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Series: Receiving life by believing in God’s Son (a Gospel of John study)   

Sermon Text: John 18:28-36     Key Words: Political Leaders 

(*This account is also found in Matthew 27:1-2, 11-14; 15:1-5; Luke 23:1-6) 

 

Our series title for 18:1-19:15 is, “No matter how things appear, Jesus is still King!” It’s about the 

value of believing this when friends fail us (18:1-12), when religious leaders fail us (18:13-27); and 

when political leaders fail us (18:28-19:15). Each week, we’re also considering something vital Jesus 

said about following Him in John 16:33, “I’ve said these things to you, that in me you may have 

peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world.” Today, we 

will begin scratching the surface of our third… 

BIG IDEA: Jesus is still King when political leaders fail us. 

 

Verses 28-30 tell us the Jewish leaders led Jesus from the house of Caiaphas to the governor's 

headquarters. It was early morning. They didn’t enter his headquarters, so they would not be 

defiled, but could eat the Passover. Pilate went outside and said, “What accusation do you bring 

against this man?” They answered, “If this man were not doing evil, we would not have delivered 

him over to you.” Pilate’s reply seemed to catch the religious leaders off guard, like they’d already 

agreed in private. He had to know about their plot since his soldiers helped grab Jesus in the garden 

and delivered Him to the high priest (cf. 18:3, 12). So, he’s likely toying with them and keeping them 

in check, knowing they needed him to finish what they started. In verse 31 Pilate said, “Take him 

yourselves and judge him by your own law.” The Jews replied, “It’s not lawful for us to put anyone 

to death”, which wasn’t quite true. We’ve read about “The woman caught in adultery” (John 7:53-

8:11) and “The stoning of Stephen” (Acts 7:54-8:2), so we know that while Rome reserved the right 

to crucify, they often turned a blind eye when Israel stoned people to death for religious reasons. So, 

why did the temple mafia push for crucifixion? Well, Jesus was popular, so the Passover crowds may 

have turned on them unless they first discredited Him. Crucifixion at the hands of their enemies was 

the best route because Deuteronomy 21:22-23 says, “cursed is anyone who hangs on a tree.” Such a 

death had potential to cast doubt on Jesus being Israel’s long-promised Messiah (Christ). 

John’s editorial comment in verse 32 is significant, this was to fulfill the word Jesus had spoken 

to show by what kind of death he was going to die. Jesus knew this was inevitable, and John’s been 

telling us this throughout the letter (e.g., John 3:14, “As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, 

so must the Son of Man be lifted up.” John 8:28, “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you 
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will know that I am he, and that I do nothing on my own authority, but speak just as the Father taught 

me.” John 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.”). We’ll say more about this in chapter 

19, but according to John 12:23 Jesus somehow saw this as His “glorification” or “coronation.” In 

that verse He declared, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.” Clearly, we follow a 

Savior who has an upside-down way of viewing dire circumstances in this world!  

Moving on, the word “king” was a loaded term because kings back then were all powerful, unlike 

modern monarchs who work within careful political frameworks (as in England today). Pilate was 

puzzled by this poor and lowly fellow, who forbade the use of violence and had been abandoned by 

His top allies. How was this guy a political rival or threat? So, in verses 33-36, Pilate entered his 

headquarters again and said to Jesus, “Are you the King of the Jews?” Jesus answered, “Do you 

say this of your own accord, or did others say it to you about me?” Pilate answered, “Am I a Jew? 

Your own nation and the chief priests have delivered you over to me. What have you done?” 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.” What an interesting reply, right? It’s a good place to pause and consider a few takeaways… 

Takeaway #1: There are always 2 kingdoms in play. In this story, Jesus represents “The kingdom 

of God”, while the political and religious leaders represent “The Kingdom of this world.” Notice Jesus 

didn’t say, “My kingdom is only spiritual or heavenly in nature, having nothing to do with this one.” 

He was addressing the origin or quality of God’s kingdom, not its destination. For example, a quality 

of those who serve His kingdom is a refusal to fight like people in this world. Ephesians 6:12 (NLT) 

says kingdom people realize “We’re not fighting against flesh-and-blood enemies, but against evil 

rulers and authorities of the unseen world, against mighty powers in this dark world, and against evil 

spirits in the heavenly places.” While Jesus isn’t “from here”, He cares about what happens here. His 

Father created this physical world, sent His Son into it, and (despite popular end-times theories) has 

plans to renew it. In Matthew 6:10, Jesus taught His servants to pray, “Your kingdom come, your will 

be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” This segues into… 

Takeaway#2: Faith must inform how we read the news. On the surface, all hope seemed lost as 

Jesus faced off with Israel’s corrupt religious leaders and Rome’s twisted politicians. It sounds like 

modern headlines, doesn’t it? The kind that leaves us feeling sad, angry, exasperated and wanting to 
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quit because nothing ever seems to change. Yet, the Gospel offers kingdom people an upside-down 

way to read the news--to factor in what we know about God and Jesus before drawing conclusions. 

We’re being asked to consider the unimaginable in this story--that God is in total control despite how 

bad things appear, and that evil can’t catch God by surprise nor detour His purposes because He is 

sovereign over all things. In fact, God has the power to override evil intentions and redirect them for 

our good and His glory (cf. Genesis 50:20; Romans 8:28-39). Isn’t that why John wrote this letter? In 

20:30-31 didn’t He say, “…these things are written so you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the 

Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name”? Ultimately, we’re supposed to read 

this and ask, “Which kingdom tends to rule my heart?” How do I process and respond to the latest 

news, or when friends fail me, or when I’m disappointed by religious leaders, or when politicians are 

maneuvering for power and votes like we’re seeing as the mid-term elections are approaching? It’s so 

easy to get caught up in the drama of earthly stories, but our challenge is to view them through eyes 

of faith--to view world events through God’s eyes instead of human eyes. Only then will we have the 

faith to push back on idea that “things are getting worse, and all hope is lost.” I mean, if we believe 

the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus changed the course of history, then shouldn’t we believe this 

planet is improving every time one lost soul converts their citizenship to God’s kingdom?  

 

Let’s pray: Father, your Word says, “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed 

away; behold, the new has come. All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself 

and gave us the ministry of reconciliation” (cf. 2 Corinthians 5:17-18). So, you’re not merely asking 

us to embrace truths about yourself and your kingdom, you want these truths to change how we view 

the world you created and how we interact with it. Fixating on what’s old makes it hard for us to see 

the slow movements of your kingdom. Please help us to keep our focus on Jesus, to realize what we 

believe and do on earth matters eternally, and to remember that Jesus wins in the end. Amen.  

 

Let’s sing: “Behold the Lamb” 

 

So, what’s your NEXT STEP?  

• Remember, our next step always begins with faith in Christ. Either placing faith in Him for the 

first time or exercising faith to repent, change, and grow. Either way, His Spirit will help you. 

 

Quotes related to this passage: 

• Capital punishment: “Some scholars have questioned whether this restriction was in fact the 

case at this point in time, but the evidence from independent Roman records appears roundly in 

support. It was no small issue. ‘The capital power was the most jealously guarded of all the 

attributes of government.’ In the provinces Rome kept it to herself. This did not apparently 
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exclude the Romans from being prepared to turn a blind eye on occasion to a spontaneous act 

of mob execution such as Stephen suffered (Acts 7:54ff.), or as Jesus was threatened with on 

more than one occasion (8:59; 10:31); but a full legal execution was another thing, and they 

retained the right to it. This in turn makes clear that the authorities were intent not just on 

Jesus’ death but on having him formally executed, i.e. crucified. The reason is not hard to find. 

Sympathy for him and his claims was widespread. They therefore had to move carefully. 

Indeed, during the whole procedure they give the appearance of men looking over their 

shoulders much of the time. There would be no surer way to dampen any backlash provoked 

by his execution than by having him crucified by the Roman overlords. Crucifixion was 

proscribed in the law as a sign of God’s curse (Dt. 21:23), hence a ‘crucified Messiah’ was 

about as likely as a square circle. It was a moral and spiritual impossibility, the more so when 

it expressed submission to the Gentile power.” Pastor Bruce Milne 

• Some brief history: “Judas Maccabaeus had established his dynasty, two hundred years before 

Jesus met Pilate, through military revolution against the Syrians, winning for the Jews their 

independence, and for himself and his family a royal status they had not previously aspired 

to…Herod the Great, thirty years before Jesus was born, had defeated the Parthians, the great 

empire to the east, and Rome in gratitude had allowed him to become ‘King of the Jews’, 

though he, too, had no appropriate background or pedigree. So, when Pilate faces Jesus, and 

someone hints that the reason the chief priests have handed him over is because he thinks he’s 

a king, this must be what he assumes is going on. Pilate doesn’t understand, and doesn’t want 

to understand, the ins and outs of the odd ways (as they would seem to him) in which the Jews 

organize their life. But he knows what kings are, what kingdoms are, where they come from, 

and how they behave. And he knows that it’s his job to allow no such thing on his patch. So 

out he comes with it. ‘Are you the King of the Jews?’ The idea is, of course, so laughable that 

he knows, within his own frame of reference, what the answer is. He sees before him a poor 

man from the wrong part of the country. He has a small band of followers and they’ve all run 

away.” Professor NT Wright 

• The accusation: “The procedure was, like much of the Jewish proceedings in this case, strictly 

illegal. But it had the hoped-for result from the standpoint of Annas and Caiaphas. Jesus’ 

response is not only to affirm his messianic title, but to take the ‘I am’ upon his lips and claim 

to be the heavenly Son of Man of Daniel 7, who shares the glory of the Ancient of Days and 

exercises the divine judgment at the end of history (Mk. 14:62; cf. Mt. 26:64). The Sanhedrin 

immediately explodes in revulsion, united in horror at this blasphemous claim. The verdict is a 

foregone conclusion. So, he is brought forthwith to Pilate to have the governor confirm their 

verdict and authorize the immediate implementation of the execution… The effect of his 

detailed account of the Roman proceedings, with its vivid images, gripping dialogue and 

heightening tension, is to provide a strongly legal atmosphere to the account of Jesus’ death. 

We are therefore faced with the paradoxical fact that the one perfect life our planet has 

witnessed, universally recognized as the epitome of goodness, love, kindness, purity and 

integrity, reached its conclusion in a court facing capital charges. He who lived as the Holy 

One dies as the condemned one.” Pastor Bruce Milne 

• Israel’s short leash: “Even though the Sanhedrin was Israel’s highest judicial court, it did not 

have the power of capital punishment (18:31). Therefore, if it were to prosecute Jesus with a 

capital offense, it had to enlist the involvement of the Roman governor. The power to execute 
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criminals was one of the most closely guarded functions of local Roman governors. The 

Sanhedrin possessed only one ongoing exception in this regard: Any who violated the sanctity 

of the temple could be killed even if that person was a Roman citizen.” Professor Gary Burge 

• Double meaning: “This ‘lifting up’, for John, has merged into being ‘glorified’: Jesus on the 

cross will reveal, in its full extent, the astonishing majesty of God’s saving love. But at this 

point the lines of meaning converge. What Jesus intends, what the chief priests intend, and 

what Pilate intends, are all rushing together into an event so thickly interwoven that we shall 

need to peer at it, now from this angle, now from that, until we slowly understand all that John 

wants to tell us about it.” Professor NT Wright 

• Pilate: “Pontius Pilate was the fifth Roman governor of the province of Judea, ruling from 

A.D. 26 to 36. As governor he had numerous troops stationed at Caesarea (his chief maritime 

link with Rome), where he spent most of his time. Jerusalem was the Jewish heart of the 

country; when there he likely used the old palace of Herod the Great on the city’s western hill. 

Pilate also kept troops in a refurbished Jewish fortress on the temple’s northwest corner called 

the Antonia (named after Pilate’s patron, mark Antony). Jewish and Hellenistic sources tell us 

a great deal about Pilate, most of which is extremely critical. He was a brutal ruler whose 

atrocities against the Jews were legendary. As a member of Rome’s lower nobility he was 

always aware of his vulnerabilities and so controlled Judea harshly, with an eye on the pleasure 

of his masters in Rome (see below, 19:12).” Professor Gary Burge 

• Pilate knew better: “It is to be noted, however, that the claim to be a king was not the issue 

which enraged and united the Sanhedrin. Their concern had been religious, a charge of 

blasphemy. They are well aware, however, that this religious issue would cut no ice with 

Pilate. People claiming to be gods were commonplace in the Empire. Their case would have 

then become simply a matter of their (Jewish) superstitions and he would have dismissed it. So 

they change tack and refashion the case in political terms, a format which Pilate was bound to 

take seriously. Jesus, they allege, had been claiming to be ‘King of the Jews’, i.e. he was a 

political revolutionary guilty of inciting rebellion against Rome. Pilate certainly knew the type. 

He had recently secured a notable example, one Barabbas. The you in Pilate’s question is 

emphatic, expressing some surprise (33). From Pilate’s knowledge of the species he was aware 

immediately that Jesus did not fit the stereotype picture of the revolutionary, a breed all too 

familiar in the twentieth century.” Pastor Bruce Milne 

• Kingdom references: “This is one of the few places in John where Jesus refers to his kingdom 

(Gk. basileia; see also 3:3, 5; Matthew uses basileia fifty-five times). He deflects all political 

implications by pointing to the other-worldly nature of his rulership. It has not originated with 

this world, and he is not a rival to Caesar. The true test of his kingdom can be seen in the 

behavior of his disciples. They will not engage in combat or struggle against Rome’s rule. He 

is no threat to Rome. The one instance of violence when Peter struck Malchus was promptly 

rebuked by Jesus (18:11).” Professor Gary Burge 

• A different kingdom: “If {Christ’s} kingdom were of the normal type, his followers would 

fight to stop him being handed over. They nearly did, of course, and he had to restrain them 

(18.10–11); Peter needed to learn the lesson Jesus was now teaching Pilate, and it would take 

nothing less than the resurrection to get it through to him. But Jesus is indeed claiming to be a 

king, even though he isn’t the sort of king that Judas Maccabaeus was, that Herod the Great 
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was, still less the sort that Caesar was. This was why he had come in the first place.” Professor 

NT Wright 

• Political implications: “‘King’ was a political title not held by a Jew in this land since Herod 

the Great (Matt. 2:1; Josephus, Ant. 14:385). Rome had authorized no king since the coming of 

the governors (like Pilate) …Is Jesus involved in political sedition? Is he one more Jewish 

terrorist-revolutionary with a head full of messianic notions and a band of well-armed 

followers? Jesus does not answer directly but probes the source of Pilate’s question (18:34). 

Nevertheless, if kingship is at issue, Pilate must uncover what sort of kingship it is. In the 

Synoptics Jesus simply echoes, ‘You say [that I am],’ conceding that this is the label applied to 

him but not wanting to affirm the political meaning attached to the term (see 18:37). Unlike the 

Synoptics, however, Jesus provides a definition of his kingship (18:36).” Professor Gary Burge 

• Why John wrote: “This request is precisely what we possess in the course of the entire 

Gospel. Signs, witnesses, discourses—all have been paraded before us so that we may make 

our judgment on the truth of Jesus. John has thus taken the essence of Jesus’ trial and 

organized it into the structures of his Gospel. We now hold in eighteen chapters the material 

evidence against Jesus. Therefore we know the evidence accessible to these leaders; we know 

the basis of their judgment; as we read the Gospel, we stand with these leaders, weighing what 

Jesus has said and done.” Professor Gary Burge 

 

Quotes related to the larger context: 

• Full life: John said he wrote this letter to help us find “fullness of life through believing Jesus 

is the Christ, the Son of God.” Chapters 1-12 contain 3 years of real-life stories where people 

met Jesus during His public ministry. Chapters 13-21 slow way down as Jesus began to reveal 

His (God’s) heart to His disciples in the week leading up to the cross and resurrection. 

• Book Context: The Gospel of the Apostle John, the son of Zebedee, provides a clearly stated 

purpose. John 20:30-31 says, “Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, 

which are not written in this book; but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.” Some 

people demand to have all their questions satisfied before bowing to Jesus, yet John claimed 

his limited account was enough to bring anyone to faith. As we read it, our Savior and friend 

emerges from the pages as a real person in the real world. Jesus shows us what we could 

become, if we too would rely on His infinite Father who will gladly supply whatever we need. 

• Life in his name: Life is the Greek word, “zōē”, which means “Life, Living, Lifetime, Life-

Giving” and is where we get the word, “zoology” in English. Vine’s Expository Dictionary of 

New Testament Words says it’s “used in the NT of life as a principle, life in the absolute sense, 

life as God has it, that which the Father has in Himself, and which He gave to the Incarnate 

Son to have in Himself, Jhn 5:26, and which the Son manifested in the world, 1Jo 1:2. From 

this life man has become alienated in consequence of the Fall, Eph 4:18, and of this life men 

become partakers through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, Jhn 3:15, who becomes its Author to 

all such as trust in Him, Act 3:15, and who is therefore said to be ‘the life’ of the believer, Col 

3:4, for the life that He gives He maintains, Jhn 6:35, 63. Eternal life is the present actual 

possession of the believer because of his relationship with Christ, Jhn 5:24; 1Jo 3:14, and that 

it will one day extend its domain to the sphere of the body is assured by the Resurrection of 

Christ, 2Cr 5:4; 2Ti 1:10. This life is not merely a principle of power and mobility, however, 
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for it has moral associations which are inseparable from it, as of holiness and righteousness. 

Death and sin, life and holiness, are frequently contrasted in the Scriptures.” 

 

Other Articles/Songs/Videos: Please ask us about many other resources. 

• The Pour Over Podcast: “Stay informed while remaining focused on Christ with The Pour 

Over. New episodes every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.” 

 

Direction for discussion leaders: 

1. Keep circling back to the big idea and main points of the passage to stay on track. 

2. Keep the discussion around 30mins. Go for a single, not a home run.  

3. Keep the group small for deeper sharing. Once you hit the “sweet spot”, spend your time there. 

4. Keep these simple questions in your back pocket: What is God teaching you? What are you going 

to do about it? How will it help you love & serve others? 

 

Let’s prepare for our sermon from John 18:28-36. 

• As you read this passage, what seems to be going on between Pilate and the religious leaders? 

How do His concerns and responses to Jesus differ from theirs? 

 

Let’s apply our sermon from John 18:28-36. 

• In what ways do the values of God’s kingdom differ from the ways of this world? How should 

this impact the way Christians conduct themselves according to passages like Matthew 6:10, 

Romans 12:1-2, and Ephesians 6:12?   

• Following Jesus does not mean we should stop caring about this world and become disengaged 

or apolitical. So, how should faith (being citizens of God’s kingdom and exiles in this world) 

inform the way we consume the news and view the world, especially in light of Matthew 6:10. 

 

Here are some great resources for digging deeper into community group life… 

How life together looks http://austinstone.org/stories/film/item/140-missional-community-lukes-story 

Rethinking what we do https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvWnXYSELF4&feature=player_embedded 

Numerous articles to provoke thought http://toddengstrom.com/archives/ 

What groups of 2-3 might look like http://toddengstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/LTG-Overview.pdf 

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/the-pour-over/id1583657464
http://austinstone.org/stories/film/item/140-missional-community-lukes-story
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvWnXYSELF4&feature=player_embedded
http://toddengstrom.com/archives/
http://toddengstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/LTG-Overview.pdf

