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Scripture to Read
John 19:4

Comment 1
The Fourth Gospel has drawn us into a re-

markable scene.
After Pilate, the Roman governor, has person-

ally “scourged” Jesus—after Pilate has viciously 
beaten Jesus with a barbed whip and after Pilate’s 
own soldiers have mocked Jesus and repeatedly 
slapped him in the face with their hands—Pilate 
marches out to speak to some of Judea’s most de-
luded religious leaders.

Comment 2
“I find no cause against him,” Pilate then an-

nounces. As we saw last time, Pilate’s words seem 
designed to bring to our minds an ancient psalm. 
Psalm 35 talks about how God’s people are often 
hated “without cause.” Psalm 35 also points to the 
ways in which hate can lead to both deceit and 
violence.

Earlier, this Gospel showed us Jesus explain-
ing to Pilate that Jesus’ loyalty is not to the deceit-
ful and violent “kingdoms of this world.” Rather, 
his loyalty is to the way of Truth, the divine Love 
that sets the captive free.

Scripture to Read
John 19:5

Comment 3
Then, in this dramatic scene, it’s as if Jesus 

steps out of the shadows. He steps before a group 
of blinded religious leaders. He’s beaten and 
bruised, mocked, bloodied, and cruelly marked 
for death. He’s yet another victim of the hate that 
still prevails in our world.

As we saw last time, Pilate turns toward Je-
sus, points a finger, and proclaims, “Behold, the 
man!” But as we learned last time, the word in the 
Greek text that is typically translated as “man” 
is not the normal word for a male person. It is 
rather anthrōpos, a word that encompasses every 
possible expression of humanity. In other words, 
according to the Fourth Gospel, Jesus is the em-
bodiment of every victim of our world’s hate. In 
him, we all stand. And in like manner, against 
him—and against ourselves—we have all sinned.

Scripture to Read
John 19:6

Comment 4
The scene gets even more disturbing. Some of 

the highest ranking and most biblically informed 
religious leaders of that day look on this beaten 
Jesus, this anthrōpos who represents every victim 
of hate that this world has ever known. In him 
stands every victim of deceit and violence.

And in response to this universal plight of 
humanity, what do these misguided religious 
leaders say? “Crucify! Crucify!” they cry.

Comment 5
It’s a disturbing reminder of how the men-
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tality of hate—and the mentality of “empire”—
can work its way into the heart of us all. While 
wearing the robes of faith, while dressed in the 
garb of religion, while pointing with pride to the 
scriptures, we, too, can find ourselves acting as 
the violent agents of “the prince of this world.”

As we saw last time, the Greek text of this 
Gospel includes no object. We aren’t told who 
these religious leaders want to crucify. English 
translations tend to insert the word “him,” but 
in the Greek text, they simply cry, “Crucify! Cru-
cify!” 

Comment 6
In other words, it is not just against Jesus that 

the world cries. From the viewpoint of this Gos-
pel, it is against all of humanity that “the prince of 
this world” inspires hate and destruction. 

Sadly, sometimes even religious people fool-
ishly become “cheerleaders” for evil’s tyranny. 
But from the viewpoint of this Gospel, every cry 
for “death” is a cry against God’s creation. And 
every cry for the extermination or destruction of 
others is likewise a cry against ourselves.

Scripture to Read
John 19:7

Comment 7
As we saw last time, with deep irony, these 

deluded religious leaders frantically explain that 
Jesus needs to be destroyed because “he made 
himself son of God.”

Most English translations insert the word 
“the” before “son of God,” but there is no “the” 
in the Greek text. Perhaps that’s because one of 
the enduring themes of this Gospel is that we are 
all called to be “born anew.” 

Comment 8
We are all called to live in a way that causes 

others to see us as “children of God,” which is to 
say, as the recognizable “offspring” of the Holy 
One, shaped and molded by a “love divine, all 
loves excelling.”

And, unfortunately, this involves the kind of 

Spirit-led behavior that is deeply threatening to 
those who see religion as a power-laden institu-
tion whose primary purpose is to exercise a rig-
id control over others rather than to serve as the 
loving dispenser of redeeming grace.

Scripture to Read
John 19:8–9

Comment 9
Hearing Jesus described as one who has, in 

effect, been “born from Above,” Pilate feels a fear 
running through his soul. The goal of the empire 
that he serves is to convince everyone that there 
is no other realm in which to live, there is no 
other “word” to which they should listen. Even 
today, the “empires” of this world demand not 
only our “allegiance” but our whole selves.

But in the scene as it unfolds for us, Pilate 
hears that Jesus has “made himself ” not “child” 
of the empire but “child” of something wholly 
Other, something wholly beyond the narrow 
walls that Pilate and his like are constantly seek-
ing to erect. And for Pilate and his like, there 
is something deeply scary about someone who 
refuses to live within the walls that “the prince of 
this world” seeks to build.

Comment 10
As we saw last time, Pilate nervously asks, 

“Where are you from? In what realm are you 
rooted? From whom have you sprung?” In ef-
fect, he’s asking where Jesus “dwells,” where Jesus 
“abides.” It’s one of the major themes of this Gos-
pel, for in this Gospel, to “believe” is to build our 
“home” in a Light that cannot be extinguished, 
in a Love that cannot be quenched. 

It’s to feed on “green pastures” and sip from 
“living waters”—even when we are being beaten 
and mocked, even we are thrown into dungeons 
and tombs, even when blood runs down our back 
and drips from our brow.

To Pilate’s question, Jesus gives no verbal an-
swer. Why? Perhaps because the answer lies not 
in that which flows from our lips. Rather, the an-
swer lies in that which flows from our life.



Scripture to Read
John 19:10

Comment 11
Pilate is fuming. “How dare you not answer 

me?” Pilate shouts. 
“Don’t you know that I have all power, at least 

all power that matters? I have the power to cru-
cify you—and I have the power to release you! 
Shouldn’t you be bowing before me—and maybe 
even licking my boots?”

For Discussion
What do Pilate’s words suggest about those 

Jesus and all those who seek to live as “children 
of God”?

What do Pilate’s words suggest about those 
who are seduced by the empires of this world?

Scripture to Read
John 19:11

Comment 12
The Fourth Gospel invites us to hear a re-

sponse from Jesus that is both courageous and 
challenging. For those who have been seduced by 
the “power” of this world, the words that are pre-
sented here are radical indeed.

In effect, Jesus declares that Pilate’s “pow-
er”—like every expression of power that is dis-
played by this world’s empires—it is nothing in 
relation to the power that is “from Above.” 

God’s power—the power of Love and Light—
it is the only enduring power, the Fourth Gospel 
seems to say. And when we abide where God 
abides, when we are born “from Above,” when 
“Above” is where we’re from, then we are wrapped 
in a Power above all powers, for we are holding to 
God’s unchanging hand.

Comment 13
This Gospel isn’t naive. It knows that those 

who follow in the way of the world can do great 
harm. They can terrorize, kill, and destroy. 

Or, to switch to a modern context, they can 
deny health insurance to the poor. They can re-

fuse to provide needed funding to schools in cer-
tain neighborhoods. They can turn a cold shoul-
der to refugees who are fleeing for their lives. 
They can disenfranchise voters, lavish privileges 
on the rich, and make sure that a high percentage 
of “certain people” end up in prison.

But there is a Power that is greater than this 
world’s power, the Fourth Gospel seems to say. 
Tyrants come, and tyrants go, but there is a Truth 
that is forever. And it’s a Truth that sets us free 
from the grip of those who use their power only 
to intimidate and destroy.

Scripture to Read
John 19:11

For Discussion
What might the last part of this verse be refer-

ring to when it mentions “the one who delivered 
me to you”? And what could it possibly mean 
when it refers to this action as “the greater sin”?

Comment 14
Readers of this Gospel have come to different 

conclusions about the identity of “the one who 
delivered” Jesus to Pilate.

Some have wondered if this is an allusion to 
Judas, the disciple of Jesus who became a betray-
er. On the other hand, Judas is not portrayed 
as literally “delivering” Jesus to Pilate. He only 
seems to have led a crowd out to a remote place 
where Jesus and his disciples often went to find 
spiritual strength and divine renewal. And judg-
ing from how the story is told in this Gospel, as 
soon as the crowd found Jesus, they took over. It 
was they who bound him and led him back into 
Jerusalem, not Judas.

Comment 15
Others have wondered if the allusion is to 

“the chief priests” and other deluded religious 
leaders who are outside the praetorium, shout-
ing, “Crucify! Crucify!” According to John 11:28, 
it was a crowd of priests and Temple officers who 
led Jesus from Caiaphas unto Pilate’s praetorium, 
or what the King James Version calls “the judg-



ment hall.” Could they be the group to which 
this Gospel is alluding?

On the other hand, the chief priests and Tem-
ple police are clearly a group. They’re a “crowd.” 
Yet the Greek text of John 19:11 clearly refers to a 
single entity. We hear Jesus referring to “the one 
who delivered me to you” or, in other transla-
tions, “he who delivered me to you.” A group 
doesn’t fit very well.

Comment 16
Another possibility is that this is an allusion 

to the unseen and invisible “prince of this world” 
to which this Gospel alluded earlier. Jesus is por-
trayed as alluding to this destructive and intangi-
ble spirit in John 12:31. And then in John 14:30, 
we hear Jesus warning his disciples that “the rul-
er—or prince—of this world is coming.” 

Finally, in John 16, we hear Jesus assuring his 
disciples that “the Comforter” will be coming. 
He says that this Holy Spirit from Above will 
cleanse the world of “sin” and “judgment” for 
this Comforter will turn the condemning ways 
of “the prince of this world” upside down. Cruel-
ty will endure for a night, says a psalmist, but joy 
will come in the morning.

For Discussion
In what ways, if any, might an unseen, intan-

gible “prince of this world” be at work, foment-
ing cruelty and destruction, even today?

How can we recognize—and resist—the 
leadings of this destructive spirit?

Comment 17
Back in John 17, Judas leads a cohort of Ro-

man soldiers and Temple police out to “the gar-
den” where Jesus has gone with his disciples. See-
ing the torches and lanterns and weapons, Jesus 
steps forward. Alluding to the holy name of the 
One who is, who was, and who forever will be, 
Jesus boldly declares, “I am who you seek.”

In the narrative as we find it in this Gospel, 
as soon as Jesus is identified, Judas fades from 
view. Instead, a mysterious and previously un-
mentioned figure appears to take charge. In some 

translations, it’s “the captain.” In some, it’s “the 
commander.” 

Comment 18
On one level, this “commander” could be a 

Roman officer who had simply been nervously 
hiding in the shadows. But on another level, on a 
more profound level, from the viewpoint of this 
Gospel the “commander” seems to represent “the 
prince of this world,” that intangible, corrupting 
spirit that moves in human hearts, the spirit of 
accusation and destruction that so often takes 
hold of us and makes us do great harm.

And perhaps it is this “commander” to which 
we are to understand Jesus alluding when he tells 
Pilate that “the one who delivered me to you” is 
guilty of the “greater sin.”

Comment 19
Scholars point out that the Greek word that is 

translated here as “the greater sin” is a word that 
most literally means “falling short of the mark” 
or “making an error in judgment.” Pilate would 
not have understood it as suggesting a moral fail-
ure. It rather had the feeling of  a practical failure 
or a strategic blunder.

If we, too, were to hear the allusion from this 
perspective, the whole verse would hang together 
in a way that makes more sense. Jesus starts out 
by talking about “power”—whose power endures 
and whose is only an illusion. Then he refers in 
a strong but indirect way to “the prince of this 
world,” that hateful, corrupting spirit that de-
ceived a whole group of people, many of them 
religious. It led them into “handing over” Jesus 
to Pilate. 

Comment 20
In effect, Jesus seems to suggest that the fool-

ish “prince of this world” imagined that deliver-
ing Jesus into the empire’s hands would mark the 
end of God’s power. In other words, the “prince 
of this world” blundered into believing that Je-
sus’ arrest and execution would bring an end to 
those who fancy themselves authentic “children 
of God.” 



But oh, what a great mistake “the prince of 
this world” has made, Jesus seems to say, for 
nothing that “the prince of this world” might do 
will ever keep God from getting God’s way. 

The Light from Above—the “light from the 
lighthouse” that shines so warmly on each of 
us—it can’t be snuffed out.

Scripture to Read
John 19:12

For Discussion
What sort of threat is this that we hear being 

uttered by certain misguided religious leaders?
In what ways are similar threats issued today?

Comment 21
Hearing Jesus talk about the practical and 

strategic blunder that was made by “the one who 
handed me over to you,” Pilate gets worried. Per-
haps he doesn’t want to get entangled in a stra-
tegic error, for that might make him look bad 
in the eyes of the Roman emperor. So he starts 
thinking that maybe he ought to release Jesus.

But then certain misguided religious leaders 
from Jerusalem begin to threaten him from the 
other direction. They suggest that if Pilate re-
leases Jesus, they will label him as “not Caesar’s 
friend.” In other words, they will tarnish him 
with accusations of disloyalty to the empire, dis-
loyalty to the reigning political powers of that 
day. More than Pilate’s job might be in jeopardy. 
His very life could be in danger.

Scripture to Read
John 19:13–14a

Comment 22
It’s as if Pilate, the captive of Tyranny, now 

realizes that releasing Jesus is out of the question. 
Pilate is in too deep. He’s sold his soul. In seeking 
to exalt himself, he’s lost himself.

We’re told that Pilate brings Jesus outside. 
The Greek text is ambiguous about who then 
sits on the “judgment seat” or what some trans-
lations call the “judge’s bench.” Is it Pilate? Or in 

some deeper, less literal sense, is it Jesus? Or the 
Great I am? Some scholars think this Gospel is 
deliberately vague about who is sitting as “judge” 
so that we will be able to see it from multiple 
perspectives. It’s a reminder that sometimes it 
is in sitting in judgment on others that we find 
ourselves “judged” by the Judge who is above all 
judges.

Scripture to Read
John 19:13–14a

Comment 23
The details here are rich. Pilate, the appointed 

agent of the empire brings Jesus outside. Some-
one—we aren’t told who—sits on “the judge’s 
bench.” We’re given a description of this place in 
Greek, plus its name in Aramaic, the common 
language at the time of Jewish people (described 
in the text as “Hebrew”).

We’re also given some additional details. It’s 
high noon (“the sixth hour”) on the day of prepa-
ration for the feast of Passover, one of the holiest 
days on the Jewish calendar. At that very hour, 
Temple priests would begin slaughtering thou-
sands of lambs to be roasted and eaten at the 
Passover meal.

Comment 24
In this Gospel, names and small descriptive 

details often function as pointers to deeper lev-
els of understanding. These details are supposed 
to open our eyes to a richer layer of meaning. 
Often these details convey meaningful biblical 
allusions. These biblical connections are a way 
of providing us with an interpretive context for 
what is happening. They communicate this Gos-
pel’s theological understanding of what is hap-
pening.

We have many such details in this short pas-
sage. Unfortunately, the significance of one of 
these details has been lost. We’re told that in Ar-
amaic (“Hebrew”), the place that Pilate brings 
Jesus is called “Gabbatha.” It’s unusual for this 
Gospel to give us an Aramaic word unless some-
thing about it was deeply meaningful. But mod-



ern scholars have lost all understanding of that 
to which this word is pointing. It’s clearly more 
than “just a name,” but we can no longer know 
what its significance is.

Comment 25
There is no mistaking, however, the Greek 

description of this place to which Pilate brings 
Jesus. The King James Version shortens it to “the 
Pavement,” but the Greek is fuller, describing it 
very explicitly as “Stone Pavement.”

In the past, scholars sometimes tried to iden-
tify this with a specific place in Jerusalem. These 
days, however, all of these former identifications 
have been discredited. They just don’t stand up.

Comment 26
But that’s OK. It’s OK because from the per-

spective of this Gospel, it’s not geography that 
matters. It’s rather what this haunting descrip-
tion conveys. 

We’re told that the place to which the Ro-
man governor brought Jesus was stone-filled and 
stone-paved. It was in a stony place that justice was 
perverted. It was in a stony place that deluded re-
ligious leaders joined hands with the appointed 
agent of the Empire. 

Comment 27
Together, they imagined that they could “get 

away with murder.” Together, deceived by “the 
prince of this world,” they thought they could 
get away with crushing the poor, get away with 
extinguishing the Light from Above.

What they had forgotten, suggests the Fourth 
Gospel, is that from the perspective of ancient 
Jewish prophets, “houses” built of “hewn stone” 
won’t last. And false “judgments”—even those is-
sued on streets paved with “stone”—they will be 
cast aside. They will be “cleared away” when a 
Saving God comes storming in.

For Discussion
What are some of the “stony places” in our 

world today, places where justice is perverted and 
the strong serve as thugs for Tyranny?

Scripture to Read
Amos 5:7–12, 16–17

Comment 28
Pay attention, cries the prophet. Pay atten-

tion, you who “turn judgment to wormwood,” 
you who pervert “justice” into that which is poi-
sonous. Pay attention, you who seek to banish 
righteousness from the earth, you who tread 
upon the poor while building for yourselves 
“houses of hewn stone.”

Pay attention, cries the prophet, for the Mak-
er of the stars and the One who poured out the 
waters of the sea, the Holy One is coming. Your 
“houses of stone,” they won’t last. For now, you 
may think yourselves “strong,” but when “the 
God of hosts” passes through, “wailing” shall be 
heard in your streets and on every paved highway.

Scripture to Read
Amos 5:21–24

Comment 29
The Fourth Gospel tells us that when Pilate 

brought Jesus out to the “stone pavement,” and 
when certain religious leaders joined hands with 
the Empire in an effort to pervert justice and 
extinguish the Light, it was high noon on “the 
day of preparation for the Passover.” It was when 
lambs were being slaughtered so that they might 
be roasted for the feast, so that sweet aromas and 
joyous songs of praise and worship might rise to 
a God who is holy.

But until justice runs down like living “waters” 
and until righteousness pours forth like “a mighty, 
rushing stream,” I shall “despise your feasts,” de-
clares the Holy One through the prophet. “You 
can offer me meat offerings and fat beasts and 
loud songs, but I won’t hear them. I won’t smell 
them. I won’t accept them. For what I really seek 
are children living in imitation of Myself.”

Scripture to Read
Isaiah 62:10–12



Comment 30
“Go through the gates,” cries the prophet. 

“Go through—and prepare the way of the peo-
ple. Tear up that cruel pavement on which justice 
has been perverted. Gather up the stones on which 
the foolish have built houses that will not last, 
and then lift up a standard for the people, a true 
standard, a Light that cannot be extinguished.”

From the perspective of the Fourth Gospel, 
Jesus—the Word-made-flesh, the one who “bore 
witness” to God’s loving ways—he is that merci-
ful “standard” that has been lifted up so that all 
people—even those living in the farthest ends of 
the earth—might be called “the redeemed of the 
Lord.”

Through its revealing details and powerful 
biblical allusions, it’s as if the Fourth Gospel is 
reminding us that there is a Good Shepherd who 
is forever seeking out the sheep. There is a Saving 
God who wants none to be forsaken.

Scripture to Read
Ezekiel 36:23, 25–26

Comment 31
“I will sanctify my name,” declares the Holy 

One through the prophet Ezekiel. “How? Let me 
tell you how. I will sanctify my name through the 
transformed lives of you who have profaned it,” 
continues the Holy One. 

“I will sprinkle you with clean water—and a 
new heart I will give you. You will become new 
people, for I shall take away the stony heart that 
has so often led you across stony pavements, the 
stony heart that has caused you to profane my 
name with perverse judgments.”

Scripture to Read
John 1:29

Comment 32
In this scene near the beginning of this Gos-

pel, John, the baptizer, sees Jesus coming toward 
him and declares, “Here is the Lamb of God that 
takes away the sin of the world.”

In John 19, in preparation for the feast of 

Passover, lambs are being slaughtered, lambs are 
being roasted. But the pavements of the world’s 
hearts are still stony. On one level, it’s Jesus who 
is being abused. It’s Jesus who is being beaten. 
It’s Jesus who is facing the cruelty of those who 
blunder into imagining that death and destruc-
tion are God’s way.

But the One who stands ready to “take away” 
the stones that afflict each of our hearts and each 
of our lives is about to be “lifted up” as the “stan-
dard” that will enable those even in the farthest 
reaches of the earth to be treated as “the redeemed 
of the Lord.”

Scripture to Read
John 19:13–14a

Comment 33
On one level the scene here in the Fourth 

Gospel is utterly frightening. Pilate, the agent of 
the empire, joins hands with deluded religious 
leaders. They set up shop on a stony pavement 
that reflects their stony hearts. 

But then, through its carefully chosen details, 
the Fourth Gospel reminds us that even though 
Jesus—and all of us “human ones”—have at 
times found ourselves trudging through a world 
that is “stony,” and even though we ourselves 
have sometimes profaned God’s name through 
the “stony” ways in which we, too, have chosen 
to live, nevertheless there is a God who is eager to 
place a new spirit within us. There is a God who 
invites each of us—indeed, invites the whole of 
the cosmos—to be born anew.

Comment 34
In effect, the Fourth Gospel’s dream is that 

each of our hearts, like Christ’s heart, might beat 
with the rhythm of Love. It’s not a new dream. 
It’s an old dream. It’s the dream of ancient Jewish 
texts found in the books of Amos, Isaiah, and 
Ezekiel. It’s the belief that even though we have 
come over a way that with tears has been watered, 
even though we have treaded our path through 
the blood of the slaughtered, there is a God who 
has sought us. There is a God who has redeemed 



us. There is a God who has made us God’s own.
The second verse of James Weldon Johnson’s 

most famous hymn puts it this way:

Stony the road we trod, 
bitter the chastening rod,
felt in the days 
when hope unborn had died;
yet with a steady beat, 
have not our weary feet
come to the place 
for which our people sighed?
We have come over a way 
that with tears has been watered;
we have come, treading our path 
through the blood of the slaughtered,
out from the gloomy past, 
till now we stand at last
where the white gleam 
of our bright star is cast.


