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Pilate was a provincial governor for the Roman Empire. Since his post was a hot spot in the Middle East, the job 

came with a lot of stress. The region he oversaw was simmering stew of politics and religion. The pot was always on the 
verge of boiling over. Pilate’s job was to keep a lid on it.  
 

The reason was mostly economic. The Empire demanded a supply of corn that flowed up from Egypt, without 
which underemployment and overcrowding in Rome would turn into unrest. Caesar didn’t want that, so Pilate had to 
keep enough stability around Jerusalem that trade wouldn’t get disrupted. 
 
 This meant that, like it or not, Pilate’s politics had to deal with matters of religion. The chief threat to regional 
stability came from Jewish people who claimed that the Romans unjustly occupied land given them by God. Pilate’s 
intelligence services were always doing threat analysis for attacks by a Jewish group called the Zealots. Jerusalem’s security 
alert level was always elevated, but especially on Jewish holy days when hope for Rome’s ouster ran especially high. So 
most of Pilate’s concerns dealt with the practical––how to keep the region secure, keep the people’s respect, and maintain 
some semblance of control.  
 

In this, perhaps he was like us. We have plenty to deal with in the practical matters of life. Like Pilate, our days are 
not consumed by questions about ultimate meaning of things. We’re too busy with questions related to a problem at work. 
Or how to get the kids to three places at once when there are only two cars to drive in. How to manage a household 
budget in which the income side always feels like to could be a little more. Like Pilate, we don’t have to look for dilemmas 
to address. Life keeps bringing them to us. 
 
 But also like Pilate, every so often, something comes from the periphery. Something we didn’t anticipate. Like a 
job loss. A death. A drop-everything-now kind of crisis. A terrible world event. Or a conversation or experience that brings 
up questions we didn’t seek out.  
 
 When Pilate woke up the day the Jews were began the Passover celebration, he thought the biggest question he’d 
face would be how to keep Jerusalem secure with the holiday influx of pilgrims. But before he’d gotten to breakfast, he 
wasn’t asking if doubling the troops around the Temple would really be enough. He was taking up a question that 
consumes philosophers and theologians, of which we all become one when we really ask what drives our lives. 
 
 The Pilate’s question was, “What is truth?” It came during conversation with a shabby-looking man whom some 
Jews were calling a king.  
 

The man was from the poor up-country town of Nazareth. You could tell by his thick Galilean accent and his 
calloused peasant feet. Had Pilate’s chief of homeland security been there, he’d have said that this was the man they’d 
monitored earlier in the week, when he rode into Jerusalem on a donkey. Crowds had lined the street, yelling, “Hosanna!” 
which meant, save us! The Romans knew full well that they represented what the Jews wanted saving from.  

 
This peasant king didn’t fit into Pilate’s schedule, so he got straight to the point and asked, “Are you the King of 

the Jews?” It was the politically expedient question. To Pilate, any Jew claiming to be king would only be trouble. Kings 
led armies and claimed people’s loyalty. To Pilate, this sort of thing smelled of revolt. 

 
But Pilate must hardly have believed he was asking this guy about kingship. He had torn up clothes, a split lip and 

a black eye that was on the way to swelling completely shut. He’d clearly been roughed up by the religious authorities that 
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brought him, the ones who presented him to Pilate saying he’d been up to wicked things. But whatever little band of 
followers he had had up and run away. How could this man possibly be a king? 

 
The readers of John’s gospel know that, at times, others called Jesus a king but Jesus never took the title for 

himself. He knew that if he called himself a king, people would get the wrong idea. So replied to Pilate, “Is it your idea 
that I’m a king or did others tell you about me?”  

 
But Pilate wasn’t really interested in talking the ins and outs of Jewish kingship. He just wanted to know what kind 

of a threat this Jesus really was. He responded, “You must have don’t something wrong, or your people wouldn’t have 
brought you to me.” 

 
But Jesus was actually interested in exploring the kingship question. He Jesus replied that he does have a kingdom, 

but not the sort that comes from within this world. That his isn’t a kingdom with borders that need securing. You can’t 
fight to defend his kingdom because it can’t be taken over. But a realm you have to defend was the only sort Pilate 
understood. This is why his guard was always up, and had an army at his disposal to defend what the Empire stood for. 

 
This is why his ears perked up when Jesus said he had a kingdom. Perhaps his intelligence services had failed and 

this guy had some army of his own. 
 
“So you are a king, then,” said Pilate. But Jesus responded that he didn’t come in order to act like the kings of the 

world. He said, “I was born and came into the world is to testify to the truth. Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.”  
At which point, Pilate seemed ready to check out of the conversation. “Truth?” he said. “What is truth?”  

 
“What is truth?” sounds like a question from someone who’s spent so much of his life doing the expedient thing, 

what’s pragmatic for advancing for his career, the government’s policies, his personal well-being, that he’s lost the sense 
that there could be an overarching meaning to all of life. Pilate who knows he’s been lied to in the name of truth. He’s had 
to compromise his conscience so many times that if there were an absolute truth, he wouldn’t trust himself to pursue it. 

 
We might hear Pilate’s question as 2,000 years ahead of its time, so similar does it sound to the questions of a 

postmodern cynic. “What, really, is truth?” Truth is what comes out of the barrel of a gun. It’s my truth vs. your truth. 
The truth is, you can’t trust anyone who claims to have all the truth. Something might be true for you, but that doesn’t 
mean its true for me. All truth is relative, which means there’s no truth at all. That’s some of today’s take on truth. Maybe 
Pilate would have fit right in. 

 
So we can image Pilate looking at this man who’s slumped forward from his hands being bound in front of his 

waist, and wryly thinking, “You want to know the truth? The truth is, I have the power to put you on a cross.” 
 
But that is actually just the truth that Jesus came to reveal. That as God’s true king, Jesus didn’t come to win 

battles, whether in wars with armies or in wars over culture. King Jesus came to win all of creation, so that all the world 
might be reconciled to the God who made all things for himself. Jesus’ truth belongs to the Passover festival that was 
gearing up and Jesus stood trial before Pilate.  

 
This was the celebration in which a lamb was bound and sacrificed so that others might go free and really live. 

This is to say that Jesus’ truth isn’t lodged just in words or ideas, but finally and fully in his very being that’s given up, in 
his body given over to reveal and accomplish salvation. 

 
This is the ultimate truth fully on display at the cross. At the cross people yell what they believe is a lie, mocking 

Jesus, “Hail, king of the Jews!” But this only underscores the truth Jesus reveals, which is that his gift of and his reign of 
love is for a world that’s against him. In John, the religious people are against him as much as anyone else.  

 
On the cross, Jesus painfully reveals what John claims is the world’s ultimate purpose, which is to be loved God. 

The absolute truth is that the world is loved so by God so much as to be given God’s one and only son.  
 
But Pilate couldn’t see this. How could Pilate possibly have seen that black-eyed man in front of him wasn’t just 

talking about the truth? Jesus didn’t answer Pilate’s question, “What is truth,” because Jesus himself was the truth. The 
answer to Pilate’s question about truth was staring him in the face. 
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And so Jesus just remained silent. Given the chance to defend himself to Pilate, to defend God’s truth to the world, 

Jesus says nothing. Jesus would not let the truth of God be reduced to arguments or principles or values over which people 
debate. Truth is contained in his person, in his flesh sacrificed for a world that runs on lies about what really makes the 
world go ‘round.  

 
We can try so hard for a life that’s true. Way back when, our parents said, “Tell the truth,” and now we say the 

same to our children. Somewhere a bomb goes off and we don’t rest until we learn the truth about what happened. We 
grow up and try to live true to ourselves. So we change majors and change careers, because somehow what we were doing 
didn’t feel true to who we are. We entered and left relationships, because what started feeling true began to feel false. 
We’ve lost a spouse and had to listen again for who we truly are apart from that person. We’ve grown dissatisfied with 
parts of life, and asked if the life we’re living is the life we’re truly made for.  

 
As we attend to the practicalities of life, this question about the life that’s really true haunts our souls. Which is 

why Frederick Buechner has suggested that when Pilate asked, “What is truth?” he wasn’t really being cynical. He asked, 
“What is truth?” with a lump in his throat. Pilate just another of the great many people who wrestle over what life’s really 
about. And is it possible that, in the end, before God, life really is about the same thing for everyone? That we really are 
participants in one big truth? The gospel of Jesus says Yes. 

 
If we think that truth takes abuse today, we only have to look at Jesus and Pilate to know that God’s truth has been 

taking abuse for a very long time. But he remains same Savior who loves the world to death. And so the gospel tells us this 
strange-sounding thing, that those who live in God’s truth, who see the world as it really is, are the ones who accept as 
king man before Pilate, with his blackened eye, his split lip, and his cross for a throne of power.  

 
Those who stand in the truth stand where Jesus stands. Jesus stands in the truth of God’s grace, God’s eternal love 

that doesn’t rush to defend itself to the world but dies to make itself known. The great argument Jesus makes for God’s as 
truth is his life poured out in love for a world that doesn’t rush to receive it. 

 
God has made us to live a life that is true. We aren’t going find that truth through empirical facts or moralisms or 

ideologies that divide us from others. Neither will we find God’s truth by striving find our personal version of happiness. 
That’s just search that never ends. 

 
The gospel says that for those searching for truth, there is an ending place. It’s the Savior, Jesus Christ. “People 

who know the truth listen to me,” Jesus said. Those were his last words before falling silent. Before falling silent and going 
to the cross where he took the world’s every false way into broken royal body. The ultimate truth about your life is 
revealed on the cross, where Jesus knew you fully and loved you fuller still. The life that is true involves receiving Jesus as 
Lord and growing into his image, which, in the first place, involves receiving his bottomless love. It’s only when you’ve 
received his love that you can live from it.  

 
 God gives the church as witness to the ultimate truth that, at the center of the world and of our life, stands the 

gracious love of God. The king of love with his blackened eye and puffy lip, his cross-shaped life that, still today, does not 
live to defend God’s truth but to live as witness to us, as the body of Christ who still gives himself in love for the world. 
Amen. 


