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November 25, 2018 

Revelation 1:4b-8 

John 18:33-38    It’s The Truth 

 

What is truth? Pilate asks Jesus in our scripture reading today and there 

is a touch of sarcasm in his voice. “What is this truth that you speak of? 

The truth that only YOU claim to have, the truth that only your 

followers can hear? Is your truth more important than mine, as you stand 

on trial before me? Tell me, Jesus; what is truth?” 

Everything hangs on this question. Everything in this gospel. Everything 

in the world. Everything in our lives. It depends on the answer to this 

question. What is truth? It’s not a question we take lightly. It’s also not a 

question we want to answer after a long weekend of turkey and football. 

‘What is truth?’ is a topic for debate teams and philosophers. “Truth is 

subjective and contextual. No, it is absolute and pre-existing.” It’s not a 

question you want to mess with in a courtroom when you are on trial. 

And you are about to be judged. And your life hangs in the balance. 

Jesus’ life hangs in the balance here. It all depends on Pilate and whether 

or not he sees the truth. 
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And the truth is what is in question. In Jesus’ day, truth was decided by 

those in charge. By kings and emperors. Kings resolved disputes. They 

decided who was right and who was wrong. Often it was the governors 

of the king who decided innocence or guilt. In the name of the king, they 

decided what the truth was. And in our story, Pilate is the governor and 

judge. He speaks for the Roman empire and Casear Augustus. It is his 

job to decide the truth about Jesus.  

Truth, here, is on trial; here in this courtroom with Pilate. The truth that 

came into the world in Jesus Christ is being judged. In the first chapter 

of the gospel of John, Jesus comes into the world, full of grace and truth. 

Into a world of darkness, he brings light. Wherever Jesus goes, he 

reveals the truth in people’s hearts. The truth of God’s love. The truth 

that the blind can see. That the outcast can come home. The hungry can 

be fed. The lost can be found, the dead can rise again. The truth is that 

God so loves the world, in this way, that God gives God’s only Son. God 

loves, even when we do not love. The truth is in Jesus. The truth is him 

on a cross. The truth is his empty grave. 
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But Pilate does not know this. He doesn’t see the truth. Jesus is on trial 

in Pilate’s courtroom today. And Pilate is his judge. Pilate will have the 

final say. Whether Jesus is guilty or innocent. Whether he is a criminal 

or not. Pilate will be the judge of that.  But we know the truth. That 

Jesus is the judge. And that it’s Pilate who is on trial. Will he listen to 

Jesus or will he reject him and hand him over to be crucified? 

In this trial scene today, the truth about Pilate is revealed, and the truth 

about the institutions of power that he represents. What will happen? 

What will Pilate do with the power he has? Pilate knows that Jesus is 

innocent. He knows that Jesus has done nothing wrong and that he has 

been brought to his court under false pretenses by Jews who are jealous 

of him. Jesus is no threat to Pilate or to Rome. But if Pilate lets Jesus go, 

the Jewish leaders will be angry. The crowds will be angry. If Pilate 

speaks the truth about Jesus and judges him innocent, it could cause 

more trouble than it’s worth. 

The truth is, is that Pilate likes power. He likes being in control and 

being over and above others. He likes power more than than truth. There 

are stories about Pilate. Stories about brutal military action. And 
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humiliating betrayals. And even the murder of opponents. Pilate loved 

having power over others. And that truth is revealed in this trial scene 

with Jesus. We see the truth about Pilate as seeks to embarrass Jesus, as 

he lets his soldiers dress him a purple robe and a crown of thorns. We 

see the truth as he taunts the Jewish crowds of Jerusalem; showing them 

Jesus again and again. “Behold the man!” he says. We see the truth as he 

relishes him cruelty: “Look at him, look at your king. Shall I crucify 

your King?” All of it to mock Jesus and belittle the Jewish leaders. 

Pilate could have helped in a terrible situation. He had the power to 

direct things to a less violent ending. But instead, he chose power. He 

chose an easy lie instead of the hard truth. He chose the idea that might 

makes right. And he didn’t care. Pilate saw the truth, but he didn’t care 

about it. And we see the truth about Pilate. We see someone who desires 

power and privilege more than goodness and truth. 

And the truth is, we are like Pilate too at times. We have the power to do 

what is right. We have the power to speak up for the innocent. And stop 

a lie and to prevent a terrible ending. But we don’t care enough. We go 

along with the crowd. We go along with the status quo. We protect 
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ourselves and our safe spot. “At least it isn’t me. At least I’m not 

affected by this.” Like those terrible moments in school, when we see a 

kid being picked on, but we do nothing. Or we see people making fun of 

someone and we join in.  Or we accept the cruelty of the world because 

it’s how the world is. We go along with destruction and indifference 

because it’s easier.  It’s easier to believe climate change isn’t happening. 

It’s easier to believe that poor people are lazy. And that all Muslims are 

terrorists. That kids today are selfish. We go along with the lies because 

the truth would require us to change. If we believed the truth, we would 

have to go against the flow and speak out against the crowd and be 

different. And I wonder, how often I have been just like Pilate, knowing 

the truth, able to do something for the truth, but I’m unwilling or 

unmotivated because it just doesn’t suit me? 

The truth is right there front of us in Jesus. It’s right there in front of 

Pilate. Pilate knows Jesus is innocent. He knows he has done nothing 

wrong. And that there is something otherworldly about Jesus and his 

calm determination. But Pilate chooses power over the truth. And just to 

prove how little he thinks of the truth, when he has Jesus crucified, he 
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has a sign hung on the cross. The sign reads: This is the King of the 

Jews. It is the verdict and the sentence. Look, everyone. This is the king 

of the Jews. This is what your king looks like. But ironically, his 

sentence is the truth. Here IS the king of the Jews. Here IS our king on a 

cross for all the world to see. 

Sometimes, like Pilate, we know the truth, but we don’t care enough to 

speak up. And sometimes, we deny the truth because it’s not the truth we 

want. The Jewish leaders did not want the truth that Jesus spoke. They 

did not want the truth that their Messiah was a Servant instead of a 

Soldier. They didn’t want a Messiah who demanded loyalty and 

obedience because, let’s face it, they liked power too. And the lies of the 

world suited them. The lies of ambition and greatness. The lies of the 

empire. Living under Roman occupation, it’s what you had to do. But 

these Jewish leaders had lost what made them THEM. They had 

forgotten what it meant to be people of God. That they were to be a light 

to the nations, a witness to mercy, a whole servant people dedicated to 

preaching good news to the poor, recovery of sight to the blind, setting 

captives free as it says in Isaiah. But the truth is hard to live. And when 
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Jesus called them to live in that truth, they chose an easy lie. Instead of 

being the daring, risk-taking people of God, they chose survival. 

Caiaphas, the high priest says to his fellow leaders: “It is better that one 

man die, rather than a whole nation.” In the courtyard before Pilate the 

Jewish leaders shout against Jesus: “We have no king but Caesar,” 

“Crucify him! Crucify him!” These religious leaders didn’t want the 

truth. They wanted power. They wanted what was easier and more 

economical. They preferred Caesar’s empire to the kingdom of God. 

The truth is, is that we do the same thing. We worship the power of 

empire. As the people of God meant to be people of God, we still serve 

what is comfortable and convenient. We serve the gods that won’t 

challenge us or call us to risk ourselves for others. We give our time and 

attention to the gods that tell us to look after ourselves. Maybe it is 

money. Maybe it’s technology. Maybe it is pleasure and entertainment. 

Maybe it’s the traditions we have to keep. What is our Roman 

occupation? What is our Caesar that we have gotten comfortable 

serving? What kingdom has our loyalty? If people looked at our 
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calendars, what would they see? If they looked at our checkbooks, what 

would they reveal? What is the truth about who we serve? 

Jesus reveals the truth about us. He reveals the truth about the world. 

That we prefer an easy lie than the hard truth. We would reject God and 

crucify God to save ourselves. The conviction of Jesus is the conviction 

of the world. It is the truth that if God showed up among us, we would 

convict God of treason and kill him. At the cross, we see the truth about 

who we are. But we also see the truth about God. That God loves us 

unfailingly. That God loves us even when we do not love God in return. 

God loves like this, in this way; through torment and suffering and 

rejection. God loves enough to be mocked and ridiculed and put down. 

God loves the world even as Jesus is being nailed to a cross and pierced 

with a sword. God loves as Jesus breathes his last. And not once does 

God strike back. Not once does God choose revenge. Not once does God 

call it quits. Instead God chooses grace. God chooses forgiveness. God 

chooses self-giving. Because God wants us to see the truth that THIS is 

what love is. And that greater love has no one than that that person lay 

down their life for their friends. God judges that we are worth loving. 
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We are worth living for and dying for and coming back from the grave 

for. That’s the truth. You are worth it to God. The person next to you is 

worth it. Your neighbor is worth it. Sinners: worth it. Liars: worth it. All 

the no-good people in this world: WORTH IT. Because this isn’t about 

who we are, it’s about who God is. And the truth is, love is our judge. 

And it is how we will be judged. 

This is our truth. So let’s live it and choose it every day. As the church, 

let us live the truth of God’s love in Jesus Christ. The truth that what you 

have doesn’t matter. What you look like doesn’t matter. Where you are 

from doesn’t matter. Power doesn’t matter. Our king is on the throne. 

And that throne is a cross. Because that’s what love looks like. Love is 

what matters. We won’t settle for half-truths and easy lies. We want the 

truth of Jesus. May that truth live in us and make us free. 


