
Mar. 11, 2018 – (Lent 4, John) 

Sermon Text – John 18:28-40 

 

- Pilate asked him, "So you are a king?" Jesus answered, "You say that I am a king. For this I 

was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to 

the truth listens to my voice."  Pilate asked him, "What is truth? - 

 

After teaching a series of lessons focused on the all-powerful nature of God, a Sunday 

school teacher was asking her students some questions.  She asked, “Is there anything 

God can’t do?”  Everything was silent.  Finally, one boy held up his hand.  The teacher, 

on seeing this, was disappointed that her class had missed the point of the lesson.  She 

sighed and asked, “Well, what is it you think God can’t do?”  The boy replied, “He 

can’t please everybody.”  [Pause for laughter.]  How well we know that to be true!  

Pleasing everyone is not easy.  It is difficult.  It is nearly impossible.  Of course, if any-

one could do it, it would be God.  But, even with God, it seems highly unlikely, given 

the wide variety of people and opinions available in our damaged and broken world.   

 

 There is an element of trying to please everyone in our text for today.  You will 

remember that the High Priest had warned that it would be better “to have one man 

die for the people than to have the whole nation be destroyed.”  For the Jewish author-

ities, it is all a balancing act.  “Which is better,” they seem to be asking themselves, 

“the death of an innocent man, or risking the fury of the entire Roman Empire?”  They 

seem to have settled on the death of an innocent man.  Convenience is their guide to 

the truth.  Being practical wins the argument.  Do what is easy, by putting one man to 

death, lest you risk having to do something that is hard, by having to defend the entire 
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nation against an overwhelming force.  Their problem is that they don’t have the power 

or the authority to do it.  A Roman edict had taken away from them the power to 

administer capital punishment.  They could try someone in their courts.  They could 

pronounce sentence upon that person.  But, if the sentence was death, they could not 

carry out the punishment.  That power belonged to Rome and to Rome alone.  So, they 

need Rome’s help.  They need Rome to do their dirty work.  They need Rome to kill 

Jesus.   

 

 Pontius Pilate is the Roman governor.  He has come from his usual residence in 

Caesarea on the Sea to Jerusalem, in order to literally stay on top of the situation 

during the Jewish festival of the Passover.  The Romans had built their fortress right next 

to the Jewish temple.  From its rooftop, the Roman soldiers could look directly down 

onto the temple grounds, in order to keep track of Jewish activities.  A previous 

incident had caught the Emperor’s attention.  The first time Pilate had visited the city of 

Jerusalem, the Jews had objected to the golden statues of Caesar that adorned the 

top of each of the Roman flagpoles.  Because he was worshipped as a god, the 

presence of his likeness defiled the holy city.  The people objected.  A riot broke out. 

And Pilate was warned not to let it happen again – or else!  So, Pilate feels that he 

needs to please everyone.  He needs to keep the peace, so the Emperor will be 

happy, and he will be able to keep his job.  And he needs to appease the Jewish 

authorities, so that they will not again stir up the people to riot against Roman rule.  

When the Jewish authorities bring him an innocent man and demand his execution, he 
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is caught in the middle.  What is he to do?  How is he to keep the peace?  And how is 

he to make the Jewish authorities happy? 

 

 I am sympathetic to his position.  I am not sympathetic to Pilate.  He was a cruel 

man and not a very good governor.  Eventually, his nastiness would lead to his down-

fall.  But he is in a tough spot.  The situation requires diplomacy.  It requires finesse.  It 

probably requires more than what Pilate has to offer.  He questions the authorities.  

“What crime has Jesus committed?” he wants to know.  They don’t tell him.  They 

defend their integrity.  “If he were not a criminal, we would not have brought him to 

you,” they say.  “Then you judge him,” he replies.  “We can’t,” they lay out the 

problem.  “We’re not permitted to put a man to death.”  He realizes he is getting 

nowhere.  He turns to Jesus.  “Are you the king of the Jews?” he asks.  “How did you 

know to ask that?” Jesus wants to know.  Pilate will settle for an answer to a lesser 

question.  “What have you done?”  In response, Jesus defines his kingdom.  “It is not 

from this world.”  “So, you are a king?” Pilate thinks he is getting somewhere.  But Jesus 

wants to spell out his mission.  “I came into the world to witness to the truth.  Everyone 

who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.”  Confused and exasperated, Pilate asks 

his famous question, “What is truth?” 

 

 This, of course, is crucial.  Without realizing it perhaps, Pilate has stumbled onto 

the main question.  He has only slightly misstated it.  The question is not “What is truth?”  

The question is “Who is truth?”  Jesus is the truth.  “I am the way, and the truth, and the 

life,” he had told his disciples.  When he completes his farewell speech to them, they 
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listen to him, saying, “Thy word is truth.”   In his later writings, John will state, “the Spirit is 

truth” and “the Word of God is truth.”  He has already proclaimed Jesus to be God’s 

eternal word become flesh.   Therefore, Jesus is the truth.  One does not discover truth 

for oneself by examining the evidence, a process which seems to lead to many truths 

and much misunderstanding.  One discerns the truth by living in relationship with the 

one who embodies it and lives it out in blessedness and innocence.  To know the truth 

is to believe in Jesus.  To know the truth is to follow his teachings.  To know the truth is to 

live in the way that he has shown. 

 

 Pilate believes that he has found a way out of his dilemma.  He does not want to 

condemn an innocent man.  He does not want to disappoint the Jewish authorities.  

There is a tradition of releasing a prisoner at the time of the Passover.  He proposes a 

choice.  They can choose Jesus, or they can choose Barabbas.  Jesus is the only Son 

of his heavenly Father.  Barabbas’ name literally means “son of the father.”  Jesus is 

innocent.  Barabbas is a criminal.  Jesus has come to give of himself for others.  

Barabbas has only taken from others.  Jesus is going to die for the sake of the world.  

Barabbas has already killed for the sake of his cause.  Jesus is the truth.  Barabbas is 

an imposter.  The people choose Barabbas.  And Pilate is stuck.  He cannot please 

everyone.  He is not God.  And, as we have seen, even God may not be able to do 

that!  We’ll have more on this, next week, when our story continues. 

            Amen. 


