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This morning we are going to resume our study in the book of John, tracing 

the footsteps of Jesus to the cross. Last week we reflected on Jesus’ arrest in 

Gethsemane followed by His mock trial before Annas and the Jewish 

authorities. Today we pick up with the first of Jesus’ Roman hearings before 

Pilate.  

 

Have you ever found yourself saying, “I just wish someone would tell me the 

truth.”  Or perhaps there have been times when you’d rather not have known 

the truth—it would have seemed easier to remain ignorant. Well, Pilate found 

himself in a similar position in John 18. The thrust of our passage this 

morning is about truth. Not just truth in general, but ultimate truth found only 

in God Himself.  
 

One way we can look at John 18:28-40 is as though it is a stage.  

Center stage is vs. 33-38, which contain this conversation between Jesus and 

Pilate with Jesus as the main character. Their conversation revolves around 

whether or not Jesus is a King and what kind of kingdom He has. But the 

heart of their conversation boils down to a discussion of truth.  
 

But before we beam the spotlight on center stage, let’s take a look at the set. 

There are 3 backdrops that form the context to Jesus’ discussion with Pilate. 

Jesus told Pilate that “everyone who is of the truth hears My voice.” As we 

look at these backdrops that form the context of Jesus’ words, we are going 

to observe the other characters on stage to see where they stand with regard 

to truth.  
 

1. Religious Hypocrisy (vs. 28). 
 

Verse 28 is absolutely incredible! “Then they led Jesus from 

Caiaphas into the Praetorium, and it was early; and they themselves 

did not enter into the Praetorium so that they would not be defiled, 

but might eat the Passover.” 
 

Jews were not permitted to enter into a Gentile home without 

becoming ceremonially unclean. For the Jewish leaders in vs. 28 to 

enter into the Pratetorium, which was Pilate’s living quarters, would 

have meant that they could not participate in the Passover feasting 

until they had become ceremonially clean again.  
 

The irony here is remarkable. The Jewish leaders meticulously keep 

the ceremonial law, while at the same time they actively carry out a 

plot to crucify the Son of God. They guard external cleanliness while 

inwardly they foster hatred and murder. This is a picture of legalism 

at its finest.  
 

D.A. Carson captures the irony well when he writes: “The Jews take 

elaborate precautions to avoid ritual contamination in order to eat 

the Passover, [while] at the very same time they manipulate the 

judicial system to secure the death of Him who alone is the true 

Passover.”
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Don’t miss how extremely religious the Jewish elite are. Yet the 

ultimate truth of God was so extinct that they completely missed the 

perfect revelation of His Son.  
 

When truth is missing in your life, or in your worship, or in your 

place of worship, what you end up with is religious hypocrisy.  

 

2. Political Badgering (vs. 29-32) 
 

There is a match of verbal assaults that takes place here between the 

Jewish authorities and Pilate. “Therefore Pilate went out to them and 

said, “What accusation do you bring against this Man?” 
30

 They 

answered and said to him, “If this Man were not an evildoer, we 

would not have delivered Him to you.” 
31

 So Pilate said to them, 

“Take Him yourselves, and judge Him according to your law.” The 

Jews said to him, “We are not permitted to put anyone to death,” 
32

 

to fulfill the word of Jesus which He spoke, signifying by what kind 

of death He was about to die.” (vs. 29-32) 
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It’s important to understand that there is some deeply entrenched 

bitterness between Pilate and the Jews. At this time the Jews are 

living under Roman control with Pilate as the Roman governor over 

Judea. Pilate was infamous as an arrogant, stubborn man of brutality. 

 

Unlike his predecessors, Pilate was not only insensitive to the Jews, 

but took pleasure in offending them which had led to rioting that put 

Pilate’s reputation at stake with the Emperor. For example, Pilate 

took money from the temple treasury for a building project. In the 

uprising that followed many Jews were beaten and killed. So it’s 

easy to see that Pilate and the Jews are by no means friends.
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As we come to vs. 29, it’s clear that this is not Pilate’s first exposure 

to the Jewish plot to execute Jesus; he had dispatched soldiers to 

assist in Jesus’ arrest. The Jews had likely expected this hearing to be 

little more than a formality based on their previous dealings. But 

when Pilate asks “What accusation do you bring against this man,” 

it’s not just a request for information. Pilate opens up formal legal 

proceedings to arrogantly lord his authority over the Jews.  

 

This explains their terse response in vs. 30: “If this man were not an 

evil doer, we would not have delivered Him to you.” Notice that there 

is no clear charge stated here but only a defamation of Jesus’ 

character.  

 

Again Pilate snobbishly barks, “Take Him yourself and judge Him 

according to your law.” This forces the Jews to acknowledge their 

subjection to Roman rule, especially in regard to the death penalty: 

“We are not permitted to put anyone to death.”  

 

I want you to see the political badgering that’s taking place between 

Pilate and the Jews. It’s a political game of tug-of-war as they each 

pursue their own selfish agendas. Pilate wants to push his weight 

around and the Jews want to get their way.  
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When truth is assassinated in the public square and God’s ways are 

replaced with man’s greed, you end up with ugly political badgering 

that destroys any sense of righteousness and justice. 

 

But don’t miss vs. 32, because neither Pilate nor the Jews are 

ultimately in control—God is! “to fulfill the word of Jesus which He 

spoke, signifying by what kind of death He was about to die.”  Jesus 

is not caught up in some inescapable circumstances at the hands of 

men. God is establishing His plan.  While Pilate and the Jews are all 

responsible for their own evil actions, God is orchestrating the entire 

drama to save a dying world through the crucifixion of His Son.  

 

3. Judicial Bargaining (vs. 38b-40) 

 

Now let’s move to the final portion of this passage to see the last 

backdrop of judicial bargaining between Pilate and the Jews.  

 

“I find no guilt in Him. 
39

But you have a custom that I release 

someone for you at the Passover; do you wish then that I release for 

you the King of the Jews?” 
40

 So they cried out again, saying, “Not 

this Man, but Barabbas.” Now Barabbas was a robber.” (vs.38b-40) 

 

The real charge that the Jews want to bring against Jesus is blasphemy for 

claiming to be God. All the way back in John 5:18 the Jews were seeking to 

kill Jesus because He was making Himself equal with God.  

 

Yet they knew they could never convince Rome to execute Jesus for charges 

of blasphemy. They would have to find something that offended Roman law. 

So they attempted to “prosecute” Jesus on the basis of treason, calling 

Himself a king in defiance of Roman rule. But Pilate could see that Jesus was 

innocent of treason against Rome.  

 

Pilate is caught in the middle between justice and political suicide. He knows 

that Jesus is innocent and that the Jews had only handed Him over because of 

envy (Matt 27:18). Yet he fears the Jews who have the power to riot and put 

him in poor favor with the Emperor.  

 



So Pilate attempts to do some judicial bargaining. In vs. 39 He offers to 

release either Jesus or Barabbas. Perhaps this would be an easy way to wash 

his hands of the situation because Barabbas was a notorious prisoner in 

custody for murder, robbery, and leading a revolt against the Romans—a 

modern day terrorist. But the Jews chose Barabbas, a dangerous man guilty 

of treason, to falsely condemn Jesus.  

 

This judicial bargaining was the result of denying truth its rightful place. 

Pilate was willing to risk an innocent man’s life to protect his job. When 

truth is sacrificed, justice is destroyed.  

 

Just as darkness is the absence of light, so each of these backdrops flourish in 

the absence of truth (hypocrisy, politics, bargaining). It’s obvious that none 

of these men stand in the truth when the truth stands before them. This is a 

picture of humanity apart from God who is truth and light.  

 

Truth on Trial 

 

Now, let’s turn the spotlight to center stage and see the Man of Truth on trial.  

 

“Therefore Pilate entered again into the Praetorium, and summoned Jesus 

and said to Him, “Are You the King of the Jews?” 
34

 Jesus answered, “Are 

you saying this on your own initiative, or did others tell you about Me?”      
35

 Pilate answered, “I am not a Jew, am I? Your own nation and the chief 

priests delivered You to me; what have You done?” 
36

 Jesus answered, “My 

kingdom is not of this world. If My kingdom were of this world, then My 

servants would be fighting so that I would not be handed over to the Jews; 

but as it is, My kingdom is not of this realm.” 
37

 Therefore Pilate said to Him, 

“So You are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say correctly that I am a king. 

For this I have been born, and for this I have come into the world, to testify 

to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth hears My voice.” 
38

 Pilate said to 

Him, “What is truth?” (vs. 33-38a) 

 

When Pilate interrogates Jesus as to if He is the king of the Jews, Jesus 

responds with a question (34): “Are you saying this on your own initiative, or 

did others tell you about Me?” The sense of the question is, “do you really 

want to know who I am or are you simply concerned with the Sanhedrin’s 

charge that I am a threat against Rome?”  

 

Again we see Pilate’s bitter arrogance toward the Jews in vs. 35 “Pilate 

answered, “I am not a Jew, am I? Your own nation and the chief priests 

delivered You to me; what have You done?” 

  

Jesus goes on in vs. 36 to clarify that His kingdom is not the political type 

that would pose an immediate threat to Rome. His servants are not rioting or 

protesting His arrest. If His mission was to overthrow Rome, things would 

look much different.  

 

More importantly, Jesus reveals that His kingdom is not of this world, not of 

this realm (vs. 36). That means that His kingdom will not be conducted on 

the basis of human force or earthly wisdom. His Kingdom had its basis in a 

realm outside of this world. Jesus is speaking of a superior kingdom, the 

kingdom of God.  

 

So on what basis will Jesus conduct His kingly reign? It will be a kingdom of 

truth. Therefore Pilate said to Him, “So You are a king?” Jesus answered, 

“You say correctly that I am a king. For this I have been born, and for this I 

have come into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth 

hears My voice.” (vs. 37)  Jesus says 3 essential things in this verse: 

 

1. The purpose of Jesus’ earthly life was to reveal divine truth: “For 

this reason I have been born, for this I have come into the world, to 

testify to the truth.” 

 

2. Jesus’ entrance into this world was more than just a simple 

human birth. It was a means by which He was transferred from 

another realm to earth—His birth was not His beginning: “for this I 

have come into the world.” Jesus is a King from another realm, a 

heavenly kingdom, that has come to earth to establish the reign of 

divine truth.  

 

 



3. The subjects of His kingdom are those who obey His truth: 

“Everyone who is of the truth hears my voice” (vs. 37). In other 

words, you will know those who are of the truth by their response to 

Jesus: they hear Him (meaning they listen to Him; they take heed to 

His voice). They hear Jesus as truth and respond with obedience.  
 

On the other hand, those who don’t listen to Jesus don’t stand on the 

side of truth (like Pilate and the Jewish authorities). In John 18, Jesus 

alone stands in the truth.  
 

Now let me clarify that when Jesus speaks of truth here in John 18 it is not 

just some generic concept. He is speaking of the ultimate meaning of truth, 

which is God’s self-disclosure, God’s revelation of Himself in His Son.  
 

Truth is a theme throughout John’s gospel that finds its climax here in 

chapter 18. When we read here that Jesus came to testify to the truth, John 

expects us to read this in light of what has already been said in the Gospel of 

John. Let’s take a brief survey of this theme of truth: 
 

� John 1:1: Jesus is “the Word”; The revelation of God in human flesh 

� John 1:14: “full of grace and truth” 

� John 1:17: “the law was given through Moses; grace and truth were 

realized through Jesus Christ.” The law is a reflection of truth, but 

Jesus is the substance of truth.  

� John 4:23-24: “God is spirit and those who worship Him must 

worship Him in Spirit and in truth” 

� In John 8 Jesus emphasizes that He speaks the truth and lives the 

truth. This is the complete opposite of the devil in whom there is no 

truth. Here Jesus exposes the Jews’ desire to kill Him because their 

true father is the devil, not God.  

Jesus also addressed those who believed in Him in John 8 saying that 

those who are true disciples, continue in His word, know the truth, 

and are set free by the truth.  

� John 14:6: “I am the…truth” (embodiment of truth) 

� In John 14-16 Jesus introduces us to the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of 

Truth, who guides believers into all truth and convicts the world of 

sin, righteousness, and judgment. Ultimately, His ministry is to 

glorify Jesus and speak on His behalf (16:14).  

� John 17:17, 19: Jesus prays that His disciples would be sanctified in 

the truth of the Father’s Word—the very word Jesus gave them 

(17:14). 

� John 18:37: When we arrive at John 18 and Jesus says, “For this I 

have been born, and for this I have come into the world, to testify to 

the truth,” Pilate may not know what truth is, but it’s clear to those 

who have read the gospel of John: Jesus testified to the truth 

because He is the truth. He is the full and perfect revelation of 

God. 
 

The great irony of this passage is that in the final analysis you can’t put the 

truth on trial; the truth will try you. You cannot ultimately judge the truth; the 

truth will judge you.  
 

Pilate asked the ultimate question: What is truth?  
 

When Pilate walked away from Jesus, he shut the door on truth.  

Don’t follow Pilate out the door. There is only one way that you can 

ultimately stand before God and that’s by standing in the truth. You must 

stand in Jesus Christ.  
 

Jesus is a King. His kingdom is the kingdom of God. And only those who are 

of the truth enter His eternal kingdom—those who hear His voice and follow 

Him as King. In John 17:3, Jesus prayed, “This is eternal life, that they may 

know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent.”  
 

Let me close with the words of Jesus in John 3. Listen to Jesus as He speaks 

to you:  (John 3:16-17; 36) “For God so loved the world, that He gave His 

only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have 

eternal life. 
17

 For God did not send the Son into the world to judge the 

world, but that the world might be saved through Him. 
36 

He who believes in 

the Son has eternal life; but he who does not obey the Son will not see life, 

but the wrath of God abides on him.” 
 

Will you bow your knee to Jesus today? Repent of your double life and 

believe in the only true Savior. He is truth. He is the only standard by which 

you are to live your life. Yet you can’t do this on your own. That’s why Jesus 

came; to rescue you from sin’s deception and dominion. You must repent. 

You must believe. You must bow your knee to the King of truth.  


