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

Sermon Text: John 18:39-19:7      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 continue exploring our third… 

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

 

After declaring Jesus innocent, Pilate tried a political maneuver that failed miserably. In verses 

39-40 he said, you have a custom that I should release one man for you at the Passover. So, do you 

want me to release the King of the Jews?” They cried out, “Not this man, but Barabbas!” And then 

John tells us Barabbas was a robber, which invokes images of masked bandits holding up banks or 

thieves stealing, however the Greek word (lestes) referred to those who violently stripped, beat, and 

killed people (e.g., the Good Samaritan story Luke 10:25ff; thief on the cross). Greeks used this word 

to describe rebels we call “terrorists” today (i.e., nationalistic freedom fighters who join movements 

to resist governments viewed as oppressive/illegitimate). This was why Rome saw Barabbas a threat 

worthy of crucifixion. Luke (23:19) tells us he had led an insurrection in the city and murdered folks. 

So, the temple mafia was urging Pilate to label Jesus as a terrorist, but remarkably, a ruler known for 

zealously guarding his power did not see Jesus as a threat. Let’s call this Observation #1: Jesus stood 

for truth without acting like a fool. My point is simple--Jesus calls those who follow Him to handle 

grievances differently than the people of this world. His way didn’t involve methods such as warring, 

rioting, intimidating, or crushing perceived threats to our preferred way of life. In other words, Jesus 

was sent to model how God wants kings and image bearers to act. 

Pilate’s offer was calculated. He expected devout religious leaders to pity an innocent man, not to 

advocate the release of a true threat and jeopardize Israel’s fragile friendship with the emperor. Yet, 

they were determined to discredit Jesus publicly, so they called his bluff. This put Pilate in a pickle—

to put a sworn enemy of Rome back on the streets would end his career. So, playing another political 

card in chapter 19:1-3, Pilate took Jesus and flogged him. His soldiers twisted together a crown of 

https://www.history.com/news/why-pontius-pilate-executed-jesus
https://www.gotquestions.org/Pontius-Pilate.html
https://www.gotquestions.org/Barabbas-in-the-Bible.html


John 18:39-19:7 Sermon Page 2 of 7 

thorns, put it on his head and arrayed him in a purple robe. They came up to him, saying, "Hail, 

King of the Jews!" and struck him with their hands. Sources tell us Rome had 3 levels of flogging: 

“the fustigatio, a lighter beating for lesser offences; the flogellatio, a brutal flogging for more serious 

crimes; and the verberatio, the most terrible of all…administered as part of the preliminary to 

crucifixion. Some scholars believe Jesus may have received the ‘lighter’ fustigatio at this point, as 

Pilate’s attempt at appeasement; and then the verberatio, in addition, prior to execution.” Verses 4-5 

tell us Pilate afterwards went out and said, "See, I am bringing him out to you that you may know 

that I find no guilt in him." Jesus came out, wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe. 

Pilate said to them, "Behold the man!" What a chilling statement, right? The most innocent man to 

ever walk planet earth was being abused, mocked, and dehumanized as a pawn in their sick game of 

“everybody wants to rule the world.” What had He done wrong? Nothing! Verses 6-7 say that when 

the chief priests and the officers saw him, they cried out, "Crucify him, crucify him!" Pilate said, 

"Take him yourselves and crucify him, for I find no guilt in him." The Jews answered, "We have 

a law, and according to that law he ought to die because he has made himself the Son of God." We 

should note who cried “crucify” here--it was the leaders and officers, not every Jew in Israel. While 

Scripture has been misused to support antisemitism, Romans 9-11 says Christians owe a debt to Israel 

for stewarding the mysteries of God and our chance to know Jesus. Anyway, the point in our current 

story is that Jesus was the only one who modeled how God wants kings and image bearers to act. 

Now, consider Observation #2: God’s world needs to see His image in our responses. We have 

noted how by filtering out facts included by other Gospel writers, John helps our eyes of faith see the 

larger narrative. We’ve also seen where, like the others, he brought Old Testament principles forward 

to reveal their ongoing application. So, ponder the portrait he’s been painting since chapter 1: Jesus is 

God in a human body and has entered the world He created to renew and restore, not to condemn and 

destroy. Last time, we discussed how God loves His creation and seeks to share dominion. The book 

of Genesis also says He imprinted His image on men and women. Do you know why? He wants His 

creation to see and glorify Him as it’s being cared for by people. So, Jesus did what Adam and Eve 

failed to do--He modeled how God wants kings and image bearers to act. While they failed in perfect 

conditions, Jesus displayed a God-honoring life in a worst-case scenario. Instead of “fighting fire with 

fire” like Barabbas, He reflected God’s image to help the world know its Creator and return to Him 
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through repentance and faith. See why our thoughts, words, and deeds matter even if “doing the right 

thing” doesn’t instantly improve our situation? 

In our intro to this series, we discussed John’s 12 uses of the word “king” from 18:1-19:15. This is 

another Old Testament image he brought forward to reveal its ongoing application. This concept may 

seem outdated to us but listen to what John wrote later in Revelation 1:4-6, “Grace to you and peace 

from…Jesus Christ the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of kings on earth. To 

him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood and made us a kingdom, priests to his God 

and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.” It’s crucial we not let terms like 

man, woman, image bearer, king, or even priest fall out of favor. Such concepts point us back to our 

Creator and the purposes for which He created us. What did John want us to see in this dark story of 

failed friends, religious leaders, and politicians? How humanity’s darkest hour was also when God 

began turning this world around. How our Creator stepped into our darkness and lit the way back to 

Him by acting different that everyone else. How amidst maniacal maneuvering and proud posturing, 

the cross was not merely the means of Jesus' murder, it was also a throne to which He ascended and 

was crowned “King of King and Lord of Lords!” Those with eyes to see this, find strength by grace 

through faith in Jesus Christ, to act like kings and image bearers no matter how bad things appear. 

So, permit me to ask…Which kingdom do you live for? Whose image do you bear? 

 

Let’s pray: Father, this text begs us to realize we have a choice to make. We can let evil overwhelm 

us or believe Jesus is still King no matter how things appear. It comes down to a daily choice about 

who we trust and follow--who or what will rule our hearts. While Judas, Annas, Caiaphas, Barabbas, 

Pilate, and Herod seem like worthy candidates, faith helps us see through their allure and the empty 

promises of things like nationalism, political maneuvering, self-gratification, and selfish ambition. 

John’s portrait of our gentle and lowly Savior is beautiful--extending His arms wide and inviting us 

to deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow His way. Urging us to see, “everyone who practices 

sin is a slave to sin…but if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” Holy Spirit, give us eyes to 

see that salvation isn’t about “leaving this world behind and going to heaven”, rather a merciful God 

is offering us a second chance to be better (righteous) men, women, image bearers, kings, and priests 

who get to participate in His rightful, loving, and gentle dominion over His creation. Amen. 

  

Let’s sing: “I Want to Know You” 

 

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. 
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Quotes related to this passage: 

• Barabbas was more than a robber: “While Jesus was no political threat to Rome, Barabbas 

was. Translations differ on how to interpret lestes, the Greek word used to describe Barabbas. 

The RSV and KJV ‘robber’ is certainly wrong; the NIV paraphrase is a bit nearer the mark 

(‘Now Barabbas had taken part in a rebellion’). A lestes was a violent man who could rob (e.g., 

in the Samaritan parable, Luke 10:30; cf. 2 Cor. 11:26) or fight in uprisings. Josephus uses the 

term for Zealot leaders. Such a person was a guerrilla fighter or, as the Romans would view 

him, a ‘terrorist.’ In other words, a man who is a genuine threat to Rome, a man with proven 

capability to challenge the military occupation of Israel, a man with demonstrated tendencies 

toward violence, is poised to go free. Jesus, by contrast, a man in whom there is no danger and 

whose followers will not fight, remains in custody. He does not see a man here who threatens 

Rome; Jesus does not qualify as a terrorist. Pilate therefore appeals to a tradition of Passover 

amnesty in which one prisoner was released during the festival. While we have no extrabiblical 

evidence for this, the Synoptics describe it as a practice of Pilate (Mark 15:6) or of the 

governor generally (Matt. 27:15). John says that it was a valued Jewish custom, thus placing 

the outcome of the amnesty entirely in the Sanhedrin’s hands.” Professor Gary Burge 

• The crown and the robe: The NET Bible tells us, “The crown of thorns was a crown plaited 

of some thorny material, intended as a mockery of Jesus’ ‘kingship.’ Traditionally it has been 

regarded as an additional instrument of torture, but it seems more probable the purpose of the 

thorns was not necessarily to inflict more physical suffering but to imitate the spikes of the 

‘radiant corona,’ a type of crown portrayed on ruler’s heads on many coins of the period; the 

spikes on this type of crown represented rays of light pointing outward (the best contemporary 

illustration is the crown on the head of the Statue of Liberty in New York harbor). The purple 

color of the robe indicated royal status. This was further mockery of Jesus, along with the 

crown of thorns.” Professor Gary Burge added, “The mock crown may have been a woven 

circular crown of twigs and thorns, pressed down to inflict pain…It may have been made of the 

thorny date palm, whose thorns can exceed twelve inches. These are woven together with some 

of the thorns sticking straight up around the entire crown (like an Indian headdress). This made 

him look like a god-king with ‘radiating’ beams coming from his head. The robe is likely a 

soldier’s robe thrown on him, completing the picture of mock royalty. Since purple was 

expensive (the dye came from shellfish) this robe is likely dark red, imitating the ‘royal purple’ 

of kings (Rev. 17:4; 18:16).” 

• Jesus humiliated: “Jesus becomes for a time the plaything of the Roman soldiery, a large 

crowd in all likelihood. Their natural contempt and hatred for the Jews knew few bounds and 

now here was the Jewish ‘king’ delivered into their hands. What an opportunity to vent their 

pent-up anger and frustration with these uncivilized, fanatical people! Pilate has Jesus brought 

out again before them and reaffirms his inability to find any crime deserving of death. Here is 

the man! (5). If Pilate hoped to elicit pity for Jesus as he presents this bleeding, beaten figure to 

them with his grotesque headdress and the pathetic insignia of his kingship draped about him, 

he is again to be surprised. The mob’s bloodlust is up. Crucify! Crucify! (6).” Pastor Bruce 

Milne 

• The veiled religious accusation: “If Pilate truly discharges his duties in the province, he will 

uphold local law (when it is irrelevant to imperial interests) and thereby keep the peace. Jesus 

has broken their law and so must die. According to Leviticus 24:16, ‘Anyone who blasphemes 
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the name of the LORD must be put to death.’ Was it illegal to claim to be the Son of God? 

This is hardly the case. The king of Israel enjoyed this title (see Ps. 2, 45, 89, and 110), and it 

appears for the Messiah in various writings of intertestamental Jewish literature (such as 

Qumran). But the language veils another worry: by ‘son’ Jesus has said more, implying that he 

bears the authority of God himself. John 5:18 is explicit: ‘For this reason the Jews tried all the 

harder to kill him; not only was he breaking the Sabbath, but he was even calling God his own 

Father, making himself equal with God.’ Professor Gary Burge 

• The irony of their stone-cold consciences: “The Jewish leaders, however, are not bothered by 

that responsibility being passed to them. In their darkened hearts this is a just sentence. We 

have a law … because he claimed to be the Son of God (7). Thus, the real basis of their 

accusation is laid bare. The ‘law’ is probably Leviticus 24:16, ‘Anyone who blasphemes the 

name of the LORD must be put to death’ (cf. Jn. 10:30f.). Deuteronomy 13:1–6 may also be in 

the background (cf. comments on 18:19). If this gripping account teaches the emptiness of 

mere religion (cf. 28) it speaks also of the wonder of God’s salvation. The authorities are 

determined that Jesus should die by crucifixion, i.e., under the curse of God, and they will have 

their way. In the wonder of God’s grace, however, their wish coincides precisely with our 

need. We all live under a curse, ‘the curse of the law’ as Paul calls it in Galatians 3:10: ‘All 

who rely on observing the law are under a curse.’ Then, citing Deuteronomy 27:26, ‘Cursed is 

everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law.’ To break 

the law, or whatever our moral standard be, is to fall under its curse, the curse of guilt in the 

presence of God, a curse we all experience daily. We desperately need some means whereby 

that curse is lifted from us. We need a Saviour who will bear the curse for us. That is precisely 

who Jesus is, as this passage clearly shows. By dying ‘on a tree’ (Dt. 21:23) he has ‘become a 

curse for us’ (Gal. 3:13). The judgment of God against our law-breaking was taken by him on 

the cross. A crucified Messiah, a Messiah under curse, is the only Messiah who can meet our 

need and reconcile us to the Father.” Pastor Bruce Milne 

• Son of God: “The title ‘Son of God’ was particularly meaningful to Romans. In fact, Caesar 

Augustus declared himself the son of a god because he was heir to the power and titles of 

Julius Caesar, who had been declared a god.” Pastor Chuck Swindoll 

• The rest of the story: “Our task, therefore, is not simply to understand the historical details of 

the story, but to discern the theological presentation. For instance, it is a historical fact that 

Jesus is given the title ‘king’ during the trial and that this is tossed back and forth between 

Pilate and the temple leaders in seven carefully constructed scenes. But John so builds the 

story to disclose a deep irony in it, that Jesus is indeed Israel’s king, and this is his coronation. 

I must set aside the Synoptic story for a moment and concentrate on the portrait that he has 

carefully crafted for us. John is selectively reporting this story, which permits him to show us a 

view we may otherwise miss…chapters 18–19 has to do with the kingship of Jesus. From the 

wounded man in the garden (Malchus, meaning ‘my king’) to Jesus’ sustained discussion with 

Pilate, the word ‘king’ occurs over a dozen times. Even on the cross, Pilate insists that Jesus be 

labeled ‘King of the Jews’ instead of the compromising ‘This man said, I Am King of the 

Jews’ (cf. 19:21). The remarkable thing from John’s perspective is that all of this is going on 

while the characters on his stage do not know it is going on…the divine revelation at work in 

the world in Christ cannot be perceived by the natural eye. John the writer, however, has a 

dilemma. If he wants us to see this process at work, he must give his readers an ‘eye’ that can 
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see beneath the surface; he must make his readers ‘insiders’ to the true story so that we can see 

the clouded vision and the incorrigible attitudes of these players. If we gain this view—if we 

see these people stumbling in the darkness, unable to see the true king in their midst—he has 

then challenged us with their predicament. If the kingship of Jesus was being submerged in the 

politics of Jerusalem, can this happen today? If political operators and renowned theologians 

exploited God’s Son then, how might it happen again? But despite the darkness of the story, 

John is quick to assure us that God’s glory is nevertheless as work. This is the King of glory, 

now arrayed before Israel. God is at work within these events (this is ‘the hour’ he planned 

from the beginning) and Jesus is still in control…Despite the difficulties of the world’s 

treatment of God and his Son, God will prevail. God’s glory and power cannot be suppressed 

or be contained by the plots of human antagonists.” Professor Gary Burge 

• A larger narrative: In the minds of the temple mafia, Jesus threatened their way of life--their 

carefully crafted kingdom operating inside Rome’s carefully crafted kingdom. Everyone in the 

story needed to realize they were operating within a far larger kingdom who’s King was unlike 

anything they had ever known. The Apostle Paul offered an alternative metaphor to help us 

think through the ways we build our castles in God’s kingdom. In 1 Corinthians 3:9-11 says, 

“We are God's fellow workers. You are God's field, God's building. According to the grace of 

God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is building 

upon it. Let each one take care how he builds upon it. For no one can lay a foundation other 

than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ.” 

 

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 
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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, 

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 18:39-19:7. 

• In this passage, what do Pilate’s words and actions seem to indicate about Him? What else do 

you notice as you read?  

 

Let’s apply our sermon from John 18:39-19:7. 

• Contrast the behavior of Jesus with Israel’s religious leaders. Which of them was truly a threat 

to Rome? Now, consider the responses modern Christians sometimes justify when our way of 

life seems threatened. What must we learn from Jesus about handling political disagreements 

and other worldly grievances?  

• What disappoints you about life in this world? What does Jesus teach us about how righteous 

responses can make massive impacts, even when they appear to fail or cause us to suffer in the 

moment? If you have an example, please share it for our benefit.  

 

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

