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Scripture to Read
John 18:28

Comment 1
We are in the midst of one of the most dra-

matic and meaning-laden scenes in the Fourth 
Gospel. Some Judean religious leaders have taken 
Jesus to Pilate, who is the Roman governor. Jesus 
enters “the praetorium,” which is the seat of the 
empire’s tyranny, though English translations of-
ten ignore the formal name for this frightening 
place and describe it instead as Pilate’s “judgment 
hall” or Pilate’s “headquarters.”

According to the Fourth Gospel, the Judean 
religious leaders who have brought Jesus to Pilate 
refuse to enter “the praetorium.” They say they 
are afraid of being religiously “defiled.” They 
claim they must be kept pure to “eat the Pass-
over,” which means abstaining from the empire 
and its ways and avoiding any social interaction 
with Gentiles.

Scripture to Read
John 18:29–30

Comment 2
In the scene as the Fourth Gospel presents it, 

Pilate goes out to these religious leaders and asks 
what “accusation” they have against this man. As 
we saw in a previous session, the Greek text uses 
a word for this that implies cruel labeling. Pilate 
wants to know what “category” they would put 

him in.
In the King James Version, they defensively 

reply by saying that if Jesus weren’t a “malefactor” 
they wouldn’t have brought Jesus to him. In oth-
er words, like some modern police officers, they 
are engaging in some convenient “profiling.” The 
mere fact that they brought Jesus to Pilate is used 
as evidence that there must be something wrong 
with Jesus. So in effect, they are saying that what-
ever happens next is fine with them.

Scripture to Read
John 18:31

Comment 3
Perhaps sensing that these religious leaders’ 

dispute with Jesus is religious in nature, Pilate 
tells the Judean leaders to take him and judge 
him for themselves. But they quickly reveal both 
their hypocrisy and their intentions. 

They want Jesus killed, and they know that 
killing is contrary to God’s way. They know that 
in the Torah, God’s people are asked to choose 
life and not death, good and not evil, blessing 
and not cursing. Like many Christians today, 
they apparently believe that if they can get the 
empire to do that which would be unholy for 
them, then they themselves will remain “unde-
filed.” Their self-delusion will be intact.

Scripture to Read
John 18:33

SeSSion 66: John 19:1–9, with related texts from Psalms and Romans

Till love embraces all…



Comment 4
Back inside “the praetorium,” the drama con-

tinues. Pilate is snide. He asks Jesus if he is “the 
king of the Judeans,” which would mean that Je-
sus is a pretender to political power, a follower of 
Tyranny rather than Truth.

Then, as we saw last time, the back-and-forth 
conversation continues for a while, with Jesus de-
claring that the realm in which he dwells is “not 
of this world.” In other words, it’s not a realm of 
thugs. It’s not a realm of assassins. It’s not a realm 
of those who use swords and guns to get their 
way. It’s a whole different way of living.

Scripture to Read
John 15:17–19

Comment 5
In the Fourth Gospel, Jesus tells Pilate that 

the realm in which Jesus is living is “not of this 
world.” It’s not grounded in Tyranny. It’s ground-
ed in Truth. It’s not a reflection of human divi-
sions but rather a reflection of an inclusive divine 
embrace.

Back in John 15, we found Jesus explaining 
something similar to his disciples. Those who 
“abide” in God’s love, those whose lives reflect 
God’s Truth, they will be hated, said Jesus, just 
like I have been hated. Why? Because our lives 
are lived to a different tune and because our lives 
make clear that we will not be intimidated—or 
enslaved—by the thugs of “this world.” We will 
“know the Truth,” and “the Truth will set us free.”

Scripture to Read
John 18:37

Comment 6
Here is yet another re-statement of what the 

Fourth Gospel has been trying to say from the 
beginning. 

Again and again, we are told that Jesus is the 
divine “Word” manifested in human flesh. It’s 
not that he was “born to die.” It’s not that he 
was simply to be “a sacrifice for sin.” From the 
perspective of this Gospel, these understandings 

are way too small. 
Rather, by his life and even by his death, Jesus 

“bears witness to the Truth.”

Scripture to Read
John 15:26–27

Comment 7
Political and religious thugs, deluded by the 

mentality of “empire,” bear witness to little more 
than the tyranny encouraged by “the prince of 
this world.” But according to the Fourth Gospel, 
Jesus bears witness to what we, too, are called to 
bear witness. 

Through his gracious and embracing life, 
through his compassion and courage, and 
through his devotion to that which sets others 
free, he makes clear the Spirit-filled realm in 
which he is abiding. It’s the one realm that he for-
ever serves. And it’s the one realm whose loving 
ways we, too, are called to uphold, the one realm 
to which we, too, are to “bear witness.”

Scripture to Read
John 18:38–19:1

Comment 8
“Truth? What is Truth?” asks Pilate. Those 

who have been enlisted in the enslaving tyranny 
of empire know nothing of the Spirit of Truth, 
the Spirit that sets loose the Light from Above..

To make the point even clearer, the Fourth 
Gospel now shows us Pilate taking Jesus back 
into the “praetorium”—and “scourging” him. In 
the days of the Roman empire, “scourging” was 
how you prepared a person for execution. It was 
a cruel form of torture, designed to break a per-
son’s spirit. It was how you “softened them up” 
for killing. 

In scourging, the victim was repeatedly 
flogged with a barbed whip.

For Discussion
What effect do you imagine scourging typi-

cally had on the person being scourged?
What effect do you imagine scourging typ-



ically had on the person who was doing the 
scourging?

In what ways, if any, does our world today 
exhibit similar behavior?

Scripture to Read
John 19:2–3

For Discussion
What makes people behave like this?
What are some examples of similar behavior 

in our own world?
Are there ways in which we as Christians 

sometimes behave like this? If so, how?

Comment 9
The brutal chain of events continues. One 

brutality leads to another—just like it does so 
often in our own world. Pilate first “takes” Jesus 
and “scourges” him. Then, not to be outdone, 
the soldiers follow Pilate’s lead. It’s as if they want 
to show that they can be as brutal as he.

We’re told that the soldiers fashion a “crown 
of thorns” and jam it down on top of Jesus’ head.  

Comment 10
There’s great irony here. Roman emperors 

wore crowns, but their crowns were fashioned 
of leaves from a laurel tree. In effect, the gentle 
green of an emperor’s crown was a disguise. It 
was an illusion, for the path chosen by the agents 
of empire is always full of the cruelest thorns. 
The ways of empire are brutal indeed.

Significantly, the crown that the soldiers 
jam down on Jesus’ head is equally a lie. It’s a 
crown of stiff, brittle, dried-up thorns. In reality, 
however, the “realm” to which we have seen Je-
sus bearing witness is not that at all. Rather, he 
“bears witness” to a realm of green pastures and 
“living waters.” The path he has chosen is a path 
that unbinds and sets free.

Comment 11
The soldiers continue their mockery by 

throwing a purple robe over the welts and bleed-
ing scars on Jesus’ back. Taunting him, they come 

up to him, crying, “Hail, king of the Judeans!”
And then, says the Fourth Gospel, when Je-

sus  refused to respond with anger, venom, or 
hate, the soldiers would slap him hard, a look of 
deep disgust in their eyes. Couldn’t he learn to 
play their game?

Comment 12
In Jesus’ day, purple robes were a sign of hu-

man power—and especially earthly wealth. In 
the book of Daniel, for example, the desperate 
king of Babylon offers to lavish a “purple robe 
and a gold chain” on anyone who can free him 
from his nightmares. 

Purple robes were typically worn by those 
who were devoted to grabbing all they could from 
others. It was a way of saying, “I’m rich—and I 
want to be richer.”

Comment 13
In the Fourth Gospel, Roman soldiers throw 

a purple robe around Jesus, apparently imag-
ining that this will mock what they presume is 
his failed pursuit of power and wealth. After all, 
that’s the primary goal of those who have been 
taken captive by the mentality of empire.

But in throwing the purple robe around him, 
the soldiers show their ignorance of the liber-
ating, life-imparting way of Truth. Unlike the 
soldiers, Jesus isn’t interesting in grabbing what 
others have. He is rather committed to giving 
himself for others. In throwing the purple robe 
around him, the soldiers thus reveal the crum-
bling realm in which they are abiding.

Scripture to Read
John 19:4

Comment 14
At first glance, this verse almost makes it 

sound as if Pilate has decided to release Jesus af-
ter all. It almost seems as if he is going out of his 
Roman headquarters to tell the waiting Judean 
religious leaders that he’s examined this guy—
and he can’t find any case against him. It’s as if he 
is saying that there’s no cause for keeping him, no 



cause for killing him.
But on second and third reading, the verse 

becomes more puzzling. If Pilate has found 
no “cause” against Jesus, then why has Pilate 
“scourged” him? And why has Pilate allowed his 
soldiers to mock Jesus, jab thorns into his brow, 
and repeatedly slap him in the face?

For Discussion
What insights or understandings might the 

Fourth Gospel be trying to convey here?

Scripture to Read
John 15:25

Comment 15
Back in chapter 15, the Fourth Gospel re-

minds us that even as “the Law”—the ancient 
Jewish scriptures—had suggested, human hatred 
is often aimed at others “without cause.” 

Even today, we can find ourselves hated, re-
sented, and physically abused when we have 
wronged no one. Sometimes our only “crime” is 
being perceived as “different.”

Scripture to Read
Psalm 35:19–20

Comment 16
One of the ancient scriptures to which the 

Fourth Gospel alludes is here in Psalm 35. The 
psalmist sighs, for his or her “enemies wrongfully 
rejoice over me.” They “wink their eye,” says the 
psalmist. They “hate me without cause.”

The Fourth Gospel, then, perhaps wants us 
to see Jesus as someone who was hated “without 
cause.” He had harmed no one. He had wronged 
no one. Through his life and through his deeds, 
he “bore witness” to the Truth. But like so many 
people all through history whose hands and feet 
reflected a “different” spirit and had been an-
chored in a “different” realm, Jesus found deceit-
ful and violent words shouted against him.

Watch out for hatred sneaking into your life, 
the Fourth Gospel seems to suggest, for hate 
gives rise not to Truth but to deceit.

For Discussion
What are some of the ways that hatred in-

spires lies and violence in our own day?

Scripture to Read
John 19:4–5a

Comment 17
“I find no cause against him,” says Pilate to 

the Judean religious leaders, perhaps seeking to 
hide—or at least ignore—the violence and hate 
that has already risen high in his heart.

But then, just as Pilate is smiling smugly, the 
scourged and beaten Jesus steps out, exposing the 
lies of the Roman governor. Jesus’ back is bloody. 
A crown of thorns has been jammed down on his 
head. His face is bruised and swollen from be-
ing hit repeatedly by Pilate’s soldiers. The purple 
robe sticks painfully to the blood that is running 
down his back.

Comment 18
In the Fourth Gospel’s dramatic portrait, Je-

sus isn’t led out by Pilate. He’s not carried out 
by soldiers. Rather, he himself boldly and silently 
steps out before the crowd.

In effect, he steps out to expose Pilate’s lie. 
He steps out to reveal Pilate’s heart. He steps out 
as “the Word made flesh.” He “bears witness to 
the Truth,” standing before those who claim to 
know God, revealing on his own body the cruel 
venom that spews so violently from those who 
have made hatred’s palace their “dwelling place.” 

In 1972, reflecting on all of this, Fred Pratt 
Green wrote a very insightful hymn with these 
words:

To mock your reign, O dearest Lord,
they made a crown of thorns;
set you with taunts along that road
from which no one returns.

They did not know, as we do now,
that glorious is your crown;
that thorns would flower upon your brow,
your sorrows heal our own.



In mock acclaim, O gracious Lord,
they snatched a purple cloak,
your passion turned, for all they cared,
into a soldier’s joke.

They did not know, as we do now,
that though we merit blame,
you will your robe of mercy throw
around our naked shame.

A sceptered reed, O patient Lord,
they thrust into your hand,
and acted out their grim charade
to its appointed end.

They did not know, as we do now,
though empires rise and fall,
your Kingdom shall not cease to grow
till love embraces all.

Scripture to Read
John 19:5b–6a

Comment 19
Perhaps feeling a bit stunned, perhaps feeling 

a bit nervous, perhaps feeling a desperate need to 
enlist the crowd on his side, Pilate points a finger 
at Jesus and cries, “Behold, the man!”

Seeing Jesus, the chief priests and religious po-
lice readily join in. Like so many religious leaders 
down through the ages, they are no strangers to 
hatred “without cause.” Hatred’s venom knows 
no limits. It can slither its way into any of our 
souls. “Crucify! Crucify!” they cry.

For Discussion
What are some of the ways that a hateful ven-

om can sneak its way into our hearts?

Comment 20
One significant aspect of this carefully word-

ed scene is lost in most English translations.
When the Fourth Gospel shows us Pilate 

turning toward Jesus, crying, “Behold, the man!” 
it doesn’t use the normal Greek word for a male 
human. Instead, it uses the much more generic 

word anthrōpos. That’s a word that suggests the 
whole of humanity. It encompasses male and fe-
male, young and old, Jew and Gentile, gay and 
straight, rich and poor—people of every possible 
characteristic without distinction.

Comment 21
In effect, then, in some mysterious way, it’s as 

if Pilate is pointing his finger at us all. Maybe he’s 
even pointing a bit at himself.

Why? Because from the viewpoint of this 
Gospel, Jesus, this simple human being—this 
Truth-revealing anthrōpos—is the all-encompass-
ing fullness of all that God has created.

Pilate turns to Jesus. Blood drips from Jesus’ 
head. Scars run down his back. The mockery of 
the “empire” still rings in his ears. “Behold, us 
human ones!” Pilate seems to cry. “Behold, here 
stand we all!”

Comment 22
The scene is raw. 
The scene is poignant.
The Fourth Gospel is offering us a powerful 

and haunting reminder. 
No matter the “empire” or “realm” in which 

we seek to live, there are times in which we all 
will be beaten. We all will be abused. We all will 
be hated “without cause.” The “prince of this 
world”—the great “deceiver,” the “accuser”—this 
cruel force beyond our comprehension, it is the 
“scourge” of us all.

Comment 23
And yet, like Jerusalem’s befuddled and de-

luded religious leaders, there are times when we, 
even as people of faith, even as people touched 
by the Spirit of Love, still cry for that which will 
ultimately bring ourselves great harm. 

“Crucify!” we cry, not realizing that the an-
thrōpos at which we point is, at least in part, our-
selves. With vengeance and hate, we sometimes 
call for the destruction of the very “shepherd” 
whom God has sent to lead us to “green pastures” 
and to drink from “living waters.”



Scripture to Read
John 19:6

Comment 24
“Crucify him yourself,” says Pilate, though he 

can’t mean it literally, for only he can order up a 
cross. Only he can order nails to be driven. Only 
he can order a body to be hung.

Yet in a deeper sense, he is speaking to a re-
ality that stubbornly lies in all of our hearts. It’s 
the temptation to hate. It’s the temptation to de-
stroy. It’s the temptation to demean ourselves by 
demeaning God’s most gracious gifts.

Perhaps it was with a similar recognition that 
Horatio Bonar, a Scottish pastor and hymn writ-
er, wrote a poem in the 1850s that began with  
these humbling words:

I see the crowd in Pilate’s hall;
I mark their wrath—’tis mean.
Their shouts of “Crucify!” appall—
with blasphemy between.

Yet of that shouting multitude,
I feel that I am one.
And in that din of voices rude,
I recognize my own.

I see the scourges tear his back;
I see the piercing crown.
Yet of that crowd who smite and mock,
I feel that I am one.

Around yon’ cross, the throng I see,
mocking the sufferer’s groan.
Yet still my voice it seems to be,
as if I mocked alone.

’Twas I that shed that sacred blood:
I nailed him to the tree.
I crucified the Christ of God;
I joined the mockery…

Scripture to Read
John 19:5, 7

Comment 25
Here is another of this Gospel’s remarkable 

juxtapositions. 
“Behold, the human one,”  cries Pilate, using 

an inclusive word that could mean any of us or 
all of us. And then, almost immediately, we hear 
the religious leaders of Judea declaring that this 
“human one,” this Word-made-flesh, needs to be 
destroyed because he has had the gall to call him-
self “the son of God.”

The Fourth Gospel portrays these religious 
leaders as outraged because a child of Adam, a hu-
man one like themselves, has described himself as 
a child of God.

For Discussion
In what sense is the claim of these religious 

leaders false—and in what sense is it true? 

Scripture to Read
John 1:12–13

Comment 26
One of the most important themes in this 

Gospel is that we can all “become the children 
of God” if we will allow ourselves to be “born 
anew.” 

As these verses indicate, the Fourth Gospel 
is not talking about our being born of “blood” 
or violence or greed or the corrupted “will of 
the flesh.” It’s not asking for us to be shaped 
and molded by the “empire mentality” that still 
sometimes leads all of us to cry, “Crucify! Cruci-
fy!” Rather, it’s pleading with us to be continually 
born anew in keeping with the loving and em-
bracing and ever-renewing “will of God.”

Scripture to Read
John 3:6–7

Comment 27
According to the Fourth Gospel, Jesus not 

only called himself a “child of God” but he taught 
that we are all called to abide so thoroughly and 
so completely in God’s way of thinking and 
God’s way of behaving that we, too, will be seen 



and recognized as authentic sons and daughters 
of the Holy One. 

We will be seen and recognized as “children” 
of the One whose ways we are imitating.

Scripture to Read
Romans 8:14–16

Comment 28
A similar perspective is found here in the 

apostle Paul’s most polished theological writing. 
He argues that when we are led by the Spirit of 
God, when we allow Love to shape our path, 
then we are truly “the children of God.”

No longer are we in bondage. No longer are 
we controlled by what the Fourth Gospel calls 
“the prince of this world.” We serve Tyranny no 
longer, for Truth has set us free.

Scripture to Read
John 19:7–8

Comment 29
We aren’t told why Pilate begins to panic 

when he hears the charge leveled against Jesus. 
Is it because he thinks Jesus will call forth 

some wrath-filled divine power and zap poor Pi-
late for having mocked and scourged Jesus? 

Or is it that Pilate now realizes that this “hu-
man one” is indeed living and abiding in a realm 
that is utterly different from his own?

Comment 30
In the mentality of “empire,” the destructive 

ways of empire are all that there is. All else is 
an illusion. And it’s in this cruel mentality that 
Pilate has planted himself. It’s in this world of 
thugs that he has chosen to abide.

But if there is another realm, if there is an-
other way of living, if we can truly be reborn as 
“children of God,” then that calls into question 
Pilate’s own choices, Pilate’s own behavior. Per-
haps Pilate panics because this is an option that 
he’s not yet willing to consider. It’s an option that 
he’s not ready to acknowledge.

If the Judean religious leaders are right, then 

this is scary indeed. It challenges Pilate’s whole 
way of thinking, his whole way of living.

Scripture to Read
John 19:8–9

For Discussion
Why do you suppose this Gospel sudden-

ly shows us Pilate asking Jesus, “Where are you 
from?” What might be the significance of this 
question?

Why do you suppose we’re told that Jesus 
gives no answer?

Comment 31
Having heard the Judean religious leaders 

claim that Jesus, a human one like us all, has de-
scribed himself as the “son of God,” Pilate starts 
to tremble. Perhaps his understanding of the 
world and who we can or cannot be has been 
shaken.

The Fourth Gospel—and the Fourth Gospel 
alone—shows us Pilate pulling Jesus back inside 
the praetorium and nervously asking, “Where 
are you from?”

Comment 32
On one level, Pilate’s question could be inter-

preted as a simple inquiry about Jesus’ geograph-
ic origin. “Look, here, Jesus. I have this form to 
fill out. I have to keep good records. Now, first, 
where were you born?” 

But in the context of this deeply meaningful 
Gospel, it’s more likely that a far deeper meaning 
is being suggested. In effect, Pilate is perhaps ask-
ing, “Where do you live? Where do you dwell? In 
what realm do you find your strength?”

And then—very significantly—we are told 
that Jesus “gave no answer.”

Scripture to Read
John 1:37–39a

Comment 33
Back near the beginning of this Gospel, two 

disciples of John the Baptist follow behind Je-



sus, curious and uncertain. Jesus turns around 
and asks them what they want. “Where dwellest 
thou?” they ask. “Where are you from, anyhow? 
In what realm do you abide?”

And according to this Gospel, Jesus doesn’t 
tell them. He offers no verbal explanation. Rath-
er, he invites them to “come and see.” In other 
words, his life is the answer. In him, the divine is 
“made flesh.”

Scripture to Read
John 19:9

Comment 34
In this Gospel’s dramatic portrait, filled with 

so many significant details, Pilate asks a question 
very similar to that which was asked by Jesus’ first 
would-be disciples. And once again, Jesus offers 
no verbal explanation. 

Through his silence, it’s as if Jesus is inviting 
Pilate himself to do the same as those early disci-
ples. Jesus invites Pilate to look—and see, for this 
Gospel is convinced that it is not through our 
lips that we communicate the Truth that sets the 
world free. It’s through our life.


