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28 Then they took Jesus from Caiaphas to Pilate’s 
headquarters. It was early in the morning. They 
themselves did not enter the headquarters, so as to 
avoid ritual defilement and to be able to eat the 
Passover. 29 So Pilate went out to them and said, 
‘What accusation do you bring against this 
man?’ 30 They answered, ‘If this man were not a 
criminal, we would not have handed him over to 
you.’ 31 Pilate said to them, ‘Take him yourselves 
and judge him according to your law.’ The Jews 
replied, ‘We are not permitted to put anyone to 
death.’ 32 (This was to fulfil what Jesus had said 
when he indicated the kind of death he was to die.) 
 
33 Then Pilate entered the headquarters again, 
summoned Jesus, and asked him, ‘Are you the King 
of the Jews?’ 34 Jesus answered, ‘Do you ask this on 
your own, or did others tell you about me?’ 35 Pilate 
replied, ‘I am not a Jew, am I? Your own nation and 
the chief priests have handed you over to me. What 
have you done?’ 36 Jesus answered, ‘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.’ 37 Pilate asked him, ‘So 
you are a king?’ Jesus answered, ‘You say that I am 
a 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.’ 38 Pilate 
asked him, ‘What is truth?’ 
 
After he had said this, he went out to the Jews 
again and told them, ‘I find no case against 
him. 39 But 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?’ 40 They shouted in 
reply, ‘Not this man, but Barabbas!’ Now Barabbas 
was a bandit. 
 
1Then Pilate took Jesus and had him flogged.  (John 
18:28-19:1, NRSV) 
  



 
I recently got a new iPhone.  It’s a big step for me 
because I embrace new technology reluctantly.  If what 
I have works, I don’t care if there are 13 newer versions.  
I might still be using my 8-track tape player if it hadn’t 

broken down and replacement parts became 
unavailable!  Anyway, once this new phone was 
operational, and all the settings and information from 
the old phone was transferred over, I noticed something 
very interesting.  One of my kids had been listening 
quite a bit to a certain social commentator, so I had 
been listening to him as well on YouTube just to learn 
more about his perspective.  The more I listened, the 
more YouTube kept feeding me similar perspectives 
from other social commentators, many I’d never heard 
of before.   
 
I trust you understand how this works.  Very 
sophisticated algorithms, set up by very smart people 
who want to keep us hooked, feed us content that aligns 
with our perspective.  It keeps us tuned in.  For 
example, if you’re wondering about the existence of 
Bigfoot, and you start listening to people on social 
media who actively promote the reality of Bigfoot, 
you’re going to be inundated with posts arguing, often 
quite convincingly because there is no counter-
argument presented, that there really is a giant ape-like 
creature wandering the forests of North America.   
Pretty soon you too will become convinced he’s out 
there.  
 
This began happening to me.  As I was continually fed 
arguments from the same perspective, I could almost 
track the realignment of my own thinking into 
conformity with what I was hearing.  The more I 
listened the more it made sense.  This really struck me 
when I began using my new phone, because for some 
reason my history on YouTube didn’t transfer over to 
the new phone.  As a result, instead of being fed a 
steady diet of this particular angle of social 
commentary, I was now being fed a steady diet of 
adorable cat videos and recipes for holiday candy.   
Coincidentally, even though I’ve never liked cats, I 
started to develop an unexplained affection for them.  
I’ve also noticed in myself an odd craving for 
peppermint.   
 
You know how this works.  I hope you also know that 
this is a problem.  An echo chamber is an enclosed space 
where sound reverberates.  It’s a term we now use to 
describe an environment in which a person encounters 
only beliefs or opinions that coincide with their own, so 
that their existing views are reinforced while 
alternative ideas are never even considered.  Echo 
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chambers are hard to avoid these days.  Chances are 
you’re caught in a few yourself, places where you are 
not necessarily hearing the truth, but only beliefs and 
opinions that coincide with, and affirm, your version of 
the truth.   
 
In the encounter with Jesus that we are exploring 
today, Pilate asks what eventually became a very 
famous question: “What is truth?”  It’s hard to think of 
a more relevant question for our day.  I’ve heard it said 
that truth is humanity’s deepest legitimate quest.1  
Most of us would say that we really do want to know 
the truth, the truth about our politicians and their true 
motives and values, the truth about what’s really 
happening with COVID, the truth about celebrity 
rumors we read online.  We want to know the truth 
when it comes to certain social debates.  What is the 
real reason behind the increase in gun violence?  What 
is the right solution to the homeless crisis?  When does 
human life actually begin?  And beyond these questions, 
most of us want to pursue questions of ultimate truth.  
Why are we here?  Is there a God and, if so, what is 
God actually like?  What is beyond the world that we 
can see and touch?  What is waiting for us beyond the 
grave?  We all want to know the truth.  Don’t we?   
 
In our pursuit of truth, however, let me point out 
something important.  There is a crucial difference 
between TRUTH and truth.  Even the dictionary 
recognizes the difference, offering more than one 
definition.  On one hand, TRUTH is “that which is in 
accordance with fact or reality.”  Truth, on the other 
hand, can also be “something which is accepted as true.”  
You see the difference?  Let me clarify it with a simple 
example.  “Bigfoot exists.”  Is this statement TRUE or 
true?  One person believes that he does.  Another 
person believes that he does not.  They can’t both be 
right.  One way or the other, there is TRUTH here 
about bigfoot’s existence, and not everybody embraces 
it.  Some people, when it comes to bigfoot, have 
embraced a truth that is not TRUTH.  Do you follow 
me?   
 
The natural question that arises here, which is also an 
incredibly relevant question, is whether or not we are 
embracing TRUTH or truth when it comes to the 
weightier matters of life.  Bigfoot is one thing.  What 
about Jesus?  Specifically, what about the claims the 
Gospels make about Jesus?  This encounter between 
Jesus and Pilate provides a brilliant platform for us to 
explore that question together.   
 
As you may know, Pilate was the Roman governor of 
the province of Judea in those days.  A Roman himself, 

                                                           
1 Frederick Dale Bruner, The Gospel of John: A Commentary (Eerdmans, 2012), 

1069. 

and likely a career politician, he held that office from 
26-36 AD, meaning he was the man in charge of the 
region during Jesus’ entire public ministry.  His main 
job was to keep the peace.  His bosses back home needed 
a steady supply of corn from the region, without which 
an overcrowded Rome would go hungry.  It’s 
interesting that even back then, Western powers were 
determined to keep peace in the Middle East not 
necessarily for the sake of Middle Easterners, but so 
that the steady stream of resources from the region, 
whether that be corn or oil, would remain 
uninterrupted.2   
 
Most governors like this only lasted a couple years in 
office, likely because they failed to keep the peace.  The 
fact that Pilate lasted ten years must have meant that he 
did his job well.  Roman and Jewish historians point out 
that when he couldn’t negotiate peace, he achieved it 
through brutal means.  He often unnecessarily offended 
Jewish public opinion, and his time in office was marked 
by several savage outbreaks of bloodshed.  Most 
scholars have concluded that he was a deeply insecure 
man who covered up his weakness with demonstrations 
of stubbornness and cruelty.  
 
Well one day the Jewish leadership brings Jesus before 
him.  One of Pilate’s duties was supreme judge.  He 
alone held the power to condemn a person to death.   
This is fate these Jews wanted for Jesus.   They want 
him dead.  The problem is, they have no legitimate 
charge against him deserving of death.  In fact, when 
Pilate asks them what Jesus has done to deserve 
execution, all they can say is, “If this man were not a 
criminal, we would not have handed him over to 
you.”  Just trust us, Pilate.  Don’t concern yourself with 
the details.  He deserves to die so give the order to 
crucify him.   
 
Is this TRUTH or truth?  Obviously these men are not 
concerned with the TRUTH, only with their truth.  
And the irony here would be laughable if it were not so 
tragic.  John tells us these men won’t even go inside 
Pilate’s headquarters to bring their accusations about 
Jesus before him because they are afraid that that 
entering a building occupied by Gentiles will make 
them ceremonially unclean and disqualify them from 
Passover celebrations later that day.   
 
Think about this.  Remember that Passover was the 
annual celebration of God’s deliverance of Israel from 
slavery in Egypt, when God’s people, family by family, 
were each spared after they slaughtered lambs and 
sprinkled the blood over the doorframes of their homes 
that they might be protected them from the Spirit of 

                                                           
2 N.T. Wright, John for Everyone, Part 2 (Westminster John Knox, 2002), 

110.   
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death which swept over the land.3  Jesus intentionally 
chose to die on Passover because he was the greater 
Lamb of God, whose blood would protect all humanity 
from the death which had become our rightful 
consequence for sin.  So think about this, these men 
don’t want to disqualify themselves from God’s favor by 
entering Gentile territory while at the very same time 
they are seeking to execute the one who came from God 
to finally put them in God’s favor, and not only them 
but the Gentiles as well.   
 
You understand, don’t you, that there is religious truth 
which can absolutely blind us to the TRUTH.  Here we 
have people who do not want the TRUTH to interfere 
with their version of the truth, which was the 
maintenance of religious systems that perpetuated for 
them a sense of control, influence, and a self-
righteousness. 
 
They have no good reasons to give Pilate as to why 
Jesus should be killed.  Because there are no good 
reasons, at least any they would agree with.  So Pilate 
decides he might have better luck getting at the truth if 
he questions the accused.  So he summons Jesus and 
asks him to his face, “Are you the King of the Jews?”  
His question reveals that by this time Pilate most 
certainly would known something about Jesus since his 
teachings and miracles had made him the talk of the 
town.  He also must have been informed that the Jewish 
leadership was promoting the idea that Jesus was a 
traitor to Rome, perhaps even seeking Caesar’s throne 
for himself.  Jesus did speak often about what he called 
the Kingdom of God, and said it was something he came 
to usher in.  The insinuation was clear, that he was the 
King over this coming Kingdom.  Since in those days 
you either became king by inheriting the throne from a 
relative, or through violent overthrow, the Jews came 
to believe that if they could peg Jesus as an 
insurrectionist, Rome would be forced to execute him.     
 
So Pilate asks Jesus, “Are you the King of the Jews?”  
The problem is, if you ask Jesus a question, you’re likely 
going to get a question in return.  Jesus is interested in 
answering questions, but he’s more interested in the 
motives behind the questions.  “Do you ask this on 
your own,” Jesus puts it back to Pilate, “or did others 
tell you about me?”  I hear him urging Pilate here to 
think for himself.  Your asking questions to get at the 
truth.  Are you really after the truth?   
 
But Pilate persists.  “What have you done?” he asks 
Jesus.  What’s the truth here?  And so in the next few 
verses Jesus elaborates.  Though I wouldn’t say he’s 
blatantly obvious about it, anybody listening with an 

                                                           
3 See Exodus 12 

open mind and heart will be able to hear his message.  
Mostly he speaks about his Kingdom, making clear that 
it is not from this world.  Notice that Jesus does not say 
that his Kingdom is not “of” this world.  He says his 
kingdom is not “from” this world.  The distinction is 
not trivial.  The Kingdom of God is not merely spiritual 
and other-worldly.  It does not originate in this world, 
but it is coming into this world.  This is something Jesus 
made abundantly clear time and time again.  He in fact 
launched his public ministry with these words: “The 
time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come 
near; repent, and believe in the good news.”4   
 
As you know, a kingdom, by definition, is a realm in 
which the rule and reign of the King is supreme, where 
the will of the King goes unchallenged.  That means 
that when Jesus spoke about his coming Kingdom, and 
made clear that one day it would come in all its fullness 
and envelop all creation, he was proclaiming that 
eventually every square inch of creation would be 
brought into line with his purposes and designs.  It was 
a claim that makes the question of who is sitting on the 
throne in Rome a trivial question.  Jesus is talking 
about ruling over the entire cosmos!  And when Jesus 
and the other biblical writers urge people to repent in 
light of this coming Kingdom, they are essentially 
urging people to conform their truth to this TRUTH, 
because it is the TRUTH.     
 
Some of you remember Harry R. Truman.  Not to be 
confused with the U.S. president of a similar name, this 
Harry Truman became famous when he refused to leave 
his home near Mt. Saint Helens when the experts 
warned that it was about to violently erupt.  He’d spent 
his life at the base of that mountain, and wasn’t about to 
leave now.  In spite of the certainty of the experts, 
Harry Truman convinced himself that everything 
would be okay.  He speculated that after the racket the 
volcano had made over the last few weeks, there 
probably wasn’t much left inside. He told reporters, “I 
think it’s shot its wad.”  And even if the mountain did 
erupt, he believed the damage would be done to the 
other side, away from his lodge and his property.  “No,” 
he insisted, “that mountain will never hurt me.”5   
 
On May 18, 1980, Mt. Saint Helens erupted.  Harry R. 
Truman was never seen again.  It was a tragic example 
of a person who clung to his truth in the face of the 
coming TRUTH which could not forever be denied or 
ignored.  In a similar and much more comprehensive 
way, Jesus’ whole life declared the TRUTH that his 

                                                           
4 Mark 1:15.  This and all other biblical citations are from the New Revised 

Standard Version (NRSV).   
5 Douglas Perry, The Oregonian, May 11, 2020.  Read the article at 

https://www.oregonlive.com/history/2020/05/harry-r-truman-still-
believed-in-love-as-mount-st-helens-eruption-loomed-refused-to-leave-
the-mountain-that-gave-him-everything.html  

https://www.oregonlive.com/history/2020/05/harry-r-truman-still-believed-in-love-as-mount-st-helens-eruption-loomed-refused-to-leave-the-mountain-that-gave-him-everything.html
https://www.oregonlive.com/history/2020/05/harry-r-truman-still-believed-in-love-as-mount-st-helens-eruption-loomed-refused-to-leave-the-mountain-that-gave-him-everything.html
https://www.oregonlive.com/history/2020/05/harry-r-truman-still-believed-in-love-as-mount-st-helens-eruption-loomed-refused-to-leave-the-mountain-that-gave-him-everything.html
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Kingdom was and is coming to overwhelm all creation, 
not to destroy but rather to redeem and restore.  All 
those who were willing to subject their truth to this 
TRUTH would, by God’s grace, share in this 
redemption and restoration.  People, of course, are free 
to deny this TRUTH in favor of some other truth they 
want to imagine, but such denial cannot last forever.   
 
One problem today is that we live in an age when it is 
increasingly popular to believe that all truth is relative, 
meaning that there is no absolute TRUTH.  Skeptics 
believe that any exclusive claims to a superior 
knowledge of spiritual reality, like the ones that Jesus 
made and his followers embrace, cannot be 
substantiated.  The problem, of course, is that this 
objection itself is a claim to superior knowledge of 
spiritual reality, making it self-contradicting.  The 
claim that there is no absolute truth is itself a claim of 
absolute truth, bringing everybody back to Pilate’s 
main question: What is truth?  It can’t just be 
something you invent for yourself.   
 
The most honest among us will admit that it is our 
tendency to keep trying to conform absolute TRUTH 
to our preferred version of the truth.  The British writer 
Aldous Huxley, a self-described atheist, was one who 
was honest about this.  He once admitted, “The 
philosopher who finds no meaning in the world is not 
concerned exclusively with the problem of pure 
metaphysics.  He is also concerned to prove that there is 
no valid reason why he should not live the way he 
wants to live.  I must admit for myself the philosophy of 
meaninglessness was essentially an instrument of 
liberation from a certain system of morality.  I objected 
to the morality because it interfered with my sexual 
freedom.”6    
 
Do you see what he’s saying?  It’s refreshingly honest.  
He’s admitting that he has chosen atheism because 
atheism has allowed him to live life according to his 
terms, not only in terms of his sexuality, but in every 
other aspect of his life.  If there is a God, you can’t do 
that.  So get rid of God, and then get busy living life as 
if you were in charge.   
 
How many of us do this, even those of us who believe 
there is a God?  We prefer the truth we are telling 
ourselves, whether that truth has to do with sexuality, 
or wealth, or engagement with the poor, or politics, or 
whatever, and so while we believe in God, we work 
hard to reshape God in ways that allow us to continue 
to live life on our terms.  In the end we convince 
ourselves that our truth is actually the TRUTH.  As the 

                                                           
6 Cited by Timothy Keller in a podcast called “Questioning Christianity: 

Faith and Proof”, recorded March 7, 2019.  Listen to the full podcast, and 
others in the series, at https://qcpodcast.gospelinlife.com/  

Christian philosopher G.K. Chesterton put it, “Truth, 
of course, must of necessity be stranger than fiction, for 
we have made fiction to suit ourselves.”7    
 
But as I hope you see, there is a great danger in playing 
with the TRUTH like this.  It’s one thing if you come 
down on the wrong side of the Bigfoot debate, unless of 
course you spend your life savings and all your time 
searching for a creature that actually doesn’t exist.  It’s 
quite another thing if you invest your entire life in some 
truth-version of ultimate reality that is actually not the 
TRUTH.  As C.S. Lewis once bluntly put it, “If you 
look for truth, you may find comfort in the end; [but] if 
you look for comfort you will not get either comfort or 
truth only soft soap and wishful thinking to begin, and 
in the end, despair.” 
 
Here’s where I want to land with all this.  Recently 
many of us read through the prophet Amos in the Old 
Testament.  There was a short line in chapter 5 that 
struck me, and has stuck with me since.  In the middle 
of his warning to the people of Israel who had, at the 
time, exchanged the TRUTH for their truth, Amos says 
this, “For thus says the Lord to the house of Israel: 
Seek me and live.”8  Here’s what struck me: God never 
tells us to find him.  Thankfully, the verse doesn’t read, 
“Find me and live.”  God isn’t playing some cosmic 
game of hide and seek.  We are told only to seek, because 
the finding part is out of our control.  That’s always 
how it works with relationships, by the way.  And God 
is not some idea or location that can be discovered. God 
is a person – divine, yes, but still a person..  And you 
can’t force your way into the heart of a person.  You 
have to be let in.  So God is never found, only revealed.  
That means all we can do is seek.  Thankfully, the 
generous promise is that if we seek, we will find.  Better 
yet, if we find, we will live. 
 
The prophet Jeremiah declares on behalf of God, 
“When you search for me, you will find me; if you 
seek me with all your heart.”9  Jesus himself declared, 
“Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you 
will find; knock, and the door will be opened for 
you.”10  I believe it.  In fact, I have come to believe that 
any person who is open to the TRUTH, whatever the 
TRUTH might turn out to be in the end, if you are 
open to embracing the TRUTH even when it 
contradicts your truth, I believe you will ultimately be 
led to Christ, who is the TRUTH.   
 

                                                           
7 Source unknown.  He said at another point, “Those who leave the tradition 

of truth do not escape into something which we call Freedom. They only 
escape into something else, which we call Fashion.” 

8 Amos 5:4 
9 Jeremiah 29:13 
10 Matthew 7:7 

https://qcpodcast.gospelinlife.com/
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That is, after all, how Jesus characterized himself.  He 
told his disciples at one point, “I am the way, and the 
truth, and the life.”11  Jesus didn’t tell us that he has 
the TRUTH, but that he is the TRUTH.  Because 
ultimate truth isn’t something that you discover in a 
test tube, or find at the end of some mathematical 
formula.  It’s not some doctrine or creed that you 
memorize and recite, and then carry around with you to 
use as a weapon or a shield.  It’s certainly not 
something we have the ability to master.  In a way it’s a 
gift, totally out of our control.  Jesus himself is the 
TRUTH.12    
 
I’ve always liked how the great Russian novelist, 
Fyodor Dostoevsky, famously put it, “If someone 
proved to me that Christ is outside the truth and that in 
reality the truth were outside of Christ, then I should 
prefer to remain with Christ rather than with the 
truth.”  He wasn’t denying truth, only denying that any 
truth outside of Christ is not worthy of our pursuit.  
Find Christ and you find TRUTH.   
 
All this brings us back again to Pilate’s timeless 
question: What is truth?  It’s a good question.  It’s the 
right question.  Does Pilate ask it with sincerity?  I 
don’t know.  We’d love to have a tape recording of his 
words in the moment.  What’s the tone of his voice?  Is 
he cynical?  Seeking?  Despairing?  Inviting?  Mocking?  
It’s possible that to Pilate, Jesus appeared to be nothing 
more than a country prophet from a backwards corner 
of Galilee.  Far from seeing him as a threat, Pilate likely 
imagined he held the life of this inconsequential man in 
his hands.  But most other people in such a vulnerable 
place would plead for his mercy, or at least argue their 
case.  Some would even compromise the truth, say 
whatever needed to be said to save their skin.   
 
But not this man.  He just stands there, unapologetic, 
silent to the charges against him, asking questions 
instead of answering them.  It’s almost as if it’s Pilate 
on trial rather than Jesus, which of course he is.  For 
this reason I wonder if there is some sincerity in Pilate’s 
question to this man who doesn’t fit the mold of his 
expectations.  I wonder if Pilate asks his question with a 
lump in his throat.13   
 
We’ll never know.  What we do know is that in the end, 
it does seem as if Pilate settles for his own version of 
the truth.  It’s not an easy decision.  If you read the rest 
of his story, he doesn’t want to give in to the Jewish 
leadership.  He wants punish Jesus and then let him go.  
He tries to release Jesus as a Passover gift to the city.  

                                                           
11 John 14:6 
12 I’m indebted here to N.T. Wright, 115. 
13 This is how Frederick Buechner puts it in his wonderful description of 

Pilate in Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC (Harper & Row, 1972), 94. 

He attempts to get the Jews to make the decision 
about Jesus’ fate themselves.  When the Jewish 
leadership sees his indecision, however, they decide to 
provoke him by suggesting that his reluctance must 
reveal he is actually no friend of Caesar.  And that does 
it.  It turns out that the most important truth for Pilate 
is to keep peace on his watch.  Whether that’s for his 
own career advancement or some other self-serving 
reason, that’s the truth he’s sticking with.  That means 
that the ultimate TRUTH standing in front of him 
must not be allowed to interfere with the imagined 
truth he decides he must protect.  And so in the end he 
gives the word to have Jesus crucified.   
 
What’s ironic is that this is exactly what Jesus had in 
mind all along, to give his life for all people, people like 
Pilate, people like these Jews who wanted him dead, 
people like you, people like me.  It’s more than ironic, of 
course.  It’s breathtakingly beautiful.  It makes me 
wonder how often God is at work all around us taking 
our deformed versions of self-serving truth and 
working through them, and in spite of them, in service 
of actual TRUTH.  As much as we may like to pretend 
our versions of the truth are legitimate, the greater 
TRUTH will always prevail, the TRUTH that Jesus is 
always one who is working for us even when we are 
working against him.   
 
The question is whether or not we will, at some point, 
be willing to seek after the TRUTH, whatever that 
TRUTH happens to be.  That honest pursuit, I believe, 
always and eventually leads to Jesus and, in turn, leads 
to life. 
 
Amen.  
 

 
 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
 
1. Read John 18:28-19:1 again.  You might even read 

the rest of the story of Pilate in John 19:2-16.  What 
stands out to you from this encounter between 
Jesus and Pilate? 
 

2. How do you define “truth”?  
 

3. Pilate asks, “What is truth?”  Do you think his 
question is sincere?  Why or why not?   

 
4. What do we learn here from Jesus in verses 36-37 

about the Kingdom of God?    
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5. Jesus says to Pilate, “Everyone who belongs to 
the truth listens to my voice.”  What do you 
think this means?   

 
6. What does it mean that Jesus doesn’t tell us that he 

has the truth, but that he is the truth?  What is the 
difference, and why does it matter?   

 
7. Jeff pointed out our tendency to deny the TRUTH 

in favor of our own version of the truth because the 
TRUTH interferes with the way we want to live 
life on our own terms. G.K. Chesterton put it this 
way: “Truth, of course, must of necessity be 
stranger than fiction, for we have made fiction to 
suit ourselves.”   It’s easy to see how other people 
do this, but how have you seen this tendency in your 
own life?   

 
8. Why do you think that Pilate, in the end, decides to 

have Jesus crucified?   
 

 
 
 

Table to Table: A question for kids and                              
adults to answer together. 

How do we know is something is true? 
How do we know that what the Bible teaches us about God is true?   


