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Scripture to Read
John 18:7–9

Comment 1
As we saw in previous sessions, the Fourth 

Gospel shows us Jesus, on the night of his arrest, 
being confronted by a large company of armed 
Roman soldiers and some police officers repre-
senting the religious establishment. Together, 
they represent the prevailing “empire,” through 
which “the prince of this world” often seeks to 
advance the cause of that which destroys and en-
slaves.

In response, Jesus courageously seeks to focus 
attention on himself. We are told that he wants 
“the sheep” for whom he is serving as “Good 
Shepherd” to be saved from all hurt, harm, or 
danger.

Scripture to Read
John 18:10–11

Comment 2
But then Simon Peter, who serves here as 

a kind of “stand-in” for us all, pulls out a little 
knife or sword. Like so many religious people 
down through the ages, he’s ready to smite and 
strike. He’s ready to inflict harm on those whom 
he sees as God’s “enemies.”

He doesn’t see himself as an agent of transfor-

mation. He sees himself as an agent of punish-
ment. So he lashes out at “Malchus,” an enslaved 
servant of the high priest, a slave whose name 
means “king.”

Comment 3
In the scene as it is presented to us in this 

Gospel, Jesus tells Peter to thrust his knife or dag-
ger back into its sheath, a place where it can do 
no harm. Why? Because in cutting off the little 
bitty “right ear” of those who had come to arrest 
Jesus, Peter was diminishing the ability of these 
deluded individuals to “hear” the Word that was 
being spoken through Jesus’ own flesh.

We then find Jesus referring to this “Word” 
that he is speaking as “the cup which my Fa-
ther hath given me.” It’s a figure of speech. It’s 
a reminder that “the cup” that Jesus is willingly 
choosing to drink is a gift of God. So even though 
it may involve doing hard things, this “cup” is 
good, for God never gives us anything but good 
gifts, powerful gifts, life-creating gifts. Through 
that which is given from Above, our world is “re-
born.” The whole cosmos is made new.

Scripture to Read
John 18:11

Comment 4
The Fourth Gospel has no scene in which Je-
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sus institutes the drama that we sometimes call 
“the Lord’s Supper.” But there may be a revealing 
allusion to it here in this verse. 

Elsewhere in the New Testament, we are told 
that when Jesus offered his disciples a physical 
cup filled with wine, he told them that as often 
as they drank “this cup,” they would “show forth” 
the cup that he drank—the cup given by the One 
who has begotten us all, the One whose “Word” 
was “made flesh” in Jesus’ own life and death.

Comment 5
Communion, then, is not a magical recon-

stituting of Jesus’ own blood. Nor is it an act of 
saving grace. Rather, it is a drama in which we 
affirm our desire to let Jesus’ life shine through 
us. It’s a reminder that we, too, like Peter, are to 
put our cruel, sharp-edged swords back into their 
sheaths. It’s a reminder that the good “cup” from 
which Jesus “drank”—the holy and costly way 
of self-giving, truth-telling, world-transforming 
love—is the same thirst-quenching “cup” from 
which we, too, are to drink each day of our lives. 

We take the physical “cup,” then, as an out-
ward sign of our inner commitment to “show 
forth” Jesus’ own transforming Light.

Scripture to Read
John 18:12

For Discussion
According to this Gospel, when the mob first 

approached Jesus, Judas was front and center. 
He seems to have been at the head of the crowd. 
But now, when it comes time to “take” Jesus, the 
Fourth Gospel fails to mention Judas entirely. 
What might his sudden omission signify?

Comment 6
After Jesus affirms his desire to “drink the 

cup” of self-giving, truth-telling, world-trans-
forming love—after he affirms his desire to re-
main “the Word made flesh” speaking love to all 
who would hear—the mob comes to “take him” 
and to “bind him.” It’s as if they are desperate to 
shut him up. They are desperately seeking a way 

to place him under their control.
But Judas is no longer portrayed as being at 

the head of the mob. The Fourth Gospel makes 
no effort to explain his absence. Has he retreated 
to the shadows? Is he trembling with regret? Has 
he hurried back to the Temple to collect his mon-
ey and his hoped-for glory? Has he done some-
thing else?

Comment 7
However, in the view of many scholars, the 

description of who remains is revealing. 
The King James Version mentions two spe-

cific groups of people. First is “the band.” These 
are the Roman soldiers. Once again, they are de-
scribed with a technical Greek term signifying a 
“cohort” of six hundred armed men.

The King James Version also mentions “offi-
cers of the Jews.” This would be the much smaller 
group of what we might call “police officers” sent 
by Jerusalem’s religious rulers.

Comment 8
Between these two groups of people, the 

Fourth Gospel inserts a jarring reference to what 
the King James Version calls “the captain.” Some 
other translations refer to “the commander.”

The Greek word that they are translating is 
chiliarchos—and some scholars feel that this sud-
den reference to someone who we didn’t even real-
ize was there is meant to send a “chill” down our 
spines.

Comment 9
On one level, chiliarchos can refer to an ordi-

nary, high-ranking Roman military commander. 
But this Gospel often speaks on multiple levels, 
and just a few chapters earlier, we were shown 
Jesus telling his disciples that “the prince of this 
world” was “coming” for him.

So through this sudden and surprising ref-
erence to the mob’s “commander,” the Fourth 
Gospel may partly be asking us to think carefully 
about which “ruler” we ourselves are serving. We 
can be in the “binding” business, as is “the rul-
er of this world”—or we can be in the “unbind-



ing” business, as was the gracious Jesus whom we 
meet in this Gospel. We can be in the “grabbing” 
and “taking” business, as was the mob on that 
fateful night—or we can be in the “giving” and 
“sharing” business, as was the Jesus whom we re-
peatedly encounter in this powerful Gospel.

There’s no doubt about the choice that this 
Gospel wants us to make.

Scripture to Read
John 18:12–14

Comment 10
Scholars have puzzled over these verses. Some 

have wondered what this Gospel might be trying 
to say through the inclusion of these very specific 
names and details.

We’re told that Jesus is taken first to someone 
named Annas. Historical records suggest that 
Annas was officially the high priest only during 
the years a.d. 6–15. Although he had long been 
out of office when Jesus was arrested, he and his 
family remained influential. Records suggest that 
Annas and his extended family were wealthy, 
greedy, and an exceptionally powerful force in 
Jerusalem.

Comment 11
During the time of Roman occupation, high 

priests were beholden to Rome for their status 
and power. After Annas’s years as high priest, 
Rome installed a series of different individuals 
as high priest. These individuals were typically 
drawn from the most elite and privileged fam-
ilies in Jerusalem, families willing to cooperate 
with the Roman Empire to preserve their own 
standing and wealth.

Five of Annas’s own sons served briefly as 
high priest. Most of these later high priests lasted 
for only a year or two. Then Rome would “pull 
the plug,” so to speak, and move someone else 
into the position.

Comment 12
In effect, Rome’s behavior functioned as a 

way of reminding the high priests that Rome was 

in charge, not the high priests. It became clear 
that high priests needed to do Rome’s bidding—
or be deposed.

The fact that Jesus is described in the Fourth 
Gospel as being taken first to Annas is perhaps 
meant to add to the horror and fear that we as 
readers are meant to feel, for Annas had lasted as 
high priest longer than anyone who had served 
after him. That meant that if ever there was a 
high priest whose primary commitment was to 
the empire—rather than to God—it was Annas. 

Scripture to Read
John 18:13–14

Comment 13
Adding to the sense of doom, we are verbal-

ly reminded of an earlier scene in this Gospel in 
which Caiaphas, son-in-law of Annas, cynically 
declared that it would be “expedient” for a per-
son to be put to death if it would bring some 
tangible benefit “for the people.”

Tragically, this same logic has prevailed 
among governors and political rulers—and even 
among some religious leaders—from that day to 
our day. Too many have been willing to destroy 
others, people whom God has created, if the kill-
ing will enhance their own image or future job 
security. These powerful individuals often try to 
justify their expedient, self-serving behavior by 
saying that the killing is “for the people,” when 
it’s really an expression of their own greed.

Into this horrifying situation, Jesus is taken.

For Discussion
What might this Gospel by wanting to teach 

us through its inclusion of these details?

Scripture to Read
John 18:15–16a

For Discussion
What do you notice about the two disciples 

who follow Jesus to the home of Annas? 
What details, if any, seem significant?
What might the differences in their two be-



haviors suggest?

Comment 14
According to the Fourth Gospel, two disci-

ples followed Jesus to the lavish home of Annas. 
One was Simon Peter and one was “another dis-
ciple,” who is never named.

In the scene as it is painted for us by this Gos-
pel, Peter stands outside the door to the courtyard 
while the other disciple—the one who is never 
named—freely goes inside. We’re told that this 
other disciple “was known unto the high priest.” 
In other words, he or she wasn’t a stranger there.

Comment 15
Scholars have long puzzled over who this un-

named disciple might be. What is especially puz-
zling is that this disciple “was known unto the 
high priest.” 

Most of Jesus’ disciples seem to have come 
from Galilee, a low-status region far to the 
north. None of Jesus’ Galilean disciples seem to 
have been wealthy or powerful. They had simple 
backgrounds. How would any of them be able to 
come and go freely in the house of Annas, one of 
Jerusalem’s most powerful and wealthy individu-
als? Why would any of them be on friendly terms 
with this family that seemingly had perfected the 
art of bowing low to the Roman authorities?

Comment 16
Some scholars have wondered if this “other 

disciple” was Nicodemus, the high-ranking indi-
vidual with whom we find Jesus meeting earlier 
in this Gospel. 

But if Nicodemus was named earlier, why 
wouldn’t he be named here? And would the 
Fourth Gospel want us to think of Nicodemus as 
a “disciple”? Nothing back in chapter 3 suggests 
that he became an active follower of Jesus.

Comment 17
Some other scholars have wondered if this 

“other disciple” might be Judas, who had obvi-
ously entered into an alliance of some sort with 
the high religious authorities. So Judas could 

have easily been recognized as a cooperating 
agent back at Annas’s house.

Judas would also have known Simon Peter. 
Judas could have invited his friend to join him 
in following along as Jesus was led back into the 
city. 

Comment 18
Perhaps Judas was even hoping to get Peter 

to join him in what seemed like a promising new 
alliance with the religious leaders of Jerusalem. 

“Come along,” Judas could have said to Peter. 
“Forget this nonsense about humble service. It’s 
too demeaning. I’ll show you where the action 
is. I’ll show you where true power lies. Come! 
Come with me! Maybe I’ll get a chance to intro-
duce you to some folks with real standing in this 
world…”

For Discussion
In what ways, if any, do we face similar temp-

tations?

Scripture to Read
John 18:15–16

Comment 19
The Fourth Gospel doesn’t tell us who this 

“other disciple” is. It doesn’t honor him with a 
name. Yet the Fourth Gospel’s description of 
what this “other disciple” does is haunting—and 
frightening.

Although the outer door has been closed to 
Peter, this “other disciple” is able to go right in. 
This “other disciple” has become a familiar figure 
in the halls of one of Jerusalem’s most politically 
powerful families. 

Comment 20
When this “other disciple” discovers that Pe-

ter is standing outside in the cold, this “other 
disciple” quietly heads back to the doorkeeper. 
When he suggests to her that she let this stranger 
in, she opens the door—and leads Peter in.

The scene can perhaps serve as a startling re-
minder to us. Even today, we can find ourselves 



befriended by “disciples” of Jesus who naively 
believe that they can serve two masters. Even 
today, “disciples” of Jesus can open unexpected 
doors for us, warmly inviting us into glamorous, 
high-status worlds that promise more than they 
deliver.

Comment 21
This Gospel has often talked about the impor-

tance of where we are “abiding.” We can “dwell” 
where God dwells, where Truth dwells, where 
Life emerges—or we can arrogantly set our heart 
on those things that corrupt, those things that 
destroy, those things that leave us floundering in 
nights of our own making.

Back in the first chapter, one of the first 
questions asked of Jesus by his first disciples was 
“Where do you dwell? Where do you abide?” 

“Let me show you,” Jesus answered.
Now here in chapter eighteen, it’s as if Simon 

Peter is leaving that holy abiding place. He’s be-
ing invited by a trusted friend into a wholly dif-
ferent dwelling place. “Look, isn’t this a better 
place to abide?” the friend seems to ask.

Scripture to Read
Genesis 3:3–8

Comment 22
The scene in the Fourth Gospel almost func-

tions as an echo of this ancient scene from the 
book of Genesis. It’s a scene in which God has 
fashioned a beautiful “dwelling place” for hu-
manity—an abundant “garden,” a place full of 
life and light, a place where God’s own Self loves 
to dwell. 

Then along comes a “serpent.”

Comment 23
We may automatically think of “the serpent” 

as scary, but for these two deluded individuals, 
it’s almost as if the serpent is a trusted friend. 

Those who have been dwelling in God’s “gar-
den” are eager and receptive as the serpent in-
vites them to a place that the serpent describes 
as “wiser.” It’s a place that promises greater status 

and power. It’s a place in which those who once 
walked with God can shove God aside, hiding 
among the trees, making their own way.

Scripture to Read
John 18:17

Comment 24
In the Fourth Gospel, it’s as if an old friend, 

a trusted “disciple,” comes to the door of an al-
luring “palace.” It’s the dwelling place of some-
one who seems to cavort comfortably with the 
“high and mighty.” The old friend whispers to 
the doorkeeper. Soon the door is opened—and 
Simon Peter, the embodiment of us all, is warmly 
invited inside.

The servant girl—or “damsel”—at the door 
is surprised at first. She turns to Peter and asks, 
“Aren’t you a disciple of that arrested fellow, a 
follower of that guy that they bound and tied? 
Aren’t you one of his?” 

Comment 25
Peter’s response is devastating. 
In effect, Peter repeats the ancient divine 

name—he utters the Great “I am” of God—and 
he follows that with a firm negative. 

In other words, Peter is not just denying that 
he is one of Jesus’ disciples. He is also turning his 
back on the deepest source of life and light. Like 
Adam and Eve, it’s almost as if he is trying to 
hide from God’s own presence.

“I am not!” he declares.

Scripture to Read
John 18:18

For Discussion
In your mind, what sorts of feelings or emo-

tions does this verse seem to evoke?

Comment 26
This Gospel invites us to picture a bitter 

night, a wintry night. The wind howls. Flames 
flicker. Servants of the religious establishment 
huddle near a fire in the courtyard, trying to 



warm themselves. So too do some of the Temple’s 
police officers. 

With poignant and revealing language, the 
Fourth Gospel tells us that “Peter stood with 
them.” No longer is he “with Jesus.” Instead, he 
has joined himself “with” the servants of a cor-
rupt religious establishment that is beholden to 
the mighty power of the ruling empire.

Scripture to Read
John 18:18–19

Comment 27
Peter is cold. He tries to warm himself, says 

the Fourth Gospel. But given the choices he has 
made, it’s as if no warmth ever comes.

Meanwhile, elsewhere in this walled fortress, 
the leader of one of Jerusalem’s wealthiest and 
most power-hungry families is seeking to ques-
tion Jesus about his disciples—and his doctrine. 
It’s as if Annas believes that Jesus is subverting 
the status quo. He thinks he’s been teaching the 
wrong understanding of God—and secretly in-
fluencing too many people in the process.

Scripture to Read
John 18:20

Comment 28
“I have spoken openly,” says Jesus in this Gos-

pel, for in this Gospel, Jesus is “the Word made 
flesh.” It’s a word that is never hidden. It’s a word 
that is not just whispered behind closed doors. 
Rather, it’s a word that is lived—every day, every 
moment, in every place.

Then we find Jesus going on to explain his 
behavior. But the explanation is presented in a 
way that allows this Gospel to speak once again 
on multiple levels.

Comment 29
On the most ordinary level, Jesus is presented 

as simply saying that he taught in the synagogue 
and in the temple, but then he adds a phrase that 
is translated in the King James Version as “whith-
er the Jews always resort.” 

Literally, in the Greek text, Jesus says that he 
did his teaching wherever all Judeans were “com-
ing together.” In other words, Jesus wasn’t about 
dividing. He was about uniting. As the “Good 
Shepherd,” he wasn’t scattering sheep. He was 
drawing them together—breaking down walls, 
setting aside those things that divide.

Scripture to Read
John 18:20–21

Comment 30
Back in John 11:52, we were told that the mis-

sion of Jesus was to “gather together in one the 
children of God that were scattered abroad.” 

So in Jesus’ answer to the high priest we are 
perhaps being given a reminder that whenever 
people are coming together in a deep and meaning-
ful way, that’s where Jesus is. That’s where God is.

“Do you want to know what I’m about?” asks 
Jesus. “Then talk to those who are in the busi-
ness of gathering and embracing, not to those 
who keep on stubbornly dividing and scattering, 
erecting walls of their own making.”

Comment 31
In the “sheepfold” of God, not all sheep will 

be the same. God’s “sheep” don’t look alike or 
speak alike. They aren’t all of the same age or 
same gender. They don’t all have the same fam-
ily or marriage characteristics or educational 
background. But they do have this in common: 
they have been gathered together by the same God, 
through an incredible “Word” that has been 
“made flesh” in their midst.

A church or nation or religious institution 
that indicates—either overtly or subtly—that 
some people are welcome and some are not might 
think of itself as spiritual. But in such a place, 
no “Word” is being spoken. No “Word” is being 
lived. As the Fourth Gospel reminds us, that’s not 
where Jesus taught. Nor is it what Jesus taught.

Scripture to Read
John 18:22



For Discussion
What do you suppose it was about Jesus’ an-

swer that caused one of the Temple officers to 
slap Jesus in the face?

In what ways, if any, are we, too, sometimes 
“slapped” by people in authority when we seek 
to live the same “Word” that was “made flesh” in 
Jesus?

Scripture to Read
John 18:23

For Discussion
What can we learn from how Jesus is por-

trayed as responding to the officer’s slap?

Scripture to Read
John 18:21, 24, 25a

Comment 32
“If you want to know what I am about, ask 

those who have heard me, for they know the 
Word that I have lived,” Jesus seems to say.

By giving such an answer, the Fourth Gospel 
seems to raising a probing question for each of 
us: Have we heard? Do we know? And if we have 
heard, have we allowed this “Word” to transform 
who we are and how we live?

From the viewpoint of the Fourth Gospel, we 
can be among those whose lives “bear witness” 
to the Truth. Or we can be among those who 
stand silently by a fire, warming ourselves—and 
ourselves alone—as the I am of love and life is 
slapped and bound.

Scripture to Read
John 18:24–27

Comment 33
In 1964, an English poet and musician named 

Sidney Carter wrote a haunting song in which he 
tried to capture some of what Simon Peter might 
have been feeling in this deeply moving scene 
from the Fourth Gospel.

Among its lines were these:

Bitter was the night before the break of day.
Saw you passing by —told them all I didn’t know 

you.
Bitter was the night before the break of day.
Told them all a lie—and told it three times over.
Bitter was the night before the break of day.
Bitter was the night—thought there’d never be a 

morning.
Bitter was the night before the break of day.
Bitter was the night—thought the cock would 

crow for ever.
Bitter was the night before the break of day…

Comment 34
The scene with which we are confronted in 

the Fourth Gospel is chilly and cold. A cock 
crows. We know that morning is coming. But the 
“Word made flesh” has been tied and bound. And 
yet, as he is led off to yet another confrontation 
with those who are offended by his gathering and 
embracing ways, we are reminded that he longs 
for those who have “heard” his Word to join him 
in bearing witness to the I am who brings us all 
to new birth, new life, new hope.

In the scene as it is presented here, no one 
is singing. No “garden” is blooming. And at 
this point, the path being taken by Jesus is any-
thing but inviting. Yet clearly this Gospel hopes 
that something about this “old, old story” will 
prompt us to make a deeper commitment, per-
haps a commitment akin to the desire expressed 
in an old gospel song:

I am weak but thou art strong;
Jesus, keep me from all wrong;
I’ll be satisfied as long
as I walk, let me walk close to thee.
Just a closer walk with thee,
grant it, Jesus, if you please.
Daily walking close to thee,
let it be, dear Lord, let it be!




