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Scripture to Read
John 18:12

Comment 1
The Fourth Gospel has shown us Jesus being 

arrested by a vast cohort of armed Roman sol-
diers, accompanied by a few police officers from 
the Jerusalem Temple. Standing between these 
armed thugs, says the text, was a previously un-
mentioned “captain” or “commander.” 

As we saw in a previous session, the Fourth 
Gospel never explains who this “commander” 
really is. By leaving the identity open-ended, 
the Fourth Gospel allows us to picture either a 
high-ranking Roman officer—or the unseen and 
physically invisible “prince of this world,” the 
spirit of evil that so often seeks to hold each of 
us in its grip.

Scripture to Read
John 18:13

Comment 2
The “commander” first takes Jesus to one of 

Jerusalem’s most powerful figures, a former high 
priest named Annas. 

As high priest, Annas had increased his 
wealth and power by demonstrating his com-
plete willingness to set aside God’s ways in favor 
of Rome’s ways. It’s no wonder that the “com-

mander” trusted him. And it was in the court-
yard of this wealthy individual that Peter tried 
to separate himself utterly from Jesus. “One of 
Jesus’ disciples? I am not!” he had shouted.

Scripture to Read
John 18:24

Comment 3
Earlier, this Gospel showed us Caiaphas, in-

stalled as temporary high priest by the ruling 
empire, vowing to destroy Jesus for the sake of 
“the nation”—or, more accurately, for the sake 
of what he hoped would be his own power and 
status in the ruling empire.

So in the drama as it unfolds before us, An-
nas has Jesus “bound” and then sends him off 
to Caiaphas. Earlier, this Gospel showed us Jesus 
standing in front of Lazarus’s tomb, urging his 
followers to “unbind” this one whom they had 
buried in the ground. 

Comment 4
Together, the two scenes perhaps serve as a 

worthy reminder that the “children of light” are 
forever in the business of “unbinding” others, 
while the “children of the night,” the deluded 
and confused agents of the “prince of this world,” 
are continually obsessed with “binding.” 

Like so many victims of this mentality down 

SeSSion 64: John 18:28–32

O rise! shine!
for thy light is a-coming…



through the ages, Jesus was “bound.” And then 
he was sent off to be judged by someone who 
had become an avowed agent of death and its 
foolish ways. Outwardly, it was Jesus who was 
“bound.” But in effect, it was Caiaphas who had 
been enslaved.

Scripture to Read
John 18:28a

For Discussion
In previous sessions, we’ve discovered that 

this Gospel often speaks rather powerfully “be-
tween the lines.” There is sometimes a deeper 
message than first appears. Now in this chapter 
we are told rather explicitly that Jesus is taken to 
Caiaphas, the high priest. But we are given no 
description whatsoever of that interview. What 
might this omission be suggesting?

Comment 5
The Fourth Gospel chooses to omit any de-

scription of Jesus’ interview with Caiaphas. Is this 
Gospel suggesting that Caiaphas was irrelevant? 
Maybe. If so, the omission serves as a devastating 
critique of a high religious official who thought 
of himself as important but who—in reality—
was little more than a meaningless “puppet” of 
the ruling empire. 

The omission thus serves as a reminder that 
even today, religious leaders, while thinking of 
themselves as “important,” can nevertheless find 
themselves being used as little more than com-
pliant “pawns” of powerful political movements.

Scripture to Read
John 18:28

Comment 6
We are told that after Annas had Jesus 

“bound,” Annas sent him to Caiaphas. But in-
stead of describing Jesus’ time with Caiaphas, 
we are told, moments later, that an unnamed 
group—described in the text only as “they” —
proceeded to take Jesus to Pilate’s headquarters.

The King James Version calls this seat of pow-

er “the judgment hall.” In Greek, however, it is 
simply “the praetorium,” which is a technical 
name for the building that served as the center of 
the Roman empire’s rule and control. 

Comment 7
On one level, the Roman “praetorium” is a 

frightening and awesome place. It represents a 
vast realm of power and wealth. It is a center of 
military might. 

But the “praetorium” perhaps also serves as 
the embodiment of a vast Roman world that is 
filled with diverse peoples, people very different 
from those Jews who had made their spiritual, 
cultural, and physical home in Jerusalem. To 
many Jews, the Roman Empire was a vast realm 
of foreigners, a realm of Gentiles, a world of 
people different from themselves, people whom 
many Jews saw as “outside” of God’s concern, 
“outside” of God’s love.

Comment 8
And it is this perspective that perhaps ex-

plains the strange comment in the text in which 
we are told that “they” who took Jesus to the 
“praetorium” refused to enter “lest they should 
be defiled.”

The Greek word that is typically translated as 
“defiled” was generally used by Jews to indicate 
a state of being ritually or religiously “unclean.”

Comment 9
Scholars say that no Jewish religious teaching 

actually prohibited anyone from entering a Gen-
tile building on the same day that one ate the 
Passover. Yet the Fourth Gospel portrays these 
religious officials who take Jesus to Pilate’s “prae-
torium” as reluctant to enter.

The prominence of this detail may reflect 
the importance of later tensions between those 
Jews who saw Jesus as the Christ—and those 
who did not. In Ephesus, where this Gospel was 
most likely written, as was true elsewhere, a great 
conflict developed between those who felt them-
selves embraced by an inclusive God—and those 
who did not.



For Discussion
In what ways, if any, do similar conflicts man-

ifest themselves today?

Scripture to Read
John 18:28

Comment 10
This Gospel often inserts small details that 

seem insignificant or even trivial at first but 
which are actually meant as signposts to deeper 
understanding.

This verse is no exception. Right in the mid-
dle of the verse, just before we find narrow-mind-
ed religious leaders refusing to enter the “prae-
torium,” foolishly thinking that they would be 
“defiled” by contact with the Roman and Gentile 
world, we are told that “it was early.”

Comment 11
Literally, the Greek text uses a term that nor-

mally describes the time of day that comes just 
before the dawn. It’s that moment when “night” is 
about to end. It’s that moment just before “light” 
brightens the sky. 

By inserting this small detail, the Fourth 
Gospel may be seeking to evoke a level of rich 
understanding—and profound meaning—that 
builds significantly on the words of an ancient 
Jewish prophet.

Scripture to Read
Isaiah 42:10–12

Comment 12
“Sing unto the Lord,” cries the prophet. 

“Not just in Jerusalem,” not just in the narrow 
confines of the established temple, but rather 
unto “the end of the earth.”

The God of the Passover, the God who deliv-
ers, is not just the God of one people or one sect 
or a narrow geographic place. Who can praise 
this God? Those who “go down to the sea.” Those 
who reside on distant islands. Those who dwell 
in “the wilderness and the cities thereof.” Those 
in distant villages, even those who dwell on high 

mountains. The God of the Passover is the God 
of all.

  
Scripture to Read

Isaiah 42:1, 5–7, 15–18

For Discussion
What strikes you as important about these 

verses?
In light of texts like this from the book of Isa-

iah, what might the Fourth Gospel be suggesting 
when it mentions that “it was early,” or just be-
fore dawn, that Jesus was taken to that “praetori-
um” into which certain narrow-minded religious 
leaders would refuse to enter?

Comment 13
These verses from Isaiah 42 suggest that there 

is a “servant” in whom God, the Creator of heav-
en and earth, delights. 

It’s a “servant” on whom God’s Spirit rests. 
It’s a “servant” that does the will of the God of 
Passover, the Great I am of Exodus. It’s a “ser-
vant” who opens blind eyes, releases the impris-
oned, delivers those who have been locked up or 
shut out. And it’s a “servant” who shines God’s 
righteous “light” in the midst of all people, both 
Jews and Gentiles.

Comment 14
In the Fourth Gospel, we are shown uptight 

religious people, desperately trying to keep God’s 
Passover-like deliverance for themselves—and 
themselves alone. They refuse to go into the Ro-
man “praetorium.” They refuse to be the “ser-
vant” for whom God longs. 

But the Fourth Gospel believes that the Cre-
ator God cannot be stopped. Despite the neg-
ative things that are happening, it injects hope 
into our hearts by declaring that “it is early.” 

Comment 15
In other words, despite some religious peo-

ple’s refusal to do God’s will, a divine “light” is 
getting ready to shine. And the glory of an em-
bracing God whose gracious love knows no lim-



its is about to be revealed.
In effect, then, the Fourth Gospel seems to 

be suggesting that those who pull back for fear 
of being defiled, they are very ones who end up 
being defiled. Why? Because in pulling back from 
the fullness of God’s world, they are pulling back 
from God’s call to us all. It’s the call to live as 
light-bearing “servants” of the Holy One. It is 
only by living as agents of the coming Dawn that 
we truly avoid being “defiled.”

Some of this same understanding is perhaps 
reflected in the words of an old spiritual:

O, rise! shine! for thy light is a-coming. 
Rise! shine! for thy light is a-coming. 
O, rise! shine! for thy light is a-coming. 
My Lord says he’s coming by an’ by.

This is the year of Jubilee.
My Lord says he’s coming by an’ by.
My Lord has set his people free.
My Lord says he’s coming by an’ by. 

I’ntend to shout an’ never stop.
My Lord says he’s coming by an’ by.
Until I reach the mountain top.
My Lord says he’s coming by an’ by.

O wet and dry, I’ntend to try—
my Lord says he’s coming by an’ by—
to serve the Lord until I die.
My Lord says he’s coming by an’ by.

For Discussion
What are some of the ways that we today can 

“rise” and “shine” and live as “servants” of the 
Light?

Scripture to Read
John 18:28–29

For Discussion
Does anything about verse 29 strike you as 

potentially significant? If so, what?

Comment 16
On one level, it’s easy to hear Pilate’s question 

as little more than a ruler’s routine inquiry. On 
this level, it’s easy to conclude that Pilate is sim-
ply asking what Jesus has done. As a result, we 
often read Pilate’s words—“What accusation do 
you bring against this man?”—as a simple ques-
tion about Jesus’ supposed crime.

But as usual, there’s more to it than that. 
Once again, this Gospel is demonstrating its 

masterful use of haunting language, language 
carefully chosen to point us toward a deeper un-
derstanding. It’s an uncomfortable understand-
ing, an understanding that challenges the kind 
of crude behavior into which we, too, can some-
times fall.

Comment 17
To move to a deeper level, the first thing we 

need to notice is that Pilate’s question doesn’t fo-
cus on Jesus. It focuses instead on those religious 
individuals who have brought Jesus to the “prae-
torium.” 

As a result, the Fourth Gospel doesn’t show us 
Pilate asking, “What has this man done?” Rather, 
it shows us Pilate asking, “What accusation do 
you bring against this man?” His question con-
cerns the religious individuals who are standing 
before him. He wants to know what accusation 
they are bringing. Thus, by implication, we are 
forced to consider our own behavior. Do we also, 
as passionate, religious people, bring accusations 
against others? By our deeds and by our behavior, 
are we standing with the accused in our world—
or with the accusers?

Comment 18
To move to a deeper level, the second thing 

that we perhaps need to notice is that haunting 
word: accusation. Pilate asks these supposedly de-
vout people what accusation they are bringing.

In both ancient and newer scriptures, the role 
of accuser is fundamentally the role of those who 
oppose God and God’s people. The name that is 
sometimes used for this fundamental opponent 
of God is “Satan.” So when we find Pilate naive-



ly asking, “What accusation do you bring against 
this man?” he is identifying these religious people 
not with God but with Satan.

Scripture to Read
Zechariah 3:1–2a

Comment 19
A Jewish prophet has a vision. In his vision, 

he sees a faithful priest named Joshua “standing 
before the angel of the Lord.” And he also sees 
“Satan” standing at Joshua’s right hand. The King 
James Version uses weak language to describe 
what this opponent does. It simply says that 
Satan was there to “resist” Joshua. But as most 
newer translations make clear, the way that Satan 
“resists” is by bringing accusation.

In other words, Satan is an accuser.

Scripture to Read
Revelation 12:9–10

Comment 20
The book of Revelation shares a similar vi-

sion, except that in this vision, “Satan,” the ac-
cuser who brought accusations “day and night” is 
finally “cast down.” In other words, the tyranny 
of endless “accusation” is no more.

Scripture to Read
John 18:29

Comment 21
Pilate turns to the religious people standing 

before him and asks, “What accusation do you 
bring against this man?” 

Significantly, the Greek word that is normally 
translated here as “man” is not the ordinary Greek 
word for a specific male person. The Fourth Gos-
pel chooses instead to use a word with the broad-
est possible scope: anthrōpos, from which we get 
our word “anthropology.” 

Comment 22
Anthrōpos is a word that encompasses all of 

humanity. In effect, then, the Fourth Gospel is 

perhaps asking the broadest possible question of 
each of us.

Are we crawling through the “night,” as it 
were, behaving like the Great Accuser, as far too 
many religious people have done down through 
the ages? Or are we, like Jesus, getting ready to 
rise and shine God’s healing light into the far-
thest corners of our hurting world—even in the 
most dangerous of times?

According to the Fourth Gospel, “it is early.” 
Dawn is coming. Will we continue to stumble 
along in the night—or will we rise and shine, 
bearing witness to that Day that we know is com-
ing?

Comment 23
Some of the horror of what it means to “bring 

accusation” against others can perhaps be grasped 
by examining the Greek word that is translated 
in the New Testament as “accusation.” The Greek 
word is katēgorian, which has strong similarities 
to our English word “categorize.” 

From a biblical perspective, to “accuse” is to 
label and categorize others. It involves the kind 
of derogatory labeling that inevitably divides “us” 
from “them.” And of course, from the viewpoint 
of the accuser, “them” is utterly worthless, utterly 
without merit. That’s why we want to separate 
ourselves from “them.”

Scripture to Read
John 8:47–49

Comment 24
As these verses remind us, earlier in this 

Gospel, we were shown religious leaders joining 
forces with the Great Accuser. They labeled Jesus. 
They “dishonored” him by categorizing him in a 
demeaning and derogatory way, calling him a 
“Samaritan,” labeling him as one of those people 
whom they utterly despise.

In this scene from chapter 8, Jesus accepts 
the label, even though it is factually false, for 
as a servant of the Light, he knows he needs to 
stand with the accused, not with the accusers. He 
knows that those who label, categorize, and ex-



clude in order to make themselves superior “are 
not of God.”

The Fourth Gospel seems to believe that 
when we “bring accusation” against others, we 
dishonor the Light that seeks to re-unite all that 
God has made, all that God has loved.

Scripture to Read
John 18:30

Comment 25
Like so many accusers down through the 

ages, these religious individuals try to wiggle out 
from the reality of what they are doing. They try 
to suggest that “the label fits.” In the King James 
Version, they answer Pilate by saying, “If he were 
not a malefactor, we would not have delivered 
him to you.” 

In other words, like some of us sometimes, 
they try to pretend that they are not engaging 
in a behavior that unites them with Satan. No, 
no, they say, it’s not that we are “bringing accu-
sation” against this man. We wouldn’t do a thing 
like that. It’s just that this fellow is inherently a 
“malefactor,” which is to say, an evildoer. That’s 
just who he is, they say. That’s why we brought 
him to you.

For Discussion
What are some of the ways in which people 

today demean and destroy others by claiming 
that their dismissive label is “just who they are”?

Scripture to Read
John 18:31a

For Discussion
What sort of “tone” do you think this Gospel 

wants us to hear in Pilate’s voice?

Scripture to Read
John 18:31b

Comment 26
The Fourth Gospel offers us a devastating ex-

change of words between Pilate and the religious 

leaders of Judea. We can’t be sure what sort of 
tone we are supposed to hear in Pilate’s voice as 
he tells these Judean religious officials to “take” 
Jesus and handle the problem themselves. Is he 
angry? Disgusted? Bored? Are we to hear a bit of 
mockery in his words?

But in their answer, the Judeans reveal a deep 
level of hypocrisy, the kind of hypocrisy that has 
too often appeared in the lives of us all.

Comment 27
“It is not lawful for us to put anyone to death,” 

is the usual rendering of the response of the re-
ligious leaders from Judea, and we sometimes 
read these words and think that they are talking 
about prohibitions in Roman law. In part, that’s 
because the usual English translation—“put to 
death”—seems to imply a legal execution, when 
the Greek text simply uses the normal word for 
murder. 

“It’s not lawful for us to kill,” they say.

Scripture to Read
Deuteronomy 30:19

Comment 28
A number of scholars have suggested that the 

response of the religious leaders to Pilate is not 
meant as a statement of legal or political restric-
tion. Rather, it’s a reflection of a religious under-
standing. “The law” of which they speak is “the 
law of Moses.”

In effect, then, the Fourth Gospel is portray-
ing them as saying, “Deuteronomy requires us to 
choose life, not death. Our religion requires us to 
choose blessing, not cursing. Our God prohibits 
us from engaging in murder. So you take him—
and do it for us.” In other words, their response 
is the ultimate in religious hypocrisy. 

For Discussion
In what ways, if any, do religious people to-

day sometimes engage in similar hypocrisy?

Scripture to Read
John 8:34, 37, 39–40



Comment 29
In this earlier scene, the Fourth Gospel 

showed us an interaction between Jesus and some 
Jews who had chosen not to believe on him. It’s 
an interaction between Jesus and some Jews who 
had chosen not to make their “homes” in the 
very freeing and all-encompassing spiritual place 
where Jesus was dwelling. 

Jesus suggests that those who choose not to 
live as “servants” of light become “servants” of 
death. Yes, we may think of ourselves as “holy.” 
We may define ourselves as “Abraham’s seed,” but 
if we are seeking to kill—if we are choosing death 
rather than life, choosing accusation rather than 
acclamation, choosing the path of cursing others 
rather than blessing others —then God’s “word” 
has no dwelling place in us.

Scripture to Read
John 8:43–45

Comment 30
The conversation continues. In the eighth 

chapter of this Gospel, Jesus suggests that there 
are some very religious people who are not able 
“hear” the inclusive word of love that was spoken 
through Jesus. 

Like ourselves, these people may consider 
themselves spiritual. They may think of them-
selves as “Abraham’s children” or as members of a 
sanctified, Bible-believing Christian church. But 
like ourselves, they sometimes behave as if their 
father was “the devil.” Like those who took Je-
sus to Pilate’s “praetorium,” they know that “it 
is not lawful” to kill. They know that death and 
destruction are not God’s way. Yet with great hy-
pocrisy, we—and they—conveniently arrange 
for others to do the killing. Too often, we—and 
they—make sure that murder happens.

For Discussion
In what sorts of ways, if any, do religious peo-

ple today sometimes get others to do their “dirty 
work” for them?

Scripture to Read
John 12:31–33

Comment 31
The Fourth Gospel tells us that long before 

his murder happened, Jesus indicated what kind 
of death he would die. He would be “lifted up 
from the earth,” which was a common way of 
saying that he would crucified. 

In other words, he indicated in advance that 
religious hypocrites would get their friends, the 
mighty Romans, to do the killing for them. To 
be “lifted up” was to be crucified, and crucifixion 
was the favored killing method of the Romans.

Comment 32
In other words, the Fourth Gospel suggests 

that Jesus somehow knew that “the servants of 
sin” would get him. They would get him for 
showing and demonstrating the Truth of God, 
the Truth that God’s grace is for “all people.” 

No, these “servants of sin” wouldn’t kill him 
themselves. Instead, they would  get their friends, 
the Romans, to “lift him up” in a death most 
terrible. Nevertheless, even while he was being 
murdered, “the prince of this world” would be 
cast down. His death would be futile, for even 
in death, he would draw “all people” to that holy 
and inclusive “Word” from Above that had been 
made manifest in his Shepherd-like life.

Scripture to Read
John 18:30–32

Comment 33
In many translations, verse 32 simply indi-

cates that the alliance between religious leaders 
and agents of the Roman Empire served to “ful-
fill” what Jesus had spoken.

Literally, however, the Greek text says that 
this alliance was the result of “the logos” that Jesus 
had lived. It was an elite world’s pitiful response 
to the gracious “word” that he had lived.

Comment 34
At times, those of us who see ourselves as 



important—more important than anyone else—
we close our ears to the sheltering “Word” from 
Above that keeps being whispered among us. 

At other times, we do hear—but we utterly 
reject what we hear. When we are feeling privi-
leged and special, when we are wanting to build 
walls and keep others out unless they become like 
ourselves, we end up trying desperately to silence 
the “Word” from Above. Sometimes we do it by 
turning away. Sometimes we do it by “bringing 
accusation” against those whom we despise, affix-
ing labels and cruelly putting them in demeaning 
“categories.” And sometimes, desperately trying 
to protect our own self-image, we even do all this 
by arranging for others to do the actual “murder-
ing” for us.

Comment 35
Yet even in the bleakest of times, even when 

we ourselves seem to have become destructive 
“servants” of death, there is a “mercy seat” that 

seeks to redeem us. There is a “mercy seat” before 
which we can fervently kneel.

Our hearts may be “wounded,” but as the 
Fourth Gospel reminds us, “it is early.” Dawn is 
coming. The joy of the desolate, the light of the 
straying, the hope of the penitent—it’s fadeless 
and pure.

As a hymn written by Thomas Moore re-
minds us, earth has no sorrow that “the word 
made flesh” cannot cure:

Come, ye disconsolate, where’er ye languish—
come to the mercy-seat, fervently kneel.
Here bring your wounded hearts, here tell your 

anguish;
earth has no sorrow that heav’n cannot heal.

Joy of the desolate, light of the straying,
hope of the penitent, fadeless and pure!
Here speaks the Comforter, tenderly saying,
“Earth has no sorrow that heav’n cannot cure.”




