
November 25, 2018 Christ the King
John 18:33-37 Pastor Jeff Laustsen

“A Different Kind of King”

“Pilate asked him, ‘So you are a king?’”

Pontius Pilate would have had no difficulty with identifying a king.  As the Roman governor of Judea, he was
the Empire’s representative for Caesar, the all-powerful emperor.  Pilate knew that a king was a powerful
military leader, and absolute monarch, a dictator who ruled through fear and power.  Kings would be clothed
in the most splendid attire, housed in magnificent palaces, and effusively praised in grand processions
whenever they entered a city.  For Pontius Pilate, recognizing a king was an easy task.

This may explain why Pilate appears to be so perplexed in today’s Gospel lesson.  He has been told that his
officers have arrested a man who people have been calling “the King of the Jews.”  This was a serious matter,
because “the emperor of Rome is the king of everyone else, including the Jews.” (Barbara Lundblad).  Anyone
claiming to be king was guilty of treason, and the Romans had a reputation for dealing with such potential
threats to their reign swiftly and brutally.  As Pilate prepares to meet this “king,” he is expecting to encounter
the kind of king he has always known: strong, powerful, and a serious threat to the power and authority of the
Roman Empire.

But when Pilate comes into the presence of this “King of the Jews,” he is startled at what he sees: the man who
has been arrested and brought before him has none of the attributes that Pilate would recognize as a king.  He
is a man who has been stripped and beaten, wearing tattered threads instead of an imperial robe.  The crown
upon his head is not jewel-encrusted but full of thorns that have been driven into his scalp.  He appears weak,
defeated, close to death; he is closer in appearance to the Suffering Servant described by Isaiah than the
victorious kings praised in the Psalms:

· “… he had no form or majesty that we should look at him, nothing in his appearance that we should
desire him.  He was despised and rejected by others; a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity;
and as one from whom others hide their faces he was despised, and we held him of no account.” –
Isaiah 53:2-3.

Therefore, it should not come as a surprise that Pilate’s question when he looks at Jesus is “are you the King of
the Jews?” (John 18:33).  This question about Jesus’ kingship with which Pilate begins his interrogation of Jesus
is found in all the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ trial before Pilate (Matthew 27:11; Mark 15:2; Luke 23:3).  “King”
(basileus) occurs nine times in John’s account of Jesus’ trial, underscoring the intersection of religion and
politics in the trial narrative.  Political sedition fell under the jurisdiction of the Roman courts, and Pilate’s
questioning about Jesus’ political claims points to the Roman awareness of the potential threat Jewish
messianic hopes posed to their governance.  Even though Jesus’ didn’t look like a king, he was still a threat that
needed to be eliminated.

Pilate expects a simple yes or no answer from Jesus to his question about the man’s kingship; but 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?” (18:34).  Instead of being intimidated by the grand displays of
Roman power in Pilate’s presence, Jesus questions whether Pilate can act on his own or is merely a puppet
being controlled by others with greater authority.  Undoubtedly stunned that a prisoner would have the
audacity to make such a reply to a Roman governor, Pilate expresses the disdain for the Jewish people that will
govern his dealings with the Jewish authorities in the remainder of the trial (“I am not a Jew, am I?”) and
reminds Jesus that “your own nation” (ethnos) and the chief priests “have handed you over to me,” a
statement that recalls for readers of the Fourth Gospel an earlier meeting of the Sanhedrin:



· “So the chief priests and the Pharisees called a meeting of the council, and said, ‘What are we to do? 
This man is performing many signs.  If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and the
Romans will come and destroy both our holy place and our nation.’  But one of them, Caiaphas, who
was high priest that year, said to them, ‘You know nothing at all!  You do not understand that it is
better for you to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation destroyed’ … So from
that day on they planned to put him to death.” – John 11:47-53.

Pilate wants to know “what have you done? (18:35), but Jesus chooses to define his kingship first by what it is
not and then give a positive description of what he has done.  The Fourth Gospel has repeatedly emphasized
that Jesus originates from God (“You are from below, I am from above; you are of this world, I am not of this
world.” – 8:23), and his kingship has the same origins.  The difference between Pilate’s and Jesus’
understanding of kingship is underscored in the contrast between belonging to God and belonging to “the
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).  The word Jesus uses for his “followers”
(hyperetai) is the same word used elsewhere in this narrative to describe the temple police (“So Judas brought
a detachment of soldiers together with police from the chief priests and the Pharisees, and they came there
with lanterns and torches and weapons.” – 18:3).  Jesus is ironically contrasting his “officers” with the temple
officers.  His kingship, unlike that of the king Pilate serves, is not secured by force.

· “Thus it is that we witness the sacrificial regency of Christ, the one who came not to be served but to
serve, the one who ‘did not regard equality with God as something to be grasped’ (Philippians 2:6). 
Christ’s glory comes by way of the cross.  The polarities of his kingship are reversed.  And we, the
people drawn to him by his lifting up on the cross, have become a kingdom, ‘priests serving his God
and Father,’ says Revelation, whose vision of power is reversed as well.  The cross of Christ calls power
into question but also serves as the basis for a different sort of power.” – Brad Roth.

Whether or not Pilate understands what Jesus is saying, he still needs to know one important fact about Jesus;
and therefore once again he asks, “So you are a king?”  But Jesus neither directly affirms or denies Pilate’s
words, but once again returns responsibility for decision to Pilate.  As the origin of Jesus’ kingship is not “of this
world,” neither is the purpose or justification for his reign similar to those of other monarchs.  The purpose of
Jesus’ kingship is “to testify to the truth,” which in the Fourth Gospel is not a philosophical proof or a creedal
proposition: “Truth was the person standing in silence before Pilate.” (Lundblad):

· “And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory of a father’s
only son, full of grace and truth.” – 1:14.

· “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father except through me.” – 14:6.

To “belong to the truth” is to follow Jesus as the “Good Shepherd,” the one who “calls his own sheep by name
and leads them out … the sheep follow him because they know his voice.” (10:3-4).  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.” (Gail O’Day).

· “One little thing he has with which to rule.  It is his testimony to the truth, the holy gospel.  Through
this he pours the Holy Spirit into our hearts, forgives sin, and bestows the hope of eternal life.  But all
these things remain in faith and in the Word.  They are not seen, nor are they handled.  They exist in
hope.” – Martin Luther.

It should be noted that “shepherd” was a common metaphor for a king in Israel, and that the prophets often
contrasted the “bad shepherds,” kings who were either incompetent, faithless, or corrupt, with the “good
shepherd” who is the Lord who is always faithful to God’s covenant promises:



· “Thus says the Lord God, I am against the shepherds; and I will demand my sheep at their hand, and
put a stop to their feeding the sheep; no longer shall the shepherds feed themselves.  I will rescue my
sheep from their mouths, so that they may not be fool for them.  For thus says the Lord God: I myself
will search for my sheep, and will seek them out.  As shepherds seek out their flocks when they are
among their scattered sheep, so I will seek out my sheep.  I will rescue them from all the places to
which they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness … 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 34:10-12, 16.

Jesus identifies himself as the fulfillment of this promise of a “Good Shepherd” who will lay down his life for his
sheep, who will seek out the lost and lead those among his flock who recognize his voice as the voice of truth. 
His presence in the world and the word of truth that he speaks are a 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 on trial, he is the one who testifies to the truth and the
world is judged based on its response to his witness: “I came into this world for judgment so that those who do
not see may see, and those who do see may become blind.” (9:39).

· “We see that way that Jesus the king who is crucified calls into question the assumptions of power in
this scene in John 18.  Who stands before who?  Who interrogates who?  Who is the king?  Not the one
who commands iron legions but the one who willingly lays down his life for the sheep.  ‘Everyone who
belongs to the truth listens to my voice,’ says Jesus, speaking of his kingship and more.  But brutality
and blood have crumpled Pilate’s sense of truth down to irony.  ‘What is truth?’ he asks.” – Roth.

Pilate fails to recognize what many people continually fail to see or understand, that Jesus is “a different kind
of king,” one whose reign is marked not be fear and intimidation but is rooted in Jesus’ self-sacrificial love on
the Cross.  It is a kingship that many have failed to recognize, as Paul states in his first letter to the Corinthians:
“For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews
and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the
wisdom of God.  For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than
human strength.” (1 Corinthians 1:22-25).

On this Christ the King Sunday, we gather in recognition that at the heart of our faith is our proclamation that
Christ is indeed the true and authentic King, that he is truly “King of Kings and Lord of Lords” and that “he shall
reign forever and ever.”  Jesus Christ is truly “the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the
kings of the earth” (Revelation 1:5), the one who “God also highly exalted and gave him the name that is above
every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Philippians 2:9-11).  We
believe and teach that the one who was crucified under Pontius Pilate is also the one who rose again on the
third day and “is seated at the right hand of the Father, and he will come to judge the living and the dead.”
(Apostles Creed).  We who believe that Christ is the King also believe that we will “belong to him, live under him
in his kingdom, and serve him in eternal righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as he is risen from the
dead and lives and rules eternally.  This is most certainly true.” (Small Catechism).

We believe that Jesus is “a different kind of king” – but what does this mean for the way we live?  What does it
mean for us to follow a king who did not choose to reign like the kings of this world, but who chose the path of
servanthood and suffering for the sake of others?  What does it mean for us to follow “a king who never rose
so high that he couldn’t see those who were down low” (Lundblad)?  What does it mean for us to be followers
of a king who “chose a humble human form and shunned the world’s renown; you died for us upon a cross with
thorns your only crown” (ELW Hymn 431)?



· It means that we recognize the words of Jesus as the words of truth; for “Lord, to whom shall we go? 
You have the words of eternal life.” (John 6:68).

· It means that as Christ “did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited” (Philippians
2:6), we must never use what has been entrusted to us by our Lord for our own personal gain or to
amass for ourselves that which truly belongs to God.

· It means that “any exercise of power that does not trace back to the self-sacrificial love of the cross is
illegitimate, having lost its proper grounding in the cruciform mandate of God.” (Roth).  True power for
those who follow Christ as King comes not from dominance but from service, not from putting others
down but from lifting them up.

· It means that a Church which worships “a different kind of king” is called to be a different kind of
community, one that has “no mission but to serve in full obedience to our Lord; to care for all, without
reserve; and spread God’s liberating word.” (ELW Hymn 729).

· “What is required now is the kind of earnest and informed commitment to Jesus as the Christ that will
be prepared as he was, through self-sacrifice, voluntary suffering, and informed, disciplined service, to
be Christians in the midst of the world.  If that kind of Christianity is lived, there can be no doubt about
it – some, perhaps many , will ask for ‘the reason why.’  Then, and I think only then, usually, will it be
appropriate and good for Christians to speak openly about their faith and ‘the hope that is in them.’” –
Douglas John Hall.

Pilate failed to recognize that Jesus was king because he didn’t meet his criteria for kingship; but for those
whose eyes have been opened so that we might see in Jesus the true “king of kings and Lord of Lords,” we
know that the truth that makes us free is the truth that is ours in Jesus Christ – a different kind of king who
calls us to be a different kind of people, “what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which
God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.” (Ephesians 2:10). Amen.


