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I was lying in bed with the lights out thinking about this morning’s message when this 
phrase came to mind: “Everybody’s got an angle.” I had to turn on the light to write it 
down. It’s a familiar phrase from movies and TV but I couldn’t place it specifically. So I 

googled it and, boom! White Christmas.  
 

So WWII Army buddies Bing Crosby and Danny Kaye have become famous 
showmen. They get a letter from another army buddy asking them to see his sisters 
“act.” They go to see the Haynes Sisters and while Vera-Ellen and Danny Kaye 
dance Bing Crosby and Rosemary Clooney have this conversation:  
 Look Mr. Wallace before you go any further I must tell you: you were brought here tonight under false 

pretenses. Benny didn’t write the letter. My sister did.  

 Judy?  

 Yeah, she figured you’d never come to see us if we asked you and you might if Benny did. Simple as 

that.  

 Ha, ha…How do you like that? Even little Judy's got an angle.   

 She didn't mean anything... 

 You don’t have to apologize. Everybody's got an angle. 

 That's a pretty cynical point of view. 

 Come, come now, miss Haynes. Surely you know everybody's got a little larceny in them?  Didn’t you 

know that?  

 Just for the record my sister and I don’t play angles… 

 Well if that letter wasn’t an angle I’d like to know what it was? 

 I don’t like your whole inference. 

 I got no squaks, no beefs, the kid played a percentage and we’re here. Let’s not make a big mishmash 

out of it. 

 All I’m saying is when you’ve been around show business as long as I have you just get used to people 

working angles.    

 
And that attitude has, unfortunately, become the air that we breathe in 2016. 
Everybody’s got an angle. Everyone’s out to “get” us and we’ve got to avoid being 
gotten. We can’t trust anybody because no one tells the Truth. Everyone just says 
whatever they need to in order to manipulate us to purchase their product, send money 
to their cause, or vote for their candidate.  
 
Back in the day Walter Cronkite could say: “That’s the way it is December 20, 1979” and 
we, all of us, BELIEVED HIM. Now our FEAR of being “taken in” has made us 
conspiracy-happy so we are convinced every news program has a hidden agenda to 
manipulate the masses to do their bidding. 
We have two major candidates for president and we can all sit down at the internet 
and watch film compilations of them saying one thing and then saying the exact 
opposite- both of them! 
 
Our Madison Avenue culture has made Truth seem meaningless and infected us with 
a culture-wide cynicism of staggering proportions. In Can’t buy my love: How Advertising 
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Changes the Way We Think and Feel [2000], Jean Kilbourne writes about the long-term 
results of our ad-based cynicism. One result being that, “Many people exposed to 
massive doses of advertising both distrust every possible solution and expect a quick 
fix.”  Sound familiar at all? 
 
C.S. Lewis portrays this effectively in the last book of his Narnia series: The Last 
Battle. Narnia has come to its final end and all the creatures faithful to Aslan are 
entering the New Narnia. On the outskirts of Aslan’s territory we run into a circle of 
dwarves. These fellows refused to be taken in by the false god Tash AND they 
refused to be taken in by the stories about Aslan. In the “last battle” they refused to to trust 

anyone and shot their arrows at everyone declaring: “The dwarves are for the dwarves.” They sit in 
their circle surrounded by the bright perfection of Aslan’s Territory but they think they’re 
in a dark, dirty shed. Aslan provides them with a delicious feast but to them it tastes of 
rotten food and water from the horse trough. They say:‘Well, at any rate, there’s no Humbug 

here. We haven’t let anyone take us in The Dwarfs are for the Dwarfs!’ 

  

Like the Dwarves and Bing we’re “…used to people working angles,” and in danger of a self-

imposed darkness.  Our final Hostile Witness- someone who really didn’t want Jesus to be Lord 

but testified on his behalf anyway- is Pontius Pilate - who, in the gospel of John reveals his 
angle-induced cynicism with the throw-away line: “What is Truth?” Mt 27, Mk 15, Lk 23 

and Jn 18-19 as well as ancient historians Josephus and Philo give us insight into Pilate.  
 
You might remember that Rome split Herod the Great’s territory up between three of 
his sons. One of them was so bad the Jewish leaders begged Rome to get rid of him 
even if it meant putting Gentile governor in his place. Rome took that deal gladly. 
Palestine was in a constant state of unrest. Putting a Procurator in place meant there 
would be troops stationed there and Caesar would have control via a subordinate 
overseeing all military and judicial administration. The Procurator was a salaried, state 
employee and the people always had the opportunity to report him to the Emperor.  
 
Pilate was assigned the post in 26AD and served for ten years. Palestine cannot have 
been a desirable place for Roman officials to be stationed. But Palestine was a 
geographical crossroads critical to moving Rome’s armies around the empire. So the 
particularly difficult people who lived there had to be contained. Tiberius must have 
thought Pilate could get the job done. 
 
Based on the limited amount of information we have I believe Pilate seriously 
underestimated the Jewish people. I doubt that Pilate could have gotten this post 
without understanding how to “work the angels” of Roman politics. But he doesn’t 
seem to think of the Jewish people as worthy of his “using an angle” on them. He 
saw them as primitive, unenlightened, and unmanageable.  So, the way I see it, 
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Pilate’s Palestine policy was all “big stick” and no speaking softly. He was all “iron fist” 
and no velvet glove.  
 
For instance on Pilate’s first visit to Jerusalem the typical detachment of soldiers with 
him carried standards with a little bust of the Emperor on the top. The Jews saw the 
bust as an idol. Every previous Procurator had the sense to defer to the Jews and 
remove the busts before entering the city. Pilate refused. The Jews demanded he 
remove them. Pilate was adamant. Finally he set a meeting with them at the 
amphitheater. He surrounded them with soldiers and told them to quit whining or he’d 
kill them on the spot. The Jews laid down on the ground, bared their necks and said 
“bring it on.” The Jews “played the percentage” and it worked. 
They expected P. would choose his career and life over murdering defenseless men. They called 
his bluff, and they won. And Pilate despised them for it. 
 
Jerusalem’s water supply was inadequate. Another aqueduct would make all the 
difference. Pilate determined he would accomplish this. But where would the money 
come from? Well Pilate –with the help of his military- raided the Temple treasury for the 
money. The people -who didn’t want the aqueduct anyway- were incensed at this- rightfully 
so. They gathered round his place of judgment and began to riot. This time he didn’t 
bother trying to talk to them. He just sent soldiers out in plain clothes and at a signal 
they attacked the mob and bludgeoned many to death.  All iron fist. 
Pilate could have been reported to the Emperor for this. I don’t know if he was.  

 
The third installment in “Stupid things Pilate did” is that in an attempt to honor Tiberius 
Caesar he had golden shields with Tiberius’ name inscribed on them. To his credit 
there was no image, nothing forbidden. But according to Philo Herod’s sons came to 
Pilate to encourage him to remove the shields. It’s here that Philo describes Pilate as a 
man of: “…inflexible, stubborn and cruel disposition,…” They threatened to send an embassy to 
Caesar. They saw that threat affected Pilate. And so they “worked their angle” and sent a 
firm letter to Tiberius who, Philo says, immediately, “…wrote to Pilate, reproaching and rebuking 

him a thousand times … and telling him to remove the shields at once…”  
 
Embarrassing!. And it puts Pilate in a bad spot with his boss. Pilate does not want 
another letter or embassy going to Caesar. The Jewish leadership out-maneuvered 
him so he was publicly and politically embarrassed. I suspect that’s why, in the 
gospels, Pilate seems weak and ineffective. Historically Pilate had no problem 
employing the big stick IN the iron hand. But another mistake could cost him his post or 
his life. His only angle to play is self-preservation, …and sticking it to the Jewish leaders, 

if possible.  

 
The Jerusalem leadership want Jesus executed and they are prepared to use every 
means possible –including high pressure tactics- to SELL the idea to Pilate, and “work the 
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angle” of his “delicate position with Rome” to achieve their goal: Jesus of Nazareth 
dead. But, of course, the purpose of Jesus death is all about the self-preservation of 
the High Priests. And so as they face off at the Governor’s palace: “the dwarves are for the 

dwarves.”   The priests for the priests, and Pilate for Pilate: “Everybody’s got an angle.” 
 
The Chief Priests strike the first blow by making Pilate come out to them [Jn 18:28]. 
It’s Passover and they don’t want to have to miss the celebration for being 
contaminated by an unclean gentile’s house. It’s a small thing but it’s a power-play 
nonetheless. It skews Pilate’s home court advantage. [Wonderful Life George Baily/Potter] 
 
Pilate plays this by the book: asking what charges they’re bringing against this man 
[v29]. It’s Roman trial procedure. They obfuscate: If he weren’t a bad guy WE wouldn’t have 

brought him to you [v30] I think there’s also a sense of: You should really just do what WE want 

in this case and save yourself some trouble.  
 
Pilate tries to brush the whole situation aside: Take him away and judge him by your own 

laws. They counter with: You Romans won’t let us put anyone to death. And this guy needs to die 

[31]. 

 
Pilate leaves them outside and has Jesus brought in. In all four gospels Pilate’s 
question is the same: “Are you the King of the Jews?”  In all four gospels Jesus says “yes” 
but he passes it back to Pilate: “So you say,” “as you say” or…”you said it, not me.”  
Jesus admits he’s a King, but his Kingdom isn’t like this world’s kingdoms- it’s not of this 

realm. Jesus says His Kingdom is about Truth. Everyone with a sense of Truth will 
understand Him and want to be part of His Kingdom.  
 
Pilate responds: What is truth? His time in Judea is the only part of his life we know 
anything about. But I think it’s safe to say the demands of Roman public service were 
similar to the demands of public service today: EVERYONE wants something from you, 
demands you take their side, fix their problem…NOW. And not “understanding” when 
you can’t fix it. It’s so easy to become jaded, to think everything’s a scam, everyone’s 
trying to sell you something or “take you in.” When that happens TRUTH becomes 
almost impossible to see, as does beauty and goodness.  
 “ 
But, jaded cynic or not, Pilate’s eye for politics makes one thing clear in all four 
gospels: Mt 27:18 For he knew that because of envy they had handed Him over.  Mk 15:14 …“Why, what 

evil has He done?” Lk 23:4 …“ I find no guilt in this man.” 15 ... nothing deserving death has been done by 

Him Jn 18: 38 …I find no guilt in Him. 

 

But while convinced Jesus is no threat to Rome, Pilate’s still working his angle of self-
preservation. He tries to maneuver the Priests OUT of wanting Jesus dead with the 
Passover Prisoner Release. But they’ve already prepped the mob to shout for the 
release of Barrabas. 
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In Luke 23:16 Pilate says: This man’s done nothing deserving of death so I will punish him 

and release him.  This is the point in John 19 where Pilate has Jesus viciously 
whipped. The soldiers assigned the task press a crown of thorns on his head and 
throw a purple robe over his shoulders. And they mocked him and slapped him 
saying “Hail King of the Jews!” And once again Pilate works another angle.  
He’s “repackaged” Jesus as whipped and bloodied, bruised and beaten, weak and 
staggering. His hope is to SELL this broken man to them in hopes they’ll say, “Okay that 

torture satisfies us. He doesn’t have to die,” and everyone goes home. And Pilate wins.  
 
But When Pilate says: “Behold the man” the Jewish leaders see this man they despise, 
mockingly dressed as their king by their Roman occupiers. It was easy to take offense and 

shout for his death.  
 
Pilate tries another approach: He simply refuses to act: You crucify him if you want. I don’t 

think he’s guilty. [This could have been his moment of TRUTH.] But they reply: He’s got to die 

because he made himself out to be Son of God. That catches Pilate’s latent, Roman 
superstition. He asks Jesus where he’s from. Jesus is silent. Still working his own 
angles Pilate threatens Jesus by his authority. Jesus says: You wouldn’t have any authority 

except that God gave it to you. 

 
After this 19:12 reads to me like Pilate tried to go through back channels to find a way 
to free Jesus. 
So the Jewish leaders played their hold card: This man made himself out to be a King. 

Anyone who does that opposes Caesar. If you let this guy go you’re no friend to Caesar [and we’ll be 
sure he knows about it. Jn 19:12] 

 
The game is done. Pilate is out-maneuvered, again. Once more, over shouts of 
Crucify! Pilate pleads: 19:15 …“Shall I crucify your King?” The chief priests answered, “We have no 

king but Caesar.”  In Matthew we’re told the people began to riot. Pilate cannot employ the 
iron fist. And so he performs the Jewish custom of hand-washing in front of them 
declaring himself innocent of Jesus’ blood. 
  
Of course he wasn’t innocent. All four gospels makes it clear that everyone is guilty: 
Pilate, the Priests, Rome, the Jewish People- the guilt was universal, as would be the 
salvation. Whenever I think of Pilate I think of this verse from James: James 4:17 Therefore, 

to one who knows the right thing to do and does not do it, to him it is sin. 
 
For all the stupidity of his actions Pilate was politically astute.  He knew Jesus 
was innocent, that He’d done no evil, there was no guilt in him and that he didn’t 
deserve to die. Pilate knew the charges were false. He knew they were jealous of 
Jesus’ popularity and he knew they were “angling” to protect their place and position at 
the strange man’s expense. Pilate knew they were working every angle, playing every 
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percentage to “sell him a bill of goods.” Pilate knew there was no Truth in them. The 

Priests are for the Priests. And he knew he had to work his own angles for the sake of self-
preservation so there was no Truth in him either. Pilate is for Pilate. They all had 
hidden agendas. They were –all of them- trying desperately “not to be taken in.”  
 
All, except for Jesus. He’s the only person in this story NOT working an angle. In the 
midst of this swirling sea of deceit and manipulation and bullying, Jesus is an island 
of calm, clear Truth.  Everything he says has a “take it or leave it” quality.  
He says: I am a King whose Kingdom is not of this world. He doesn’t argue it or 
persuade or cajole or demean or debate or plead. This strangely discomforting man 
isn’t selling anything. His “yes” is yes and his “no” is no. He speaks and just leaves it 
there for the Procurator to make of it what he will. 
 
But Pilate is the cynic who refuses to be taken in. Jesus cannot be anyone 
significant because Pilate cannot allow himself to be “taken in” -not even by a face-to-
face encounter with the calm, confident, amazing, “Son of God” who claims a kingdom 
not of this world and is serenely, weirdly, resolved to die for that Truth. Pilate cannot 
allow Jesus to be Lord because, like all cynics his most prized possession is 
“self-preservation.” 
 
If your greatest fear is “being taken in,” being out-maneuvered, falling for someone’s 
line or angle, then you can’t GIVE YOURSELF TO ANYTHING. For fear of all the 
conspiracies out to get you, you can’t believe anything is true or good, or that anyone 
is honest or selfless or giving or genuine- because your jaded heart and mind are 
convinced: nobody’s telling the truth and everyone’s working an angle. Everybody’s 

got a little larceny in ‘em don’t ya know. The only “safe” play is to play it safe, join no sides, 
protect yourself. The dwarves are for the dwarves.  
 
The cynic makes himself Lord of his own life leaving no room for Jesus. Back in 
Narnia at the circle of cynical dwarves blinded to the glory of Aslan’s territory and 
incapable of experiencing His gifts as good. Aslan explains: “They will not let us help them. 

They have chosen cunning instead of belief. Their prison is only in their own minds, yet they are in that prison; 

and so afraid of being taken in that they cannot be taken out.”  
So afraid of being “taken in” they chose “cunning” over Faith and imprisoned 
themselves within their own minds.  
 
Aslan’s [Lewis’] description of the dwarves state of mind could be easily applied to vast 
swaths of our culture.  
 
AND the Enemy would like nothing better than to envelop our entire culture in a 
terminal case of CYNICISM that causes us to enshrine self-preservation to the 
exclusion of the living, loving, faithful Lord Jesus Christ.   
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The Enemy of your soul would like nothing more than for you to despair and say like 
Pilate: “What is Truth.” 
 
Pilate is the “Cynic who refused to be taken in” Pilate could have refused the Jewish 
leaders. He could have said “no” and taken the consequences. [He even tried to do so.] 
Imagine the glorious story the gospels might’ve told of the Roman ruler who refused 
the envious leadership and like the thief on the cross said:  
Remember me when your Kingdom comes. [Wouldn’t that be a great story?] 

 

The Truth is: Jesus of Nazareth died on a Roman cross and rose from the dead.  
The Truth is Jesus is God in the flesh.  
The Truth is Jesus is Lord of all.   
And the Lord says: “Do not be afraid…” [Mat 28:10]  

 


