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Overview of Chapters 18 and 19  

It is clear from the letters of St. Paul that the story of the death of Jesus formed the heart of the 

Christian proclamation.  It is not surprising then that we find a basic similarity in the passion 

narratives of all four gospels.  All four gospels narrate Jesus’ betrayal, arrest, trial, crucifixion, 

and burial.  Yet the four gospels share more than just the basic outline.  All four gospels narrate 

Jesus’ retreat with his disciples to a garden and the subsequent arrival of Judas, the demand from 

the crowd for the release of Barabbas, the casting of lots for Jesus’ clothes, and the burial request 

of Joseph of Arimathea.   

 

There are also significant differences among the Gospel passion narratives.  Some of these 

differences can be attributed to the varieties of passion traditions circulating in earliest 

Christianity to which the individual evangelists had access.  Some can be attributed to the 

theological emphases of each gospel.  Each gospel presents its own distinctive treatment of the 

last days of Jesus Christ.   

 

The Johannine story of Jesus’ death is the story of Jesus’ hour (toward which the whole Gospel 

has been moving).  As we mentioned last week, John does not present Jesus as one who suffers.  

Instead Jesus will see his death as the hour of his exaltation and glorification.  Jesus goes to his 

death willingly and not as the suffering victim.  Jesus is in control of his last days.  Only in John 

does his hour include his death, resurrection, and ascension.  The story starts with Jesus’ death 

but it will not be completed until he returns to the Father.  John dramatically slowed down the 

pace of the story in the earlier chapters so that Jesus could interpret his death to his disciples 

before it took place.   

 

John 18:1-12 

These verses set the scene for the arrest.  The meal is over, the speech is finished, and we now 

have a change of location.  John does not name the specific garden to which Jesus and his 

disciples depart nor the general location (such as the Mount of Olives).  He speaks more broadly 

of the Kidron Valley.  The reference of Judas having knowledge of the garden underscores a 

theme from John 13 (that Judas was one of Jesus’ inner circle).  Since he was in the inner circle 

it positioned him as the perfect guide for those who wanted to arrest him.  The Gospel of John 

alone portrays both Roman and Jewish soldiers at the arrest.   

 

The mention of the lanterns and torches underscores that the arrival of Judas with those who 

want to arrest Jesus is in the middle of the night.  At the same time the lanterns and torches are 

an ironic reminder of the ineffectiveness of Jesus’ opponents.  The soldiers came equipped with 

artificial light to arrest the light of the world.   

 

Vs. 4 sets the theme that will govern the narrative about the arrest.  It leaves no doubt as to who 

is in control in this scene.  Hundreds of soldiers have approached the walled garden that Jesus 

and his disciples had entered yet Jesus exits the enclosure to meet the soldiers.   



His question to the soldiers is the same question he asked the first disciples who followed him 

(whom are you looking for?)  Jesus knows full well that these men are not seeking a relationship 

with him but wish to kill him.  But as with the first disciples the initiative still rests with Jesus.  

Unlike the synoptic gospels where Judas initiates the arrest by kissing Jesus, in the Gospel of 

John Judas stands inactively among the arresting soldiers.   

 

In vs. 5-6 Jesus responds to the soldiers with I am he.  These words are much more than a 

formula of self-identification.  It is seen as another instance of his I am statements found 

throughout the gospel.  With these words Jesus identifies himself (not simply as the one whom 

the soldiers seek) but with the divine name I AM.  His words are seen as a theophany because of 

the response of the soldiers.  They fall prostrate on the ground.   

 

 
 

In vs. 7-9 the request by Jesus for the soldiers to let his disciples go shows that he is the good 

shepherd who will lay down his life for his sheep.  In vs. 10 each of the four gospels works out 

its own variation on one of the disciples cutting off the ear of the slave of the high priest.  In 

Luke Jesus heals the ear of the servant.  In Matthew and Mark the action of the disciples 

provides the occasion for Jesus’ teaching on the nature of his arrest.  It is also linked with the 

flight of the disciples.   

 

John alone provided the name of the disciple (Simon Peter) and the name of the servant 

(Malchus).  In John, Peter is positioned frequently as the spokesman for the disciples.  His 

overreaction to the soldiers recalls his over-eager response to Jesus at the foot washing.  His 

misunderstanding of the nature of Jesus’ arrest is consonant with his earlier misunderstanding of 

the meaning of the death of Jesus.   

 

As Jesus will state explicitly in the trial before Pilate, it was not necessary to fight Jesus’ arrest 

with force Jesus came to his hour of his own accord.  In the synoptic gospels the cup is a 

metaphor for Jesus’ suffering and death and is central to the tradition of Jesus’ agony in the 

garden.  In John the words of Jesus at the end of this section are an ironic reworking of that 

tradition.  Jesus does not pray that the cup will pass him, but describes the cup as the gift of the 

Father.  Jesus freely accepts this gift because it is essential to his completion of the work God 

had given him to do.   

 

The arrest itself is swift and lean.  He is bound and seems to be under their control but the rest of 

Chapter 18 and 19 will show that he remains in control of events.  Vs. 12 is a transitional verse.  

It concludes the arrest but it also serves as the introduction to the interrogation before Annas.  



John 18:13-27 

Jesus’ trial before the Jewish authorities is recounted in three different ways in the Gospels.  

Mark and Matthew narrates an evening meeting of the Sanhedrin at which Jesus is tried.  In 

addition there is a morning meeting in which the Sanhedrin decides to hand Jesus over to Pilate.  

Luke mentions no evening meeting and narrates a morning Sanhedrin session in which Jesus is 

tried and handed over to Pilate.  John narrates no formal trial of Jesus by the Sanhedrin.   

Instead it recounts Jesus’ interrogation by Annas, the father-in-law of the high priest.  John 

makes only a casual reference to Jesus’ appearance before the high priest Caiaphas.  It is 

interesting to note that John refers to both Annas and Caiaphas as the high priest.   

 

History Detour 

Annas was the high priest from 6 to 15 AD but his influence did not end when his term ended.  

In addition to being the father-in-law of Caiaphas (who was high priest from 18 to 36 AD) five 

of Annas’ sons (as well as a grandson) succeeded him as high priest.  From Josephus, a first-

century Roman-Jewish historian, Annas was referred to with the title of high priest after his term 

had ended.  Luke also testified to Annas’ continuing influence.  So it is possible that he had a 

role in the interrogation of Jesus.  Some scholars suggest that the meeting before Annas was like 

a police interrogation that follows immediately the arrest of a suspect.  Annas would have been 

in the role of interrogator.  As high priest, Caiaphas would have had the official role over the 

Sanhedrin session.   

 

Back to John  

We recall that Jesus’ formal legal relationship with the Jewish authorities concluded at 11:47-53.  

The Sanhedrin had already met and passed a death sentence against Jesus at 11:53.  Not only had 

the death sentence already been passed, but Jesus’ formal questioning by the Jewish leaders had 

been incorporated into the narration of Jesus’ ministry (5:16-18 and 10:22-39).  So the main 

focus of John 18-19 shifts to the trial before Pilate.  Yet John allows Jesus to speak one more 

word to the Jewish religious authorities.   

 

In all four gospels the appearance of Jesus before the Jewish authorities is linked to the denials 

by Peter.  In Luke 22 the denials by Peter are narrated in full before Jesus’ interrogations even 

start.  In Mark and Matthew the scene for the denials is set before the trial of Jesus but the 

denials themselves are not narrated until after the trial.  The position of the two events is much 

more dramatic in the Gospel of John.  In keeping with his style, John presents the appearance of 

Jesus in three distinct parts: 1) first denial by Peter 2) interrogation of Jesus by Annas 3) second 

and third denials by Peter.  John wanted to contrast the sadness of the denials against the bold-

ness of Jesus’ response.  

 

In vs. 19-24 the words of Jesus hold the key to understanding the intent of John in this scene.  

Jesus confronts Annas with the relationship of his teaching ministry to Judaism.  Jesus claimed to 

have spoken publicly even among those who did not receive him and who hated him.  Jesus 

summarized his teaching ministry by pointing to those occasions when he taught in the official 

sites of Judaism.  Many were located in the Jerusalem temple or its precincts.  Jesus was on 

record as having kept nothing secret in his public pronouncements.   

 



It is most interesting that John has framed Jesus’ interrogation to stand as a model for the later 

experiences of the Johannine community when followers would be tried and interrogated.  They 

would also speak in this way (open proclamation) (no secrets).   

 

Jesus was quick to turn the questions by Annas back on him.  Jesus already spoke freely and 

fully to the Jewish leaders.  Annas should inquire of them and not him.  The only response of 

Annas is to send him to Caiaphas.  The words of Jesus dominated the interrogation and neither 

the questions of the high priest nor the blow of the police officers could rob Jesus of his power.   

 

Another interesting note is that unlike the synoptic gospels John has no commentary to follow 

the denials by Peter.  The framing of Jesus’ boldness before Annas was commentary enough.   

 

John 18:28-19:16a  

The trial of Jesus before Pilate is the theological and dramatic climax of the story of Jesus’ hour.  

The scene is enacted both outside and inside the headquarters of Pilate.  Both settings serve their 

theological purposes.  First, throughout the trial Pilate is depicted as scurrying back and forth 

between the Jews who remain outside and Jesus who remains inside.  This back-and-forth robs 

Pilate of any sense of stability and calls into question his authority as judge.  Second, even when 

the focus is on Pilate and Jesus (inside the headquarters) the presence of the Jews reminds us of 

what is at stake in the trial.  As the trial moves to its conclusion, the boundaries between the two 

settings become more unclear.   

 

The trial certainly showcased the intersection of religion and politics in mid-first-century Judea.  

In the chapters we are reading tonight we see the collaboration of the Jewish leadership and the 

Roman curator.  It provides a vivid picture of the complex relationship between Jews and 

Romans in the decades leading to the revolt of 70 AD.  The trial before Pilate ultimately has a 

Christological focus as both Pilate and the Jews are brough to judgment by Jesus who is both 

judge and king.   

 

Portrait of Pilate in John  

Pilate was the Roman procurator of Judea from 26 to 36 AD.  The image of Pilate that emerges 

from the Jewish and Roman accounts of his leadership is that of a mean-spirited and hard ruler, 

who scorned his Jewish subjects.  The portrait of Pilate in the synoptic gospels is more gentle.  

For example in Matthew Pilate is portrayed as being completely without guilt in the death of 

Jesus.  In Luke he is portrayed as one who came to be convinced of the innocence of Jesus.  But 

John is more consistent with the character of Pilate in the non-Christian accounts.   

 

The Pilate who emerges in our readings for tonight is more antagonistic and scornful of the Jews.  

Neither is he an ally of Jesus (searching to convince the Jewish authorities of Jesus’ innocence).  

Instead Pilate (like the Jewish leaders in Chapter 11) is driven primarily by political expedience.  

He is unconcerned about questions of guilt or innocence.  He only involves himself in Jesus’ trial 

as a means to humiliate the Jews and to ridicule any national hope for those who followed Jesus.   

His response to Jesus and his own culpability are set in John to show the extent of Jesus’ 

judgment over the world.   

 

 



Scene 1 (John 18:29-32) (What accusation do you bring?) 

The conversation between Pilate and the Jews pivots on the question of who will be accountable 

for the death penalty in Jesus’ case.  Vs. 32 is the only time in the trial narrative in which John 

interrupts the story to provide an explicit theological commentary: Crucifixion of Jesus at the 

hands of the Roman government is to be interpreted in the light of Jesus’ earlier predictions of 

his death.   

 

Scene 2 (John 18:33-38a) (Are you the King of the Jews?) 

The question about Jesus’ kingship is found in all four gospels.  John makes it into the principal  

theme of the trial.  The word King occurs nine times in the trial before Pilate.   

 

Scene 3 (John 18:38b-40) (Not this man but Barabbas) 

The tradition about the release of Barabbas is found in all four gospels.  It is narrated quite 

differently in John than in the synoptic gospels.  In all the other gospels the scene occurs at the 

climax of Pilate’s deliberations.  Here it has been placed near the middle of the proceedings.  In 

John the event is streamlined to have one focus: the choice between the King of the Jews and 

Barabbas.  The choice between Jesus and Barabbas is thus the choice between the good shepherd 

and the criminal.  In choosing Barabbas the Jews once more demonstrate that they do not belong 

to Jesus’ flock.   

 

Scene 4 (John 19:1-3) (Hail, King of the Jews) 

John locates the account of Jesus’ flogging and mocking in the middle of the trial.  Because of its 

location the actions of the Roman soldiers are not an act of torture and humiliation meted out to a 

criminal after his sentence.  Jesus’ trial is still in progress and no verdict has been reached.  In 

John these verses become the turning point in the trial.  From this point on the kingship of Jesus 

becomes a visible and tangible part of the proceedings.   

 

Scene 5 (John 19:4-7) (Here is the man) 

Pilate brings Jesus outside the headquarters in order to present him to the Jews.  The reaction of 

the Jewish leadership to the sight of Jesus dressed as a king is intense.  Unlike the synoptic 

gospels where the crowd clamors for Jesus’ crucifixion, in John it is only the formal leadership 

that cry out.   

 

Scene 6 (John 19:8-12) (You would have no power over me) 

The claims of Pilate are false because the authority over Jesus’ life and death rest with Jesus.  At 

this point in the trial narrative the Jewish leaders have committed the greater sin.  They were the 

ones who handed Jesus over to Pilate and by doing so have rejected the revelation of God in 

Christ.  They are blind to the presence of God in Christ.   

 

Scene 7 (John 19:13-16a) (Here is your king) 

In this final scene John perceives this moment as both solemn and tragic.  He offers the formal 

identification of the site and the detailed accounting of the day and time.  By parading Jesus one 

more time dressed as a king Pilate mocks the Jews and any threat they might pose to Roman rule.   

 

 

 



The Crucifixion (John 19:16b-37) 

This material has much in common with the other gospel accounts of Jesus’ crucifixion and 

death including the inscription of the charge against Jesus.  All four gospels also cast lots for his 

clothes.  But the events between Jesus’ crucifixion and death are narrated in a different order in 

John.  John wants to highlight the dignity and self-control of Jesus at his death.  None of the 

more dramatic elements of the crucifixion story in the synoptics are found in John.  The sun does 

not darken.  The curtain of the temple is not torn in two.  There are no earthquakes or opened 

tombs.  These details contribute to a mood of chaos and confusion which is out of keeping with 

Jesus’ dignity at death.   
 

 

 
 
 

The Burial (John 19:38-42) 

John emphasizes the men who prepare Jesus’ body for burial and the dignity of the preparation.   

John identifies Joseph as a secret disciple of Jesus and links him with the Jewish authorities who 

(because of their fear of losing their political power and position within the synagogue ) will not 

confess their faith in Jesus.  At the death of Jesus, Joseph is willing to make his faith public 

(even going to the Roman authorities to request the body of Jesus for burial).  John intends his 

readers to see the boldness and reverence Joseph had for Jesus to be a model for their own 

discipleship.   

 

In vs. 39 the introduction of Nicodemus confirms that John sees the willingness to bury Jesus as 

evidence of one’s willingness to give public expression to one’s faith.  In John 3 Nicodemus is 

an ambiguous figure that shows interest in Jesus but never confesses his faith.  At the death of 

Jesus, Nicodemus (much like Joseph) abandons being neutral and secretive and acts out of his 

love and reverence for Christ. 
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