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The Governor Before the King of Kings (John 18:28-40) 

Please turn in your Bibles to John 18 and we’ll continue where we left off in 

our last study, but I want to start with what Israel’s leaders off in the trial of 

Jesus. They left out calling witnesses for the accused. The gospels say the 

Supreme Court of Judaism, the Sanhedrin, broke their own law on multiple 

counts to try to convict Jesus as a lawbreaker for claiming to be the Christ, 

the Son of God. They illegally did not call any witnesses for the defense to 

examine the evidence that demands a verdict. What if they had? I want to 

consider the evidence and witnesses John has presented already, because he 

wrote specifically to prove that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God (20:31). 

 

The Sanhedrin didn't ask for evidence but John’s gospel does make the case 

- John’s Messiah Exhibit A is what ‘Moses in the law and…the prophets 

wrote…scriptures bear witness…Moses wrote of’ Jesus (1:45, 5:39, 46) 

- They only needed look to Israel’s lawgiver, their Torah's author (5:45) 

- Exhibit B is the testimony of God the Father from heaven (Jn 5:40), the 

crowds even heard God speak to Jesus like thunder days earlier (12:28- 

30). Some Pharisees in the room in Jn 18 may have heard God say from 

heaven 'This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well-pleased' in Matt 3  

- Exhibit C is the miracles (storm-obeying, dead-raising, Jn 5, Jn 11, etc.) 

- From chapter 1 John could say ‘your honor, Caiaphas, we would like to 

call the testimony of Nathanael as a witness.’ And if he had come to the 

stand, put his hand on the Torah and sworn to tell the truth, he could say 

as he did: ‘I was a skeptic, I thought nothing good from Nazareth could 

ever come, but Jesus is the Son of God…the King of Israel!’ (John 1:49). 

- From chapter 3 John calls forth Nicodemus. The Jewish court knew well 

this witness as one of their own, a Pharisee, a judge, the teacher of Israel  

said in interviewing Jesus: ‘we know Jesus is a teacher come from God, 

for no one can do these signs[miracles] unless God is with Him’ (Jn 3:2) 

- What would the police say sent to arrest Him? The same thing they told 

these same Jewish leaders then ‘No one ever spoke like this man!’ (7:46) 

- Next witness: ‘One thing I do know…I was blind, but now I see…Never 

since the world began has it been heard that anyone opened the eyes of 

a man born blind. If ... not from God, he could do nothing’ (9:25, 32) 

- From chapter 11 he can call a name already in council meeting minutes 

(11:43-53, 12:10). John could ask 'Lazarus, will you tell the court where 

you were at this time on such-and-such date?' 'Yes, that date I was dead, 

my body had been in a tomb 4 days until I heard the loud voice of Jesus: 

Lazarus, come forth! So I did! It was hard to walk till they unbound me, 

but I've been in town since Sunday with all the witnesses of this' (12:17) 
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- 'Your honor, Judge Caiaphas, at this time the defense would like to call 

Malchus, your own most trusted servant. Malchus, where was your right 

ear 5 hours ago?' 'It was on the ground?' 'I notice it's on your head now 

and looks perfect, no scar?' 'Yes, Jesus put it on.' 'Did any witness that?' 

'Yes, a number of the leaders in this room also saw Jesus heal my ear.' 

- 'One last question for the witness, your honor: Malchus, I'm told you've 

proved yourself trustworthy to the honorable high priest here, that's why 

you were there, along with many in this room, and hundreds of soldiers, 

did anything else unusual happen 5 hours ago?' 'Yes, we asked if he was 

Jesus of Nazareth. He said 'I Am,' and stood there and we all fell down 

to the ground.' 'So Malchus, let me get this straight: by His mere word, 

many religious leaders here and a small Roman army got knocked flat 

on the back? Then after getting up He came here? No further questions.' 

 

That's what could have happened in John 18 if there'd been a real trial. The 

disciple who was eyewitness of all of that is in the high priest's courtyard in 

v. 15 while the court trial's going on. It says he was known to the high priest 

and his servants know he's there and could call him as a legal witness of the 

claims of Jesus to be the Christ, Son of God, but John wasn't called. So John 

writes his gospel to present the case for Christ that didn't happen then, 20:31 

 

One writer says John 18 is 'history's most egregious miscarriage of justice... 

the friend of sinners...faced the hatred of sinners; the judge of all the earth... 

arraigned before petty human judges; the exalted Lord of glory...humiliated 

by being mocked, spit upon, and beaten; the Holy and Righteous One... was 

treated as a vile sinner; the One who is the truth ... impugned by evil liars. 

But shining forth out of the satanic darkness of His trials...is Jesus Christ.'1  

 

After the unjust Jewish trial, John 18:28 says: Then they led Jesus from the 

house of Caiaphas to the governor’s headquarters. It was early morning. 

They themselves did not enter the governor’s headquarters, so that they 

would not be defiled, but could eat the Passover. 29 So Pilate went outside 

to them and said, “What accusation do you bring against this man?” 

 

The 'they' in v. 28 are the Sanhedrin, the Jewish elders, the chief priests who 

were often Sadducees (the theological liberals), and scribes and Pharisees 

(the conservatives). Their Sanhedrin counsel with the high priest presiding 

over it was in some ways like our government with liberals, conservatives, 

and a president. Here the Jewish house, senate, congress and judiciary unite 

in rare bipartisan agreement: Jesus must never be our leader, Jesus must die. 
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And it says they did this in 'early morning,' technical term for 3:00-6:00 AM. 

There was no CSPAN then, no media coverage at that hour. Reporters from 

The Jerusalem Post weren't there. Potential protestors are still in bed, that's 

one advantage of getting an illegal trial done before roosters start crowing. 

The other gospel writers say they covered Jesus' head while they unlawfully 

repeatedly beat His face in court, and it may be His head is still covered as 

they led Him to the governor's court, so the Palm Sunday paparazzi and pro-

Jesus crowds won't see who this person is being led, as it could mean a riot. 

And if the enemy Rome kills Jesus first thing for being an enemy of Rome, 

they can wash their hands of Him and wash their hands to eat Passover later 
[warning: beware of hyprocrisy] 

The end of v. 28 makes clear they want to eat. But their ceremonial tradition 

stated if they'd stoned someone personally that day, they were ceremonially 

unclean for religious celebrations. v. 28 says they careful avoided entering a 

defiling Gentile building, but they just defiled God's Law and set it aside for 

their tradition. Their hypocrisy had no bounds except this Gentile boundary!   

Jews who shook dust off their shoes after walking through Gentile soil here 

have no problem getting their hands dirty in the murder of a fellow Jew, as 

long as they can get others to do the dirty deed to take Jesus off their hands! 

'I don't want to be seen as unclean coming under Pilate's roof but, but I have 

no concern with heart uncleanness coming out under the roof of my mouth!' 

Carson said they 'take elaborate precautions to avoid ritual contamination in 

order to eat the Passover, at the very time they are busy manipulating the 

judicial system to secure the death of him who alone is the true Passover.'2 

 

Jesus had just rebuked these hypocrites a couple days earlier for tithing out 

of their spice rack but neglecting the law's weightier matters: justice, mercy, 

faithfulness. 'Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean 

the outside ... but inside ... are full of greed and self-indulgence. You blind 

Pharisee! First clean the inside ...  you ... outwardly appear beautiful, but 

within are full of dead people’s bones and all uncleanness. So you also 

outwardly appear righteous to others, but within you are full of hypocrisy 

and lawlessness...You serpents, you brood of vipers, how are you to escape 

being sentenced to hell? O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills ...'3  

 

These men in v. 28 are no better than Muslim terrorists making sure they're 

ritually pure right before they murder the innocent, and also the ‘Christian’ 

who never misses communion but is full of unrepentant corruption inside. It 

should be noted Jesus didn't rail against homosexuality as the greatest sin, it 

was hypocrisy He spoke most against, and hate in a heart sends to hell, Mt 5  
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J.C. Ryle: The extent to which [religious] formality and wickedness can go 

side by side is frightful ... Not Pilate's walls, but your own hearts, are 

impure ... Do you fear to be defiled with the touch of Pilate's pavement? 

Doth so small a gnat stick in your throats, while ye swallow such a great 

camel of flagitious wickedness? ... Pilate hath more cause to fear, lest his 

walls should be defiled with the presence of such prodigious monsters of 

iniquity ....... Men who know they are wrong in one direction, often struggle 

to make things right by excess of zeal in another direction...Let us pray that 

our consciences may always be enlightened by the Holy [Spirit to deal with 

heart sin] that we may be kept from a one-sided and deformed Christianity.'4 

 

Now in v. 29 Pilate asks what the charges are, finally someone somewhat 

concerned by justice. They reply in v. 30: "If this man were not doing evil, 

we would not have delivered him over to you." 31 Pilate said to them, “Take 

him yourselves and judge him by your own law.” The Jews said to him, “It 

is not lawful for us to put anyone to death.” 32 This was to fulfill the word 

that Jesus had spoken to show by what kind of death he was going to die.  

 

The occupying Roman government reserved right to capital punishment.5  

There were times when Jews still killed their own and Rome didn't interfere 

when they didn't mind 1 less troublemaking Jew around (Stephen, Acts 7). 

In v. 31 Pilate may be giving them permission to stone Jesus, which is how 

OT law judged blasphemy (Jn 8, 10). But the Jewish leaders know if they 

stone Jesus publically the crowd will turn against them, better the Romans. 

It may be the Jewish leaders wanted Jesus to be crucified and hung on a tree 

because the Scripture said everyone who dies that way is cursed (Dt 21:23),  
 

The irony is their legalistic law-keeping work-based religion cursed them, 

as one of the Pharisee council would later write in Galatians chapter 3: 'All 

who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written: Cursed is 

everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the 

Law .... [But] Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a 

curse for us, for it is written: Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.  He 

redeemed us in order that the blessing...might come to the Gentiles through 

Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise...' (v. 10-14 NIV)  

 

What promise did v. 32 fulfill? “we are going up to Jerusalem. And the Son 

of Man will be delivered over to the chief priests and scribes, and they will 

condemn him to death and deliver him over to the Gentiles to be mocked 

and flogged and crucified, and he will be raised on the third day.” Mt 20:18 
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He told a Pharisee, Jn 3:14 'as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, 

so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever believes in him may 

have eternal life. 16 “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, 

that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.' And Jn 

12:32-33 "And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to 

myself.” He said this to show by what kind of death he was going to die.  

 

Some thought lifting Jesus up on a cross for all to see would keep the world 

from going after Him, but being lifted up is how He would draw the world! 

Application: do you believe in God's Son as your Lord and Savior? Do you 

see Jesus must be lifted up? Do you see yourself as those in the wilderness, 

sin-sick and dying until Moses lifted up a serpent on a stake that God said if 

they looked to it they wouldn't perish? That symbol of the curse from Gen 3 

has become a symbol for remedy and healing, even in the pharmacy symbol 

that has a serpent. The symbol of medicine in much of the world is a serpent 

on a stick like in Moses' day, carried on in the Greek religion of Asclepius 

1,000 years later that borrowed the biblical serpent/stick symbol for healing. 

 

God so loved the world, Jew and Greek, He gave His only Son who took on 

the curse for us, and was nailed to a cross, lifted up to draw all the people of 

the world who look to Him there in faith, by His wounds all can be healed 

of sin's curse! If you trust in our works or being a good person, God's Law 

says you're under a curse, but if you trust 100% in the only 100% good One 

who ever lived, and rely on His work for you on the cross, He redeems you 

from the curse by taking the curse on Himself and trading you His blessing! 

Jesus had to be crucified, not thrown down to be stoned, but lifted up on a 

tree to be cursed as He perished for sin, so whoever truly believes shall not 

perish but have everlasting life. Turn from hypocrisy or external religiosity, 

nothing in your hand to bring, trust the nail-pierced hands of Jesus as King.  

 

The question in v. 33: Is Jesus the King? So Pilate entered his headquarters 

again and called Jesus and said to him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” 34 

Jesus answered, “Do you say this of your own accord, or did others say it 

to you about me?” 35 Pilate answered, “Am I a Jew? Your own nation and 

the chief priests have delivered you over to me. What have you done?” 36 

Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not of this world. If my kingdom were of 

this world, my servants would have been fighting, that I might not be 

delivered over to the Jews. But my kingdom is not from the world.” 37 Then 

Pilate said to him, “So you are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I 

am a king [that can be translated "you say correctly/rightly" - "you said it"] 
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For this purpose I was born [as Magi said in Mt 2:2] and for this purpose I 

have come into the world—to bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of 

the truth listens to my voice.” 38 Pilate said to him, “What is truth?”  

 

Several things going on here. First is an implied invitation even to Pilate, if 

he will listen to Christ's voice. He says 'Everyone who...listens to my voice,' 

In other words, not just every Jew, I'm not just the King for the Jews, but for 

everyone, including Gentiles, 'for this...I have come into the world...' That 

may be behind Jesus asking in v. 34 if Pilate genuinely wants to know it for 

himself. A 2nd dynamic is Jesus wants to make clear before He answers the 

question, what type of king and kingdom His is. Not a military conqueror, a  

Messiah-King-Savior. Not just for Jews, Jesus' kingdom is bigger than and 

beyond the world, and it's not brought by worldly political physical power 

plays. Jesus has no army fighting for Him, and in fact Pilate's soldiers had 

probably already reported back how it went down hours earlier when Jesus 

told His servant Peter to put away his weapon. He was no threat to Rome.  

The hymn 'Lead On, O King Eternal' summarizes well the kingship of v. 36 
'for not with swords loud clashing, nor roll of stirring drums, 

with deeds of love and mercy, the heavenly kingdom comes' 

 

A third dynamic is that He wasn't here to be made King instead of Caesar or 

even Herod, He's not here to made King by force, in fact Jesus had rejected 

that when the Jews tried (6:15). He was born King. He is King in the sense 

He explains in v. 36 whether people recognize it or not. No one makes Jesus 

King, He is King, and He came to bear witness to the truth of His kingdom, 

which everyone who is of the truth will hear. He said in Jn 3:3 you must be 

born again to see the things of His kingdom. The Spirit must give life, eyes 

to see it, and hearts that bow to King Jesus. He's not bringing a revolution to 

get rid of Gentiles, He's bringing a redemption for Gentiles and Jews. His 

kingdom is spiritual, other-worldly, His weapon the Word, the truth in v. 37 

 
38 Pilate said to him, 'What is truth?' [sounds postmodern] After he had said 

this, he went back outside to the Jews and told them, 'I find no guilt in him.'  

Pilate isn't searching for truth here, he doesn't even wait for an answer. He's 

cynical about truth as a hardened compromised pagan politician, as if to say 

'truth, what's that?' Or 'truth? Is there such a thing?' Or maybe 'truth, that's a 

foreign concept around here, haven't seen much of that?!' But whatever his 

exact thoughts, he was actually looking at The Truth Himself (14:6), if he 

only had eyes to see. If he'd waited and sincerely wanted it, Jesus could say 

'you're looking at it. I am the way, the truth, the life, come to God thru me.'  
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Pilate thought he was standing in judgment over Jesus and His truth claims, 

and many today think they can do the same, but the truth is Jesus will stand 

in judgment over Pilate and us. All who reject gospel truth He’ll find guilty 

on that day when every knee bows to the King. To unbelievers, the answer 

to questions about truth today is still Jesus, if you'll listen to His voice, you 

can know the truth and it will set you free of sin’s guilt, penalty, and power.  

To believers, there's a NT application to all this for us: 1 Tim 6. What does 

this mean for us, that Christ appeared before Pilate as blameless as He made 

the good confession here of who He was? If His kingdom is about spiritual 

warfare, not worldly weapons or fighting, does this mean we're just passive? 

 

1 Tim 6:12 NKJV: 'Fight the good fight of faith ... [Paul explains it includes 

our confessing the same good confession in the presence of witnesses, we're 

also to witness who Christ is, Paul then charges us] ... before Christ Jesus 

who witnessed the good confession before Pontius Pilate, that you keep this 

commandment ... blameless until our Lord Jesus Christ’s appearing' [as He 

appeared blameless, guiltless before Pilate, we're to be pure witnesses until 

He appears the 2nd time and we're to make the same good confession, Jesus 

is King and 'only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords,' v. 15 ESV] 

 

Governor Pilate was not sovereign, he stands before the only Sovereign, the 

One of whom Isa 9:6 says ‘the government shall be upon his shoulders. And 

his name shall be called Wonderful, Counseller, The Mighty God…’ (KJV).  

Pilate thought he held in his hand the fate of Jesus who governs governors 

and galaxies and all things in the universe at all times. Even sinful acts of a 

sinful pagan leader like Pilate are in the sovereign hand of the Lord who Pr 

21:1 says holds the heart of a king and turns it any way He wants, any time 

He wants. This is how the early church prayed in Acts 4: ‘…Pontius Pilate, 

along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel … do whatever your hand 

and your plan had predestined to take place. And now, Lord, look upon 

their threats and grant to your servants to continue to speak your word with 

all boldness’ (v. 27-29). The application of Pilate and Jesus there and 1 Tim 

6 is: Jesus is sovereign over all, so we should be bold in our witness of Him.  

 

For a closing illustration, imagine you knew for sure tomorrow was the day 

you would die. How would you sleep that last night on death row, convicted 

as a terrorist for acts against the state, insurrection, and murder? Notorious 

criminals were also scheduled for public execution the same day. In the day 

of hangings, it was said the night before, sometimes involuntary movements 

by the hands to the throat would take place in fear, and you couldn’t help it. 
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That morning cell block A opens, and the first criminal is led to the gallows. 

Later you hear the guards in their boots walk down the hall, keys jangling to 

cell block B, and he’s led to the gallows. You know you’re next, the 2 guys 

you were partners in crime with will be hung to your left and right, but your 

executioners want you, the ringleader, front and center to make a statement.  

The other 2 guys are already up on the wooden scaffold, nooses around the 

neck you can imagine, and you hear a crowd gathering. It sounds like they 

called out your name. You hear it again, bloodthirsty voices calling out. As 

you sweat and already feel short of breath, you hear again the guards boots 

in the hall, the keys rattling like your heart in your ribcage. It's still dark in 

your dungeon of a cell, but as he opens the door, you're flooded with light. 

 

You feel quickened by the flame, maybe it's adrenaline but your atrophied 

body from years of confinement somehow has the energy to get up. You'd 

been bound fast so long, shackled tight, as he turned the key to remove your 

chains, it felt good to finally be able to move your hands and feet freely. He 

then says 'follow me,' and as you walk out the prison into the blinding sun, 

he says 'I've got good news, you're free to go. A presidential pardon just was 

handed down today.' You say, 'but I already admitted to all those crimes?' 'I 

know,' the messenger says, 'we all know you're guilty, but someone else has 

taken your place, he's dying instead of you, so you're free to go, Barabbas.'  
Long my imprisoned spirit lay, fast bound in sin and nature's night 

Thine eye diffused a quickening ray; I woke, the dungeon flamed with light! 

My chains fell off, my heart was free, I rose, went forth, and followed Thee.6 

 

Mk 15:7 says 'among the rebels in prison, who had committed murder in the 

insurrection, there was a man called Barabbas' [Pilate arranges a prisoner 

swap]. In Jn 18:39 he told the Jews: you have a custom that I should release 

one man for you at the Passover. So do you want me to release to you the 

King of the Jews?” 40 They cried out again, “Not this man, but Barabbas!”  

 

Barabbas could have never dreamed this. He'd been Israel's Most Wanted, 

Public Enemy #1. The word insurrection can include terrorism, imagine an 

innocent American traded for an ISIS/Al Qaeda killer about to be hanged? 

A King willingly going to the gallows to die where the rebel should have?  
And can it be that I should gain...Died He for me, who caused His pain?  

Amazing love! How can it be? That Thou, my God, shouldst die for me... 

'Tis mercy all, immense and free, For, O my God, it found out men 

 

One who's felt the rope at his neck and platform under foot knows mercy. 

In Barabbas' place condemned He stood, sealed his pardon with His blood. 
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Why? Other gospel writers say the leaders stirred up the crowd to call Pilate 

to kill Jesus instead of Barabbas. Each Passover Pilate showed a 'get out of 

jail free' card, today he hopes Jesus gets it. He invokes the custom assuming 

Israel's crowds will release Jesus if given a choice between a murderer and a 

Savior (after all, thousands of them chanted 'Hosanna'/save us' days before). 

Background of releasing prisoner at Passover probably a symbolic reminder 

of the first Passover when Jews were released from Pharaoh's prison-house? 

In Egypt each father's son could be spared death if a lamb was slain instead, 

here we have Barabbas, whose name means 'father's son' (abbas=father, bar 

=son, like bar mitzpah), his life is spared as the blood of the true Passover 

Lamb is slain. The innocent One gave His life so the guilty would go free.  

 

Acts 3:13 says to these Jewish people 'in the presence of Pilate, when he 

had decided to release him...you denied the Holy and Righteous One, and 

asked for a murderer to be granted to you, and you killed the Author of life' 

But it says even of that sin, repent, your sin can be wiped from your record. 

And thousands of those same people repented and received Christ's pardon. 

Barabbas had his record wiped clean, not because he was a good guy, there 

was nothing in him or about him that could explain it, he's a worm of a man. 
But Barabbas could say 'Alas and did the Savior bleed, and did the Sovereign die? 

Would He devote that sacred head for such a worm as I? ... 

Was it for crimes that I had done He groaned upon the tree? 

Amazing pity! Grace unknown! And love beyond degree!'7 

 

At the cross, at the cross, may we see the light (that should be us there), and 

may the burden of guilt on our heart be rolled away. It's there by faith that 

we receive our sight, and should go from here happy all the day. Think of 

Barabbas at the cross, seeing the Sovereign die, the King groaning on a tree 

for crimes Barabbas had done. He should be in the center, with his partners 

in crime on the right and the left. The name on the cross should be Barabbas 

not King of the Jews, but Jesus died in His place as a substitute. How could 

that not impact him?! How can that not impact us?! How can such amazing 

pity and grace unknown not make us joyful all the day! Jesus took his place 

on the cross, died as his substitute, instead of him, and He did for me, too! 

 

It was death Barabbas deserved as the wages due for his sin, and the wages 

of our sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Jesus our Lord! 

Barabbas was declared to be free, as if he was righteous, because of what 

Christ did for him, 2 Cor 5:21 says God made Jesus 'who had no sin to be 

sin for us, so that in [Christ] we might become the righteousness of God.'  

Let's go from here as Barabbas, as if Jesus took our place, because He did. 
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