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“A Different Kind of King”

“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.”

If anyone had the ability to identify a king, it was Pontius Pilate.  The Roman governor of Judea
served under that absolute, autocratic rule of Tiberius Caesar, an all-powerful warrior king who
was worshipped as a god.  So we can understand Pilate’s confusion when he first encounters a
man who has been brought before him accused of being the “king of the Jews.”  Political
sedition was dealt with harshly by the Romans, and the awareness that someone in Judea was
being hailed as a “king” would have immediately drawn Pilate’s attention.  Pilate was aware of
the potential threat that Jewish messianic hopes posed to Rome’s governance of the province,
and he was prepared to meet the person who dared challenge the absolute reign of the Roman
emperor.

What Pilate wasn’t prepared for was the person he encountered in his courtyard.  Instead of a
mighty warrior who posed a clear physical threat to Pilate’s sovereign, he encountered a small,
broken man, wearing a crown of thorns and showing the obvious mark of brutality.  In no way
did Jesus of Nazareth fit any of Pontius Pilate’s expectations of a king; it is understandable that
his first question to the man standing before him was, “Are you the King of the Jews?”

But Pilate will soon learn that while Jesus did not fit his preconceived notions of a king, he was
indeed a king – a different kind of king.  As is typical of Jesus throughout the Fourth Gospel, he
responds to Pilate’s question with one of his own: “Do you ask this on your own, or did others
tell you about me?”  His question not only calls into account whether Pilate can act on his own
or only in response to others, but also signals the direction the trial will take as Jesus turns the
tables on Pilate and positions himself as the interrogator, something he has done previously in
John’s Gospel:

· “The disciples said to him, ‘Rabbi, the Jews were just now trying to stone you, and are
you going there again?’  Jesus answered, ‘Are there not twelve hours of daylight?  Those
who walk during the day do not stumble, because they see the light of the world.  But
those who walk at night stumble, because the light is not in them.’” – 11:8-10.

· “Philip said to him, ‘Lord, show us the Father, and we will be satisfied.’  Jesus said to
him, ‘Have I been with you all this time, Philip, and you still do not know me?’” – 14:8-9.

In his response, Pilate expresses his disdain for the Jewish people, which will govern his
dealings with the Jewish authorities in the remainder of the trial: “I am not a Jew, am I?  Your
own nation and the chief priests have handed you over to me.  What have you done?”  He
would offer these authorities an opportunity to release Jesus, noting that “you have a custom
that I release someone for you at the Passover.  Do you want me to release for you the King of



the Jews?” (18:39); but the authorities are so determined to have Jesus executed that they
shouted in reply, “’ Not this man, but Barabbas!’  Now Barabbas was a bandit.” (18:40).

Jesus’ responses have positive and negative counterparts: he defines kingship by what it is not,
and gives a positive description of what he has done: 

· “My kingdom is not from this world.  If my kingdom were from this world, my followers
would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews.  But as it is, my
kingdom is not from here.” – 18:36.

“Kingdom” (basileia) can also be translated as “reign,” describing the nature and function of
kingship rather than a place.  In this understanding, “my kingship is not from this world” refers
to its origin, not its location.  The difference between Pilate’s and Jesus’ understanding of
kingship is underscored in Jesus’ statement that “my kingship is not from here,” which provides
an illustration of the contrast of belonging to God and belonging to “this world.”  In referring to
those who are with him as his “followers,” (hyperetai, “servants”), Jesus uses the same word
used to describe Pilate’s temple police (“So the soldiers, their officer, and the Jewish police
arrested Jesus and bound him.” – 18:12).  Jesus’ kingship, unlike that of the king Pilate serves, is
not secured by force (“Put your sword back into its sheath.  Am I not to drink the cup that my
Father has given me?” – 18:11).

For a third time, Pilate asks Jesus about his identity: “So you are a king?”, suggesting that he
believes that Jesus is confirming that he is a king.  But Jesus neither affirms nor denies Pilate’s
words, but again returns responsibility for this decision to Pilate: “You say that I am a king.” 
Jesus then testifies to the connection between his origin with God and his witness to the truth:
“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.”  Jesus has previously identified himself as the
embodiment of God’s truth (“I am the way, and the truth, and the life.” – 14:6), and “belonging
to the truth” is synonymous with being Jesus’ disciple (“If you continue in my word, you are
truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.” – 8:31-32).  To
“belong to the truth” is to recognize in Jesus the truth of God, to see the fullness of God
revealed in Jesus, and to hear the words of God in Jesus’ voice (“… for I have not spoken on my
own, but the Father who sent me has himself given me a commandment about what to say and
what to speak.  And I know that his commandment is eternal life.  What I speak, therefore, I
speak just as the Father has told me.” – 12:49-50).

What Pilate has failed to recognize is that Jesus a king in the true sense of the word, one who is
called to shepherd God’s people.  When he identified himself as the Good Shepherd, he
proclaimed that a good shepherd is one who “lays down his life for the sheep” (10:11).  Unlike
the bad shepherds who rule by fear and intimidation and care only for themselves (“the
shepherds have fed themselves, and have not fed my sheep” – Ezekiel 34:8), Jesus is the
fulfillment of Ezekiel’s prophecy of a shepherd who will lead his people with justice and mercy:

· “I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the Lord
God.  I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured,



and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy.  I will feed them
with justice.” – Ezekiel 34:15-16.

Jesus’ presence in the world and the word of truth that he speaks are the moment of judgment
and decision for the world: “I have come as light into the world, so that everyone who believes
in me should not remain in the darkness.” (12:46).  Although Jesus is the one who is on trial, he
is the one who continues even in this hour to testify to the truth, and the world is judged in
response to his witness: “I came into this world for judgment so that those who do not see may
see, and those who do not see may become blind.” (9:39).

· “The word that Jesus has spoken does indeed stand as judge, because it is Jesus’ word
that has shown the limits of Pilate’s purported judgment, power, and authority.  Pilate
attempts to exercise his power and authority over Jesus, but instead, Pilate’s power and
authority diminish as the trial unfolds.  His questions and responses to Jesus draw
attention to his distance from any true command of power, authority, and truth. The
trial narrative presents the reader with a ruler who has all the accoutrements of power
and office, with legal authority to take away life, but who nonetheless stands powerless
in the face of true power, authority, and life.  Jesus testifies to the truth; Pilate builds a
case around mockery and political expedience.  The power of this ruler of the world is
exposed as empty.” – Gail O’Day.

If we are seeking a king who fits into our preconceived notions of what a sovereign should look
like and act like, we will find ourselves in Pilate’s place, confused and unable to comprehend
how Jesus could possibly be “King of Kings and Lord of Lords.”  But his presence in today’s
Gospel reminds us that God’s ways are not our ways, and the king who comes to inaugurate the
Reign of God is here to accomplish God’s Will, not our own.  As powerful as Pilate’s emperor
was in his time, his reign was limited; the Roman Empire – and indeed all human empires – are
temporary, while the kingdom of God reigns forever.  Our Lord Jesus Christ is the one who
“rules the world with truth and grace,” the fulfillment of God’s promise of the one who is “the
Alpha and the Omega … who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty.” (Revelation
1:8).  God has given us the eyes of faith to see that Jesus truly is a king – a different kind of king
– one who comes not to rule over others but to serve all people, and who calls us to serve in
the name of our true king who comes to bestow upon us the truth that will make us free.
Amen.


