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Comment 1
The Fourth Gospel has offered us a highly in-

complete—but deeply meaningful—portrait of 
Jesus’ arrest. 

The Fourth Gospel, like any well written 
book, is highly selective about those details it 
chooses to present. The details it chooses to in-
clude are there not because they provide a “full 
legal record” or because they constitute a doc-
umented history of all that happened. Rather, 
these are details that convey meaning. These are 
details that have the power to draw us into a 
deeper understanding, the kind of understand-
ing that will challenge and enrich our own lives.

Scripture to Read
John 18:33

Comment 2
This Gospel never explains who Pilate is. It 

never gives his title. It never describes his repu-
tation as an iron-fisted brute. It never names his 
ethnic heritage, his religion, or his national iden-
tity. He’s just “Pilate.”

However, in this Gospel, where we dwell is 
what matters. That’s what reveals who we are. In 
like manner, this is a Gospel that invites all the 
world to abide in God’s Light. It invites us all to 
“make our home” and build our hopes on “things 
eternal.” 

Comment 3
So this Gospel is saying a lot when it says that 

Pilate entered again into what the King James 
Version calls “the judgment hall” but which the 
Greek text describes very precisely and very ac-
curately as “the praetorium.” That’s a technical 
term for a regional ruling center of the Roman 
Empire.

In effect, then, this Gospel is perhaps sug-
gesting that the only thing that we need to know 
about Pilate is that he dwells in “the praetorium.” 
He’s made his home—physically and spiritual-
ly—in the ruling empire. That’s his “kingdom.” 
That’s his realm. That’s who he is, for that’s where 
he abides.

For Discussion
In what ways are we today sometimes tempt-

ed—or perhaps pressured—to make our “home” 
in the “night” of empire rather than in the Light 
of God?

Scripture to Read
John 18:33

Comment 4
We’re told that Pilate heads back inside “the 

praetorium.” In effect, the Fourth Gospel is por-
traying Pilate as a captive of “the praetorium.” 
It’s as if he is a captive of the empire that “the 
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With deeds of love and mercy 
the heavenly kingdom comes…



praetorium” represents.
After returning to “the praetorium,” Pilate 

calls Jesus to him. The question that we hear Pi-
late asking is a question grounded in the mental-
ity of empire. It’s the mentality of those whose 
understanding of worth is based entirely on pow-
er and narrowly defined labels of ethnic identity.

Comment 5
On one level, Pilate’s question to Jesus—“Are 

you the king of the Jews?”—might seem a bit far-
fetched, but those who have made their physical 
and spiritual home in “the praetorium” are inev-
itably infused with the mentality of empire. So 
the only thing that matters to Pilate is whether 
or not Jesus is a “threat” to his own rule over a 
subject people.

The question is often translated as “Are you 
the king of the Jews?” Pilate doesn’t mean that in 
a religious sense. The meaning is more like “Are 
you the king of the Judeans?” 

Comment 6
Coming from Pilate, “Judeans” functions as 

a derogatory label for those defeated people who 
were either living in or identified with the specif-
ic geographic region known as Judea.

“Are you trying to make yourself the ‘ruler’ of 
this worthless people?” Pilate seems to ask. Some 
scholars have suggested that we should hear sar-
casm in Pilate’s voice. From the perspective of 
someone who is thoroughly drugged with the 
mentality of empire, rulers rule through raw pow-
er. They rule through cruel violence. To be a rul-
er, you must first be a thug. But apparently Jesus 
doesn’t look—or act—like much of a thug. “Are 
you the ‘king’ of the Judeans?” Pilate asks with a 
laugh, suggesting that he actually perceives Jesus 
as little more than yet another worthless Jew.

Scripture to Read
John 18:34

For Discussion
What strikes you as significant about the an-

swer that we hear from Jesus? Are there any les-

sons to be learned for ourselves from the way that 
Jesus responds? If so, what?

Comment 7
According to one scholar, named Thomas 

Brodie, when Jesus asks Pilate whether this in-
quiry concerning kingship comes from himself 
or from others, Jesus is, in effect, “asking whether 
Pilate is his own man or whether he is governed 
by pressure.” 

In replying to Jesus’ question, says Thomas 
Brodie, Pilate “acknowledges the pressure” and 
ironically is forced to admit that he doesn’t really 
know who Jesus is.

Comment 8
According to another scholar, named Wes 

Howard-Brook, Jesus’ reply is “sharp.” It’s hardly 
“what the Roman governor would expect from 
a prisoner confronted with the might of Rome.” 

According to Wes Howard-Brook, instead of 
crumbling in the face of worldly power, it’s as if 
Jesus “turns the tables around, embarrassing the 
governor and putting him on the defensive.”

The Fourth Gospel, then, perhaps wants us 
to see Christ—and, by implication, all those who 
dwell in God’s anointing—as stronger revealers 
of Truth than those who have made their home in 
the halls of “empire.”

For Discussion
Why might the Fourth Gospel want us to 

come to this sort of understanding?

Scripture to Read
John 18:35

Comment 9
Once again, labels fly from the lips of Pilate. 

“Am I a Judean?” he cries. 
Perhaps Pilate is to be understood as trying 

to save face. He appears embarrassed by the im-
plications of Jesus’ question. But in responding 
he simultaneously reveals his own fragile sense of 
superiority and his narrow sense of identity. “Am 
I a Judean?” he cries. “Of course not!” he seems 



to say, spiteful disgust spewing from his lips. “I’m 
nothing so low as that! So how would I know 
what you people are up to?”

At this point, however, we can perhaps imag-
ine Pilate gulping a little, for it’s almost as if 
the high-powered agent of the emperor “has no 
clothes.” Or, to put it more accurately, his igno-
rance is showing.

Scripture to Read
John 18:35

Comment 10
After throwing around some of his favorite 

derogatory labels to categorize and separate oth-
ers from himself, and after being forced to reveal 
his own ignorance, Pilate now valiantly tries to 
justify his initial question to Jesus.

But the words to which he hurries, they  func-
tion, once again, to reveal that he is floundering 
in the perverted mentality of empire. “Your own 
people—and your own chief priests—” he says, 
“they handed you over to me!” 

Comment 11
Through his words, Pilate shows that he un-

derstands how empires work. He understands 
what empires value. Marching through the dark 
with weapons drawn and torches burning, bind-
ing up those who are seen as different, handing 
them over to “higher” authority, and then de-
meaning them with labels that categorize and 
accuse—that’s what empires are about.

“And that’s what’s happened to you,” Pilate 
seems to say. “You’re a victim. That’s who you 
are!”

For Discussion
What are some examples of the empire men-

tality at work in our world today?

Comment 12
After a time of fuming and ranting, Pilate 

boasts that leaders of Jesus’ own “nation” and the 
“chief priests” of his own people have grabbed 
him, bound him, and handed him over. From the 

perspective of empire, some of Jesus’ own people 
have shown that they, too, can be thugs. They 
have shown themselves “strong” in an empire-like 
way. Even on a cold winter’s night, they’ve done 
what the empire values. They’ve done what the 
empire expects.

“What have you done?” sneers the Roman 
governor, perhaps thinking that he is thereby 
putting down Jesus. After all, in Pilate’s mind, 
“tough guy” behavior is all that matters.

Scripture to Read
John 18:36

Comment 13
In his book Becoming Children of God, the 

scholar Wes Howard-Brook describes this verse 
as “one of the most terribly misinterpreted pas-
sages” in the whole of the Fourth Gospel. 

The misinterpretation of this verse is sup-
ported in part by the tendency of many to pull it 
away from its narrative context. It’s often quot-
ed apart from its place in the ongoing story of 
those whose hearts and minds are dwelling in 
“the praetorium.” Too often, we forget that the 
words in this verse are a response to those who 
are caught up in the mentality of empire.

Comment 14
In response to the empire-like behavior of Pi-

late and his cronies—and in response to those 
destructive and deluded religious leaders who 
have naively bought into the divisive, accusing 
ways of this world’s empires—Jesus makes clear 
that “the kingdom” in which he abides is different.

The Fourth Gospel is convinced that the 
realm or “kingdom” in which Jesus abides is not 
steeped in the ways of this world’s cruel empires. 
The Fourth Gospel is convinced that the realm in 
which Jesus dwells is not a realm in which peo-
ple fight, label, accuse, or “hand over.” There is 
no “binding” in the realm that Jesus has chosen; 
there is only a sheltering deliverance. There is no 
swinging of swords in the realm in which Jesus 
has made his home; there is only the gentle heal-
ing of wounds.



Comment 15
But as we have seen again and again, the 

Fourth Gospel is not just trying to offer us a 
dry biography of a man named Jesus. It is rather 
seeking to draw us into the Light. It is seeking to 
transform us so that we, too, might be reborn as 
the authentic children of God.

And as John 18:36 makes clear, the realm 
in which this Gospel invites us to dwell—the 
Shepherd-like realm whose earthly “servants” we 
are to be—is a realm utterly different from the 
“tough guy” empires and “kingdoms” that still 
wreck havoc on our world.

For Discussion
What might be some of the practical implica-

tions of this understanding for Christians today?

Comment 16
The scholar Wes Howard-Brook has written 

that “it should be very clear that Jesus is most 
certainly not claiming that his kingdom is ‘in 
heaven.’ Rather, his kingdom is grounded in a 
reality totally foreign to the ‘world.’ ” It’s totally 
foreign, he says, to the world of quick-on-the-
trigger soldiers and racially motivated police. It’s 
totally foreign to the world of secret conspiracies 
and assassination by remotely controlled drones.

As another scholar, David Rensberger, ex-
plains in his commentary, “It is not a question of 
whether Jesus’ kingship exists in this world but 
of how it exists.” He adds that the realm to which 
the Fourth Gospel invites us ourselves to dwell is 
a realm that “has its source outside this world and 
so is established by methods other than those of 
this world.”

Comment 17
In 1867, when a man named Ernest Shurtleff 

was graduating from seminary, he wrote a hymn 
to express his hopes for the life of service that lay 
before him. Among the words were these:

Lead on, O King eternal,
till sin’s fierce war shall cease,
and holiness shall whisper

the sweet amen of peace.
For not with swords’ loud clashing
or roll of stirring drums
but with deeds of love and mercy
the heavenly kingdom comes.

Lead on, O King eternal;
we follow, not with fears,
for gladness breaks like morning
where’er your face appears.
Your cross is lifted o’er us,
we journey in its light;
the crown awaits the conquest;
lead on, O God of might.

Scripture to Read
John 18:37a

Comment 18
Pilate is still confused. The perverted mental-

ity of empire—and armed struggle—has him in 
its grip. Like many powerful people today, he can 
barely understand any other way of thinking—or 
any other way of living.

The Fourth Gospel has shown us Jesus say-
ing that his “kingdom” is grounded in a different 
reality. And in making that statement, Jesus has 
used a word—“kingdom”—that Pilate thinks he 
understands. 

“So you are a ‘king’ after all, then?” he asks.

Scripture to Read
John 18:37

Comment 19
“So you are a ‘king’ after all, then?” Pilate 

asks. 
“No,” replies Jesus, “that’s what you say. To fo-

cus on the rulers of empires is your language. It’s 
your mentality.” It’s as if Pilate, drunk with “the 
wine of the world,” is unable to think in anything 
but the corrupted ways of empire.

Comment 20
“Let me tell you about myself,” Jesus seems 

to say to this empire-deluded Roman governor.



“Physically, here’s why I was born. Spiritually, 
here’s the cause to which I have been called: it’s 
not to fight—or to strut around as a destructive 
and triumphant thug as others so often do—but 
rather to bear witness to the Truth.

Comment 21
“At this moment, you may feel confused 

about me,” Jesus adds, “but all those who abide 
in Truth rather than in Tyranny are able to hear 
and see the same divine Word from Above that 
I am living. They are able to hear and see God’s 
strong and ever creative voice calling forth Light 
and Love for all the world.”

In effect, the Fourth Gospel shows us Jesus 
inviting Pilate—and all who suffer from his af-
fliction—to change their abiding place. 

“Come unto me,” he seems to say, “and I will 
give you rest…”

For Discussion
What are some of the ways that our lives can 

“bear witness to the Truth”?

Comment 22
In 1995, perhaps in response to the liberating 

message found in this portion of the Fourth Gos-
pel, Mary Nelson Keithahn wrote a prayer hymn 
with these insightful words:

The kingdom we inherited 
is not a worldly one,
The realm of Christ is everywhere
that God’s loving work is done.

His legacy is service to
the least of humankind:
In each needy face, he said,
his own face we shall find.

A piece of bread, a saving cup
of water in his name,
a welcome to a stranger,
the healing of the lame,

warm clothing for a naked one,

a visit to the bound:
in each simple act of love 
the loving Christ is found.

The kingdom we inherited 
is not a worldly one,
The realm of Christ is everywhere
that God’s loving work is done.

Pray bless us, God, as heirs of Love,
that what we do and say
may reflect the face of Christ
to all we meet today.

Scripture to Read
John 18:37–38a

For Discussion
Given the larger context and the kind of 

themes that have run through this Gospel, what 
might Pilate’s words here signify when he asks, 
“What is truth?”

Comment 23
It’s as if Pilate, like so many in today’s world, 

has built his hopes and dreams in the false world 
of empire, the world that values destruction over 
creation, the world that chooses death rather 
than life, the world that builds its “sand castles” 
on demeaning labels and cruel accusations.

Tyranny is something Pilate knows. Ruler-
ship and the binding of others, he understands. 
But self-giving service and “bearing witness to 
the Light”—those things are outside his realm. 
“Truth? What is that?” he asks.

Scripture to Read
John 18:38b–39

For Discussion
How do you think the Fourth Gospel wants 

us to perceive Pilate’s words and actions here?

Comment 24
In the ongoing drama as this Gospel presents 

it, Jesus invites Pilate to dwell in Truth rather 



than Tyranny. He invites Pilate to quit stumbling 
in the night and begin walking in the Light.

“What is Truth?” Pilate asks with a sneer. 
That’s something that he—and all those who are 
entrapped by the mentality of empire—know 
nothing of. And then, in a continuing demon-
stration of his commitment to behaving like a 
thug, Pilate stomps out of the praetorium to ad-
dress the Judean religious leaders who are waiting 
outside.

Comment 25
Pilate begins by enraging them, which is the 

way tyrants often work. “I find no case against 
him,” he declares. It’s his way of belittling those 
who have brought Jesus to him.

In his confrontation with Jesus, Pilate has 
been shown his own ignorance. So now, like so 
many people in similar situations, he’s eager to 
insult someone else, maybe even a whole group 
of people, by implying that they didn’t know 
what they were doing when they brought Jesus to 
him. It’s as if he wants them to feel ignorant too.

Comment 26
But Pilate, the empire’s governor, isn’t satis-

fied with just insulting the Judean leaders. Ear-
lier, they had declared that it was “unlawful” for 
them to murder and kill. They had said it was 
against their religion. They had said it would be 
a violation of biblical teaching. So they wanted 
Pilate to do it. They wanted to pretend that they 
had no hand in it.

So now Pilate, behaving like agents of death 
always behave, seeks to get others to dirty their 
hands by giving voice to the destruction that is 
in their hearts. He mentions Passover, the annual 
celebration of God’s delivering grace. And then 
he gives them what sounds at first like a choice—
but each of the options is an option that defiles. 
Each of the options reveals the “empire” that has 
them bound.

Comment 27
“You have a custom,” he says in the scene as 

the Fourth Gospel presents it, “that I release unto 

you one lone person at the time of Passover.”
The wording of this in the Fourth Gospel is 

unique, for more than in any other Gospel, the 
wording here elevates the mockery and the cruel-
ty in Pilate’s words.

Comment 28
Both Matthew and Mark describe this release 

of a single individual as Pilate’s custom from time 
to time, and that’s the only way that the practice 
makes sense. He was the governor. He had the 
mentality of empire. He was abiding in Tyranny, 
not Truth. So if anything like this were to be-
come a custom, it would be because Pilate was 
calling the shots. It would be Pilate throwing a 
sop to the Judeans.

But here in John, we find Pilate cruelly de-
scribing it to the Judeans as their custom. 

Comment 29
Then Pilate seems to thrust his knife in even 

further. 
We hear him describing this pitiful release of 

a single individual as the Judean leaders’ way of 
honoring the Passover. But this assertion is snide 
in the extreme. Passover was a celebration of a 
vast multitude being led from slavery to freedom. 
It was a celebration of a whole people’s liberation. 
So to suggest that the Judeans would view the 
release of a single individual as a suitable way of 
honoring the Passover is a overt insult to the very 
leaders to whom Pilate is speaking.

Comment 30
No other Gospel shows us Pilate demean-

ing the Judean leaders so overtly, but the Fourth 
Gospel seems determined to show us the callous 
cruelty of those who are infused with the mental-
ity of empire. 

Perhaps that’s because the Fourth Gospel is 
convinced that a very different mentality guided 
the steps of Jesus, and it hopes that we will allow 
this same empire-rejecting, Word-made-flesh to 
“order our steps” as well.



Scripture to Read
John 10:8–11

Comment 31
Earlier in this Gospel, we read these verses in 

which Jesus is portrayed as describing himself as 
“the good shepherd.” Why is he “good”? Because 
he leads the sheep to green pastures and nourish-
ing waters.

But these same verses talk in a figurative 
way about “thieves and robbers.” We’re told that 
“thieves and robbers” steal and kill and destroy. 
In other words, like so many people in that day 
and in our day, they have been deluded by the 
mentality of empire. “Thieves and robbers” have 
made their “dwelling place” in Tyranny rather 
than in Truth. “Thieves and robbers” give death 
rather than life. “Thieves and robbers” demean 
others rather than delighting in others.

Scripture to Read
John 18:39–40

For Discussion
From the viewpoint of this Gospel, what 

strikes you as potentially significant in verse 40?
In what ways, if any, do people today choose 

to acclaim the “robbers” of our world rather than 
the Redeemer?

Comment 32
Other Gospels describe Barabbas differently. 

Some call him a murderer, some a violent revo-
lutionary. In other words, even though he was 
in Pilate’s prison, he shared Pilate’s own violent 
mentality. Pilate and Barabbas, they were both 
thugs, abiding in Tyranny rather than Truth.

In keeping with its continued use of figura-
tive imagery, and in an effort to call to mind its 
earlier words about “the Good Shepherd,” the 
Fourth Gospel simply calls Barabbas a “robber.” 
Like Pilate, he steals. He kills. He destroys.

Comment 33
In this remarkable scene, it’s as if the Fourth 

Gospel is inviting us to realize that the crowd 

outside “the praetorium” is no different from the 
crowd inside “the praetorium.” They all have been 
led astray by the mentality of empire. They are all 
choosing to inflict death rather than give life.

We can look at them and feel superior, but 
that would be the wrong response. It’s more like-
ly that the Fourth Gospel is inviting us to look at 
ourselves. Would we, too, have been shouting for 
Barabbas? Have we, too, been fooled at times by 
the destructive mentality of empire?

If so, the Fourth Gospel invites us to be “re-
born,” not just once, not just twice, but day after 
day after day.

Comment 34
A deeply moving hymn by Charles Wesley is 

often thought of as an Advent or Christmas song. 
But it’s really a hymn that expresses the prayer of 
anyone who comes face to face with the choice 
that this Gospel lifts up for us.

Among its words are these:

Come, thou long expected Jesus,
born to set thy people free;
from our fears and sins release us,
let us find our rest in thee.
Israel’s strength and consolation,
hope of all the earth thou art;
dear desire of every nation,
joy of every longing heart.

Born thy people to deliver,
born a child and yet a King,
born to reign in us forever,
now thy gracious kingdom bring.
By thine own eternal spirit
rule in all our hearts alone;
by thine all sufficient merit,
raise us to thy glorious throne.






