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Introductory Material 

John’s account of the trial before Pilate is much more extensive than the accounts in the Synoptics 

[Matthew, Mark, & Luke]. The literary power is evident here as John presents seven scenes in a chiastic 

pattern that alternates between the Jewish opponents on the outside and Jesus inside, with Pilate 

going back and forth between them (Brown 1970: 859, from which the following diagram is adapted): 

  A Outside (18:28–32) The Jews demand Jesus’ death  

    B Inside (18:33–38a) Pilate questions Jesus about kingship  

      C Outside (18:38b–40) Pilate finds Jesus not guilty; Barabbas choice  

         D Inside (19:1–3) Soldiers scourge Jesus  

      C´ Outside (19:4–8) Pilate finds Jesus not guilty; “Behold the man”  

    B´ Inside (19:9–11) Pilate talks with Jesus about power  

  A´ Outside (19:12–16a) The Jews obtain Jesus’ death  

Whitacre, R. A. (1999). John (Vol. 4, p. 435). Westmont, IL: IVP Academic. 

Inside Jesus exhibits a royal calmness while outside the opponents are greatly agitated (Brown 

1994:1:758–59). “Pilate must shuttle back and forth, for he is the person-in-between who does not 

wish to make a decision and so vainly tries to reconcile the opposing forces” (Brown 1994:1:744). Jesus 

is no more cowed by Pilate than he was by Annas. Just as he offered Annas a chance to accept him (v. 

23), so will he confront Pilate with the claims of his identity and demand a decision. He reveals himself 

as king of an otherworldly kingdom and as witness to the truth—terms that transcend Jewish categories 

in Jesus’ addresses to this Gentile. But Pilate in his own way rejects Jesus as decisively as had Annas. 

Both Jew and Gentile collaborate in the Passion of Jesus. Both Jew and Gentile are graciously offered a 

chance even now to accept Jesus rather than reject him. 

The glory of the love of God shines forth, as it has throughout the story, in the way Jesus relates to 

everyone with whom he comes in contact as he suffers through this humiliating and painful climax to 

his ministry. 

Whitacre, R. A. (1999). John (Vol. 4, p. 436). Westmont, IL: IVP Academic. 

1. What “outside” forces are pulling people today away from trusting Jesus? How is Christ working on 

the inside? How is he speaking to people today? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Read: John 18:28 

From the house of Caiaphas, Jesus was led to the palace of the Roman governor. The Praetorium was 

the official residence of the Roman administrator. Originally it was the name given to the commander’s 

headquarters in the center of a military camp. The Roman governor of Judea maintained his primary 

residence in Caesarea on the seacoast (cf. Ac 23:33–35), but in times when the national fervor of an 

occupied people could run high he would come with his 

soldiers to Jerusalem and stay in the Praetorium. His 

residence in Jerusalem was either in Herod’s palace on 

the western wall or, more probably, in the Fortress of 

Antonia (a Hasmonean castle rebuilt by Herod the 

Great), located north of the temple area. The case for 

the latter is strengthened by the discovery of the “Stone 

Pavement” (lithostrōtos, GK 3346, 19:13) under an 

adjacent convent, as well as the longstanding tradition 

that the Via Dolorosa began at the same location. 

Mounce, R. H. (2007). John. In T. Longman III & D. E. Garland (Eds.), The Expositor’s 

Bible Commentary: Luke–Acts (Revised Edition) (Vol. 10, p. 622). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

18:28. Roman officials began meeting the public (especially their clients) at daybreak; “early” is no 

exaggeration. 

Keener, C. S. (1993). The IVP Bible background commentary: New Testament (Jn 18:28). Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. 

This would lend the appearance of legality to their decision, because Jewish law prohibited verdicts 

involving the death sentence from being made at night. 

Mounce, R. H. (2007). John. In T. Longman III & D. E. Garland (Eds.), The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Luke–Acts (Revised Edition) (Vol. 10, p. 

622). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

The Jews did not enter the Roman garrison because to do so would have rendered them ceremonially 

unclean and kept them from eating the Passover. The dwelling places of the Gentiles were considered 

unclean for various reasons, such as the presence of yeast or the possibility that aborted fetuses had 

been discarded down the drains (cf. Str-B, 2:839). Although some types of ceremonial uncleanness 

lasted only until sundown and could be removed by means of a bath, others—especially those involving 

contact with a dead body—lasted for seven days. In any case, the Jews did not want to be defiled by 

entering the court of Pilate and run the risk of missing out on the Passover. Concern for ceremonial 

purity took precedence over the demands of moral integrity.  

Mounce, R. H. (2007). John. In T. Longman III & D. E. Garland (Eds.), The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Luke–Acts (Revised Edition) (Vol. 10, p. 

622). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

John Calvin (Protestant Reformer 1509-1564)—they do not consider that they carry more pollution 

within their hearts, than they can contract by entering any place however profane; and the second is, 

they carry to excess their care about smaller matters, and neglect what is of the highest importance.  

Calvin’s Commentaries 

Stone Pavement 
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2. How can we avoid externalism (mere outward religiosity)? Are outward ceremonies to be avoided? 

What is the purpose of ritual?  

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

The opponents sought to avoid defilement because they wanted to be able to eat the Passover (v. 28). 

Since Jesus has already eaten with his disciples a meal that the Synoptics [Matthew, Mark & Luke] say 

was the Passover (Mt 26:17 par. Mk 14:12 par. Lk 22:8; 22:15), this verse raises questions. Many 

interpreters argue either that John has shifted the chronology in order to have Jesus dying at the very 

time the Passover lambs are being sacrificed—making the point dramatically that he is the Lamb of 

God who takes away the sin of the world (for example, Lindars 1972:444–46; Barrett 1978:48–51)—or 

that his chronology is historically accurate (especially Brown 1994:2:1351–73; cf. Robinson 1985:147–

51) and therefore the meal he shared with his disciples was not Passover. 

Whitacre, R. A. (1999). John (Vol. 4, pp. 436–437). Westmont, IL: IVP Academic. 

Read: John 18:29 

29–30 Since the Jews would not enter the Praetorium, Pilate went out to them to ask what accusations 

they were bringing against their prisoner. Pilate was the fifth Roman prefect of Judea (AD 26–36); an 

inscription from Caesarea designates him as praefectus. In the Roman provincial system, peaceful 

provinces were placed under the jurisdiction of the senate, while more unruly provinces requiring the 

presence of Roman troops were governed by procurators, who were responsible to the emperor. 

Josephus (J.W. 2.169–74; 175–77; Ant. 18.87) writes of three separate incidents in which Pilate 

unwisely aroused the hostility of the Jewish nation. After being recalled to Rome and convicted for his 

slaughter of the Samaritans, he committed suicide (cf. Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.7). 

Mounce, R. H. (2007). John. In T. Longman III & D. E. Garland (Eds.), The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Luke–Acts (Revised Edition) (Vol. 10, p. 

623). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

Pilate’s question as to what charges the Jewish authorities were bringing indicated that he intended 

to conduct a regular trial rather than simply to pronounce the death sentence on a man already 

condemned by these people.  

Mounce, R. H. (2007). John. In T. Longman III & D. E. Garland (Eds.), The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Luke–Acts (Revised Edition) (Vol. 10, p. 

623). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

The Jews did not hesitate to twist their charge against Jesus. In their own private examination the 

charge they had formulated was one of blasphemy (Matt 26:65). They knew well that Pilate would not 

proceed on a charge like that. He would have said it was their own private religious quarrel and they 

could settle is as they liked without coming to him. In the end what the Jews produced was a charge of 

rebellion and political insurrection. They accused Jesus of claiming to be a king, although they knew 

that their accusation was a lie. Hatred is a terrible thing and does not hesitate to twist the truth. 

In order to compass the death of Jesus the Jews denied every principle they had. The most astonishing 

thing they said that day was: "We have no king but Caesar."  

When the Romans had first come into Palestine, they had taken a census in order to arrange the normal 

taxation to which subject people were liable. And there had been the most bloody rebellion, because 
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the Jews insisted that God alone was their king, and to him alone they would pay tribute. When the 

Jewish leader said: "We have no king but Caesar." it was the most astonishing volte-face in history. 

The very statement must have taken Pilate's breath away, and he must have looked at them in half-

bewildered, half-cynical amusement. The Jews were prepared to abandon every principle they had in 

order to eliminate Jesus.  

It is a terrible picture. The hatred of the Jews turned them into a maddened mob of shrieking, frenzied 

fanatics. In their hatred they forgot all mercy, all sense of proportion, all justice, all their principles, even 

God. Never in history was the insanity of hatred so vividly shown. 

William Barclay, Daily Study Bible 

3. Sin is a missing of the mark. It is an attempt to get something in the wrong way. What might the 

Jewish leaders be seeking in their attacks upon Jesus?  

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Read: John 18:31 

We have seen Pilate's history; let us now look at his conduct during his trial of Jesus. He did not wish to 

condemn Jesus, because he knew that he was innocent; and yet he was caught in the mesh of his own 

past. [His past mistakes in handling the Jewish nation.] 

     (i) Pilate began by trying to put the responsibility on to someone else. He said to the Jews: "You take 

this man and judge him according to your laws." He tried to evade the responsibility of dealing with 

Jesus; but that is precisely what no one can do. No one can deal with Jesus for us; we must deal with 

him ourselves.  

     (ii) Pilate went on to try to find a way of escape from the entanglement in which he found himself. He 

tried to use the custom of releasing a prisoner at the Passover in order to engineer the release of Jesus. 

He tried to evade dealing directly with Jesus himself; but again that is precisely what no one can do. 

There is no escape from a personal decision in regard to Jesus; we must ourselves decide what we will 

do with him, accept him or reject him.  

     (iii) Pilate went on to see what compromise could do. He ordered Jesus to be scourged. It must have 

been in Pilate's mind that a scourging might satisfy, or at least blunt the edge of, Jewish hostility. He felt 

that he might avoid having to give the verdict of the cross by giving the verdict of scourging. Once again, 

that is what no man can do. No man can compromise with Jesus; no man can serve two masters. We are 

either for Jesus or against him.  

     (iv) Pilate went on to try what appeal could do. He led Jesus out broken by the scourging and showed 

him to the people. He asked them: "Shall I crucify your king?" He tried to swing the balance by this 

appeal to emotion and to pity. But no man can hope that appeal to others can take the place of his own 

personal decision; and it was Pilate's place to make his own decision. No man can evade a personal 

verdict and a personal decision in regard to Jesus Christ.  

     In the end Pilate admitted defeat. He abandoned Jesus to the mob, because he had not the courage 

to take the right decision and to do the right thing. 
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William Barclay, Daily Study Bible 

4. Pilate gave in. What was he afraid of? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Pilate by this world's standards was a successful man. He had come almost to the top of the Roman 

civil service; he was governor-general of a Roman province; but there was something missing. Here in 

the presence of this simple, disturbing hated Galilaean, Pilate felt that for him the truth was still a 

mystery--and that now he had got himself into a situation where there was no chance to learn it. It may 

be he jested, but it was the jest of despair.  

Pilate was like that. Into his life there came Jesus, and suddenly he saw what he had missed. That day 

he might have found all that he had missed; but he had not the courage to defy the world in spite of 

his past, and to take his stand with Christ and a future which was glorious. 

The days of guessings and gropings and half-truths were gone. He [Jesus] came to tell men the truth. 

That is one of the great reasons why we must either accept or refuse Christ. There is no half-way house 

about the truth. A man either accepts it, or rejects it; and Christ is the truth. 

William Barclay, Daily Study Bible 

Read: John 18:32 

In the time of Jesus the Jews were subject to the Romans. The Romans allowed them a good deal of 

self-government, but they had not the right to carry out the death penalty. The ius gladii, as it was 

called, the right of the sword, belonged only to the Romans. As the Talmud records: "Forty years before 

the destruction of the Temple, judgment in matters of life and death was taken away from Israel." 

It is true that sometimes, as, for instance, in the case of Stephen, the Jews did take the law into their 

own hands; but legally they had no right to inflict the death penalty on anyone. That was why they had 

to bring Jesus to Pilate before he could be crucified. 

If the Jews had themselves been able to carry out the death penalty, it would have been by stoning. 

The Law lays it down: "And he who blasphemes the name of the Lord, shall be put to death, all the 

congregation shall stone him" (Lev 24:16). in such a case the witnesses whose word proved the crime 

had to be the first to fling the stones. "The hand of the witnesses shall be first against him to put him to 

death, and afterward the hand of all the people" (Deut 17:7). That is the point of Jn 18:32. That verse 

says that all this was happening that there might be fulfilled the word of Jesus in indication of the kind 

of death he was going to die. He had said that when he was lifted up, that is, when he was crucified, 

he would draw all men to him (Jn 12:32). If that prophecy of Jesus was to be fulfilled, he must be 

crucified, not stoned; and therefore, even apart from the fact that Roman law would not allow the Jews 

to carry out the death penalty, Jesus had to die a Roman death, because he had to be lifted up. 

William Barclay, Daily Study Bible 

32 According to Deuteronomy 21:23, to be hung on a tree was to bear the curse of God. Twice in 

Peter’s sermons as recorded in Acts, he reminded his audience that the Jews killed Jesus by hanging 

him on a tree (Ac 5:30; 10:39).  
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Mounce, R. H. (2007). John. In T. Longman III & D. E. Garland (Eds.), The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Luke–Acts (Revised Edition) (Vol. 10, p. 

623). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

And, indeed, if we wish to read with advantage the history of Christ’s death, the chief point is, to 

consider the eternal purpose of God. The Son of God is placed before the tribunal of a mortal man. If 

we suppose that this is done by the caprice of men, and do not raise our eyes to God, our faith must 

necessarily be confounded and put to shame. But when we perceive that by the condemnation of 

Christ, our condemnation before God is blotted out, because it pleased the Heavenly Father to take 

this method of reconciling mankind to himself, raised on high by this single consideration, we boldly, 

and without shame, glory even in Christ’s ignominy. Let us therefore learn, in each part of this 

narrative, to turn our eyes to God as the Author of our redemption. 

John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries 

5. The behavior of the Jewish leaders and Pilate is rightfully under a curse. Do we ever act like them? 

This state of being cursed fell on Jesus. How does this make you feel? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Read: John 18:33-38 

Pilate Questions Jesus (18:33–38)  In this second of the seven scenes (see introduction to 18:28–19:16) 

we have the heart of the Roman interrogation. In a series of four questions Pilate probes the key topic 

of this Gospel—the identity and mission of Jesus. Here is Jesus’ final teaching concerning himself 

before his resurrection. 

Whitacre, R. A. (1999). John (Vol. 4, p. 439). Westmont, IL: IVP Academic. 

18:33–35. Pilate follows a Roman procedure called cognitio, an inquiry to determine what really 

happened. As prefect, he would make the final decision and answer to no one for it unless a complaint 

were sent to Rome; but he investigates the matter nonetheless. 

Keener, C. S. (1993). The IVP Bible background commentary: New Testament (Jn 18:33–35). Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. 

The charge of messiahship was a subtle maneuver in that Jesus’ spiritual kingship over Israel could be 

made to appear as rebellion against the imperial power of Rome. The Roman provincial system 

allowed for no “kings” among the captured peoples. Pilate’s “Are you the king of the Jews?” was 

probably not a routine question to determine the truthfulness of the Jewish charge, but the puzzled 

reaction of a Roman authority to what must have seemed to have been a preposterous claim—“Are you 

[the pronoun is emphatic in the Greek text] the king of the Jews?” 

Mounce, R. H. (2007). John. In T. Longman III & D. E. Garland (Eds.), The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Luke–Acts (Revised Edition) (Vol. 10, pp. 

623–624). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

Many think Pilate’s question expresses incredulity: Are you the King of the Jews? But more likely he is 

simply doing his job by putting the charge to the accused, using direct questions in keeping with Roman 

procedure (Sherwin-White 1965:105). What would he have expected to hear in response? Perhaps 

either cringing denial or stormy denunciations of Rome. The answer he gets is something quite different 

from either of these responses. Jesus neither affirms nor denies his identity as king, but he responds 

like a king. He speaks of his kingdom and quite calmly focuses the attention on Pilate, asking a 



7 
 

question that tests Pilate’s heart (v. 34). He is speaking to him as a human being, not as the Roman 

governor. Is he personally engaged, or is this just a formality? Such a question should signal to Pilate 

that he is dealing with someone who is not speaking merely on a political level. As seen earlier (e.g., 

see comments on 1:19–28), such personal interest is necessary to be able to recognize one come from 

God and to respond appropriately. 

Whitacre, R. A. (1999). John (Vol. 4, p. 440). Westmont, IL: IVP Academic. 

36 The very fact that Jesus allowed himself to be handed over to Pilate is proof that his “kingdom” was 

not a political kingdom. If it had been, his servants would even then be fighting (note the imperfect 

tense of ēgōnizonto, GK 76) for his release. In contrasting his kingdom with the kingdoms of this world, 

Jesus asserts, “My kingdom is from another place.” Brown, 536, notes that the metaphor is “spatial 

rather than temporal.” Jesus’ kingdom is of a different order. Unlike the kingdoms of this world, it is not 

based on earthly power. It is a kingdom that is spiritual and internal, in contrast to those that are 

external and physical (cf. Lk 17:21). Earlier in his ministry, when the crowds intended to make him a king 

by force, Jesus withdrew to be alone (Jn 6:15). Temple, 2:206, writes, “Precisely because [Jesus’ 

kingdom] was not of this world it did not need the backing of physical force.” Since God’s kingdom is a 

kingdom of love, it can never defend itself by force. To do so would be to betray its essential nature. 

Jesus uses the same term for his “servants” as is used elsewhere in ch. 18 for the temple police 

(hypēretēs, GK 5677; vv. 3, 12, 18, 22). A deliberate contrast may be intended. Jesus’ “servants” could 

be his followers, though the reference is more likely to angelic hosts (cf. the “twelve legions of angels,” 

Mt 26:53). 

Mounce, R. H. (2007). John. In T. Longman III & D. E. Garland (Eds.), The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Luke–Acts (Revised Edition) (Vol. 10, p. 

624). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

Both the divine source and the quality of his kingdom are evident, he says, in the fact that his disciples 

did not fight to prevent my arrest by the Jews (v. 36). Peter, of course, did try to do so and was out of 

step with Jesus’ and the Father’s will, as Jesus told him (18:11). Jesus’ response to the opposition from 

the Jewish leaders had a divine source for it was determined by God’s rule. Also, his response 

manifested God’s characteristic gracious love. “Jesus’ kingdom is based on something other than … 

power or protection. It is based on his self-surrender, on his offering of himself for the sin of the world” 

(Ridderbos 1997:595). 

Thus, Jesus is working on a different level, one not of this world. Throughout the Gospel it is seen that 

he does not respond merely to stimuli from the environment; rather he acts in accordance with his 

Father’s direction. 

So in a sense Jesus does answer Pilate’s question about what he has done not by describing his 

teachings and signs, but by referring to his acceptance of suffering. If one does not realize who he is 

and why he has allowed himself to be handed over by his Jewish opponents, however, his glory is not 

evident. Nevertheless, his arrest, and everything else about him, bears witness that his kingdom is “not 

from here” (ouk estin enteuthen, paraphrased in the NIV as from another place). It is from the Father. If 

Pilate had an open heart he would have picked up this hint and asked where Jesus’ kingdom is from, but 

he does not. 

Whitacre, R. A. (1999). John (Vol. 4, pp. 441–442). Westmont, IL: IVP Academic. 
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Truth is that pearl of great price which the human understanding has a desire for and is in quest of; for 

it cannot rest but in that which is, or at least is apprehended to be, truth. When we search the 

scriptures, and attend the ministry of the word, it must be with this enquiry, What is truth? and with 

this prayer, Lead me in thy truth, into all truth. But many put this question that have not patience and 

constancy enough to persevere in their search after truth, or not humility and sincerity enough to 

receive it when they have found it, 2 Tim. 3:7. Thus many deal with their own consciences; they ask 

them those needful questions, “What am I?” “What have I done?” but will not take time for an answer. 

Henry, M. (1994). Matthew Henry’s commentary on the whole Bible: complete and unabridged in one volume (pp. 2041–2042). Peabody: 

Hendrickson. 

6. What are ways our society avoids truth? How may we be avoiding truth? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

"Everyone" is an open invitation to all, Jews, Gentiles and Pilate on this occasion. Jesus is inviting 

Pilate to listen to Him. The phrase is not adjectival: "Everyone who is truthful" but rather denotes 

source: "Everyone who is born of the Truth" or "Everyone who is converted by the Truth." The writer 

does not recommend NEB, NIV [above], or even Beck: "Who live in the truth." These translations make 

the phrase adjectival, not adverbial. KJV and NASB are better: "Everyone who is of the Truth," but one 

must still interpret this translation. Look at John 1:12-13. Jesus is yearning for Pilate's conversion but 

Pilate resists. To be begotten of the Truth goes hand in hand with listening to Jesus' voice. In 38a 

Pilate clearly indicates that he was not begotten of the Truth and therefore did not listen to Jesus' voice. 

To Pilate truth was a relative thing. When a man say: "What is Truth?" he shows that to him nothing is 

truth. Everything is relative which is not truth at all. And the accusations of the Jews (Luke 23:2) are 

nothing but lies. Compare John 8:44-47, an interesting commentary on the Jews who condemned Jesus. 

Harold Buls, Buls’ Notes 

7. Why do some people resist Jesus and not others?  

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Augsburg Confession, Art. XXVIII, Tappert p. 83: Therefore, the two authorities, the spiritual and the 

temporal, are not to be mingled or confused, for the spiritual power has its commission to preach the 

Gospel and administer the sacrament. Hence it should not invade the function of the other, should not 

set up and dispose kings, should not annul temporal laws or undermine obedience to government, 

should not make or prescribe to the temporal power laws concerning worldly matters. Christ Himself 

said 'My kingship is not of this world' and again, 'Who made me a judge or divider over you?' (Luke 

12:14). Paul also wrote in Philippians 3:20 'Our commonwealth is in heaven,' and in 2 Corinthians 

10:4-5 'The weapons of our warfare are not worldly but have divine power to destroy strongholds and 

every proud obstacle to the knowledge of God.' 



9 
 

Apology , Art. XXIV. Par 50-51 (German only): Nothing keeps people with the church as does good 

preaching. 

Bengel: Apply yourself entirely to the text; apply your entire study to yourself. 

8. How does God exercise authority in his kingdom? What does this say about the focus of the church in 

its ministry? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Read: John 18:39-40 

40 The people took Pilate up on his offer but demanded a different prisoner. The Greek adverb palin 

(translated “back” in the NIV and NET), taken in the sense of “again” (NASB), would indicate that by this 

time the crowd was definitely getting out of hand. The name “Barabbas” comes either from the Aramaic 

bar-abba (“son of the father”) or bar-rabban (“son of the teacher”). In either case, it is a patronymic. 

The choice had to be made between a revolutionary insurgent (lēstēs, GK 3334; NIV, “had taken part 

in a rebellion”) and the teacher of Galilee. The angry mob shouted in blind fury for the death of the 

teacher. Moral choices are rarely rational; they are the product of people’s passions. If those passions 

are evil, the resulting choices will inevitably be wrong. 

Mounce, R. H. (2007). John. In T. Longman III & D. E. Garland (Eds.), The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Luke–Acts (Revised Edition) (Vol. 10, p. 

625). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

9. Do you agree that moral choices are rarely rational? If this is true what are the implications for the 

moral life? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 


