. But who was Barabbas? We know nothing for certain about Barabbas except what we read in the Gospels. But all four evangelists tell his story.
 

Matthew 27:16 records, “At that time they had a notorious prisoner, called Barabbas.” The word translated “notorious” comes from a Greek word meaning, “to mark upon.” Barabbas was a marked man. In our terms, he was “public enemy number one.” He was more than simply a rabble-rouser—more than another insurrectionist fomenting unrest throughout Judea. He was no petty thief, picking pockets in the crowded streets of Jerusalem. Barabbas was a murderer, a hardened killer.

We know he was guilty of murder from Mark 15:7, “A man called Barabbas was in prison with the insurrectionists who had committed murder in the uprising,” and Luke 23:19, “Barabbas had been thrown into prison for an insurrection in the city, and for murder.” John 18:40 adds, “Now Barabbas had taken part in a rebellion.”
 Putting the different pieces of evidence together, it appears that he was a notorious criminal and political prisoner. He had taken part recently in an insurrection in the city and was both a robber and a murderer. In our terms, he was a terrorist who was now on death row awaiting execution.

The fact that three crosses were prepared strongly suggests that Pilate had already ordered that preparations be made for the execution of the three rebels—Barabbas and his two associates. If so, Jesus the Messiah actually took the place of the rebel Barabbas because the people preferred the political rebel and nationalist hero to the Son of God.
 There is irony in the fact that the chief priests persuaded the people to ask for and secure the release of a man who was guilty of the very crime of which, though he was innocent, they accused Jesus.

There is also irony in his name. Notice that he is called “Barabbas.” We are not told Barabbas’s given name. We are told only his received name: Bar-abbas, meaning “son of abbas.” And here’s the intriguing part of it: “Abbas, or “abba” means “Father.” So Bar-abbas would mean “son of the father.” But that doesn’t make sense. Obviously the man is the son of his father. But there’s more. Commentator William Barclay notes that the name “may be compounded of Bar-Rabban, which would mean ‘son of the Rabbi.’” Thus, this could mean that Bar-abbas was the son of a well-known rabbi, or at least a well-known man. If that were the case, his criminal activities would have been even more notorious.
 In fact, the literal rendering of the Greek in John 18:40 reads, “They shouted back, ‘No, not him! Give us the Barabbas!’ Now the Barabbas had taken part in a rebellion.” The use of the article by John may signify, “the well-known Barabbas.”

Furthermore, there is some indication that Barabbas’ given name was Jesus. Early church father Origen suggests that Barabbas’ name was “Jesus Barabbas,” meaning “Jesus, son of a father.” The crowd chose “Jesus, son of a father” instead of Jesus, Son of the Father.
 
In Matthew’s gospel, Pilate refers to Jesus as “Jesus who is called Christ.” It almost seems as if he is distinguishing Him from some other Jesus. According to some of the most ancient manuscripts of Matthew, two of them in particular, the gospel writer notes that Barabbas’s first or given name was Yeshua (Jesus), which explains why Pilate would say, “Whom shall I release? Yeshua Barabbas or Yeshua Christ?”

Tony Campolo writes in his book, Which Jesus?
I first heard about the possibility that Barabbas might have had Jesus as a first name during my seminary days. My professor of New Testament said that he thought it strange that when Pilate asked the crowd to choose which man they wanted to be set free during the Jews’ annual Passover celebration, he did not use Barabbas’s first name, which would have been the expected thing to do. Since Barabbas means “son of Abbas,” it would have been confusing to refer to him only by his surname, especially if his father had more than one son. Might it be, suggested my professor, that Barabbas’s first name was also Jesus, and Pilate was trying to differentiate between two men who bore the same first name? 

I began to consider how ironic it would be if my professor were right. Over the years, I have tried to track down concrete evidence that Barabbas’s first name really was Jesus. I have come upon a number of hints and suggestions, but I have not yet found the convincing evidence that historians require. I can’t prove that the given name of the man we call Barabbas was Jesus, but I have come to believe that it was. And that belief has given rise to this little book.

At any rate, this man Barabbas was a terrorist guilty of murder and sentenced to die. His cell was most likely located in the fortress of Antonia in the city of Jerusalem. From there Barabbas probably heard the crowd crying for Jesus’ blood. He couldn’t decipher every word and nuance, but he could hear the mob shouting at the top of their lungs, in their frenzy to influence Pilate: “Barabbas! Barabbas. Give us Barabbas!” Then the next thing he hears chills him to the bone: “Crucify him!” He knows he will soon be on his way to the cross.

In his mind, he goes no further than death by crucifixion. That will be the end of the trail, and a torturous end at that. No need to go beyond the driving of the nails into his flesh. Hopefully, death will come soon. All who hung on crosses hoped for quick deaths.

But for Barabbas, his life didn’t end on a cross. The jailer who opened his cell didn’t march him to his place of death. He set him free!

Barabbas—terrorist, murderer, public enemy number one—is a free man. Why? The crowd had answered Pilate’s question, “Whom shall I release?” with his name.

Who Is Barabbas?

At this point many have wondered what happened to Barabbas after his release. Did he return to his criminal ways? Did he perhaps stick around and witness Jesus’ crucifixion, especially if the other two crucified with Jesus were his associates? Did he, perhaps, become a follower of Jesus, who literally died in his place? Swedish Nobel Prize-winner Pär Lagerkvist wrote a novel in 1950 entitled Barabbas that follows that line of thinking. It was later made into a film in 1961 by the same name with Anthony Quinn portraying the title character.
 Many preachers have used the story of Barabbas to bring home the truth of Christ’s substitutionary death, asking the audience to put themselves in Barabbas’ place.

But that’s not where I’m going with this message.

I want to go back to the original question: Which one—Barabbas or Christ? To whom was that question first posed? The crowd on Good Friday. That is with whom I want you to identify this morning.

Two thousand years have passed since Pilate posed the question to the people in his day: “Which Jesus do you want?” But the question is as crucial today as it was then. Each of us, day by day and hour by hour, is faced with the same dilemma that Pilate created for those who massed beneath his balcony on the painfully decisive day when he asked if they wanted Jesus Bar-Joseph or Jesus Barabbas. Today every Christian is confronted with the same option.

“Well, that’s silly!” you may be thinking. “Of course I would choose Jesus Christ over a terrorist!”

Ah, but is it that simple? Origen, the one whom I earlier quoted, concluded this has always been sinners’ choice, symbolizing people’s willingness to resort to murder and theft while rejecting the true spiritual King. This is the way of the world.
 French poet Jean Cocteau agreed: “If it has to choose who is to be crucified, the crowd will always save Barabbas.”

“Maybe that’s true for unbelievers,” you may be thinking, “but certainly the followers of Jesus would never do such a thing!”

Again, not so fast. Every time we choose sin we do the same, whether the sin is blatant or subtle.
 Whenever we demand our own way, we are rejecting God’s way. We are rejecting Christ and calling for Barabbas. As the chorus of one Christian song puts it,

Does He still feel the nails every time I fail?

Can He hear the crowd cry, “Crucify!” again?

Am I causing Him pain? Then I know I’ve got to change.

I just can’t bear the thought of hurting Him.

My question to you this morning is this: Who is Barabbas…to you? Who or what do you prefer to following Jesus with your whole heart? Maybe it is a person, or a career, or a hobby, or a habit, or a dream of the future. It doesn’t have to be a bad thing; just think about Abraham and his son Isaac. God put him to the ultimate test to see where Abraham’s loyalty really was. 

What if God did that to you? What would be on your altar? What would you do?

Many sermons have been preached on the fickle mob that could shout ‘Hosanna!’ on Palm Sunday and then ‘Crucify him!’ on Good Friday. Historically, this is inaccurate. The shouting multitude in front of Pilate’s tribunal consisted primarily of the priest-controlled Temple staff—their police alone numbered 10,000—whereas some of the Palm Sunday people did not hear the news about Jesus’ conviction until it was too late, rushing to the roadside in tears.

But the more I think about it, the more I wonder how many of us (yes, I include myself) sing praises to Jesus on Sunday and then choose our own way on Monday. (We don’t even wait for Friday!)

Let’s say, just for the sake of argument, that Barabbas’ given name was Jesus. The question before us today is this: “Which one do you want—Jesus called Barabbas, offering a life of our own making, or Jesus called Christ, who says to each one, ‘Follow Me’?”

That’s a question each of us must answer.

Every day.
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