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“Is He Our King?”
In the name of our crucified Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace.

The major theme of John’s gospel, in chapter 18 and 19 which we will hear in a moment, is the
kingship of Christ. Pilate ironically paid Jesus the highest tribute, placed on the cross an inscription
written in three languages: “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” In an act of defiance directed
at the chief priests, Pilate unwittingly extended the royalty of Jesus far beyond the borders of Judea.

John has woven into his telling of the trial and passion of Jesus a profound study of Pilate, so we can
take a close look at him and surprise, surprise! As we do this, each one of us will find the royal claim
of Jesus intruding into our conscience, the place where he really seeks enthronement.

What we know of Pilate can be quickly summed up. He was the Roman Procurator from 26 to 36 CE.
The volatile Middle East was not an easy place to be assigned. Keeping order required a strong hand,
which he had.

Pilate spilled the blood of some Galilean zealots. He provoked a public uproar and had to crack heads.
Like all Roman administrators, he was impatient with religious practices and disputes in this part of
the world. It is also reported that he was finally recalled to Rome to answer for his mistaken slaughter
of some Samaritans, and from there he just seems to disappear into history.

We do know that he was married and his wife was with him in Jerusalem. The Gospel of Matthew
reports that she had a bad dream and warned him to do nothing to the innocent Jesus.

Suffice it to say that Pilate had a tough job in a complicated part of the world. Given the way some of
our leaders have blundered in various places on this globe, we can refrain from passing too harsh a
judgement on Pilate. In the gospel, Pilate is not presented as a brutish person. John puts a rather
human face on the man.

Pilate really didn’t want to get involved in a Jewish religious quarrel or even in a criminal case that they
could handle by their own laws. When the captors of Jesus mentioned that they desired the death
penalty, he had to interrogate Jesus.

“Are you the king of the Jews?” He had to have an answer to that questions, but Jesus put him off
balance. “Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?”

Jesus confronted Pilate with the responsibility of making up his own mind. He cleverly implied that
Pilate might have some interest in him. Hear Pilate’s reply. “I am not a Jew, am I?” 

Unnerved, he still had to determine the reason why Jesus was handed over to him. “What have you
done?” Jesus did not answer directly, but spoke of a kingdom not of this world, so Pilate asks a
different question, “So, you are a king?” Jesus reminded Pilate that he was the one who said that
Jesus was a king. All so confusing, this back and forth.

Then Jesus stated his mission, “For this I was born and for this I came into the world, to testify to the
truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.” Pilate was rattled and asked the
question, “What is truth?”



Was this a cynical reply, or the beginning of interest, or simply a look of comprehension?

At any rate, Pilate did not wait for an answer. This portion of John’s narrative ended with a question.
It was just left there dangling.

Maybe Jesus wanted us to reflect on who or what truth is.

As the narrative moves on, you will recall how Pilate tried in one way or another to release Jesus.
Pilate resisted pressure until the enemies of Jesus played their trump card, reminding Pilate that
Caesar would not want him to tolerate any other authority in Judea. In the end Pilate acted to save
his own skin. The pressure was too great and he resorted to expedience. He had no central care of
integrity and so he compromised. We know the rest of the story. It is why we are here today.

The Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard called the Word of God “a mirror in which we see our own
reflection.” Well, here we are, today, face to face with Pilate. Or is that our own face staring back at
us?

By the way, did you know that Pilate is a saint in the Ethiopian church? There is a tradition that he was
a secret Christian.

We can doubt that, but there is no doubt that a lot of the people who read John’s gospel were secret
Christians within the establishment. They feared public intimidation and so silenced their convictions.
Many of those would see mirrored in Pilate their own tragic temporizing, compromising, and
indecision.

Pilate caved in when his own self-interest was at stake. Do we do the same thing? Suddenly now the
focus is not on Pilate but on us.

My brothers and sisters in faith. Today’s gospel, which we are about to hear, brings the kingship of
Christ to us with uncomfortable questions. Where do we stand in terms of his royal claim upon us who
bear his name? Christian. 

Is Jesus our King? If so, let every heart prepare him room.


