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John 18:33-38a 
 
In this morning’s reading from the gospel of John, Jesus has been 
arrested in the dead of night by “a detachment of soldiers together 
with police from the chief priests and the Pharisees.”  He is brought 
first to the high priest, and then, in the wee hours of the morning, he is 
brought to the headquarters of Pontius Pilate, who was Prefect of the 
Roman province of Judea from 26 to 36 AD.  Pilate was Rome’s chief 
authority in Palestine.   
 
The Jewish leaders hand Jesus over to Pilate as a criminal.  Pilate 
suggests that they judge Jesus themselves according to their own law.  
But the Jewish leaders insist that Pilate try him instead, because they 
were not permitted to put anyone to death. 
 
So, Pilate begins interrogating Jesus.  “Are you the King of the Jews?” 
he asks.  It’s a simple, yes or no question.  But Jesus doesn’t answer it.  
Instead, Jesus responds to him with another question: “Do you ask 
this on your own, or did others tell you about me?”  Jesus wants to 
know what is behind Pilate’s question.  Why is Pilate asking?  What’s 
motivating him?  Is he genuinely interested in who Jesus is?  Or is he 
simply doing the bidding of others? 
 
Pilate replies, “I am not a Jew, am I?  Your own nation and the chief 
priests have handed you over to me.  What have you done?”  Pilate is 
a Gentile, and as such, he claims to have no personal interest in Jesus’ 
status among the Jews.  He just wants to get to the bottom of the 
criminal complaint against Jesus and respond appropriately. 
 
Jesus is not very cooperative.  Again, he evades Pilate’s question.  He 
doesn’t tell Pilate what he’s done, nor does he say whether or not he is 
the King of the Jews.  Instead, he starts talking about his kingdom.  
“My kingdom is not from this world.” Jesus says.   
 



Jesus’ kingdom is not an earthly kingdom.  It is a heavenly kingdom.  
It is not a material kingdom.  It is a spiritual kingdom.  His power and 
authority does not come from military or economic might.  It comes 
from the strength of love and truth.  Ultimately, it comes from God. 
 
“If my kingdom were from this world,” Jesus says, “my followers 
would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews.  
But as it is, my kingdom is not from here.”  Indeed, when Jesus was 
arrested, and his disciple, Simon Peter, reacted violently, drawing his 
sword and cutting off the right ear of the high priest’s slave, Jesus told 
Peter to put his sword away.  And according to Matthew’s account, 
Jesus added: “all who take the sword will perish by the sword.”  Here 
is another example of Jesus’ commitment to nonviolence.  When he 
was being arrested, Jesus didn’t resist, nor did he ask his disciples to 
take up arms on his behalf.   
 
Now, of course, by talking about his kingdom, Jesus implies that he is, 
indeed, a king, which Pilate picks up on.  “So you are a king?” Pilate 
asks.  But once again, Jesus proves to be an uncooperative witness.  
“You say that I am a king,” Jesus replies.  He puts it back on Pilate.  If 
Jesus is a king, he never admits to it.  He never owns the title for 
himself.   
 
King or not, Jesus still speaks in terms of having a kingdom.  “My 
kingdom is not from this world.”  Here we need to be careful not to 
regard Jesus as therefore other-worldly.  His kingdom may not be 
from this world, but Jesus himself is very much in this world.  “For 
this I was born,” Jesus says, “and for this I came into the world, to 
testify to the truth.” 
 
Jesus was a flesh and blood human being just like you and I.  He was 
born from his mother’s womb, just like we were.  He experienced 
human life for himself – both its great joys and its deep sorrows.  He 
came into the world to be with us, to walk with us, to lead us into the 
truth. 
 
“Everyone who belongs to the truth,” Jesus says, “listens to my 
voice.”  Here we have allusions to earlier verses in John’s gospel.  In 
John 14:6, Jesus says, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.”  So, to 
belong to the truth is to belong to Jesus.  In John, chapter 10, Jesus 



refers to himself as “the good shepherd,” whose sheep listen to his 
voice.  Jesus is our shepherd.  We are his sheep.  We listen to his voice.  
He knows us, and we follow him. And in John, chapter 8, Jesus says to 
the Jews who had believed in him: “If you continue in my word, you 
are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will 
make you free.” 
 
“What is truth?” asks Pilate. And the scene ends there. I’m not sure 
why, but the Revised Common Lectionary doesn’t include Pilate’s 
question in today’s reading. Perhaps the creators of the lectionary felt 
it was better to end the reading with Jesus’ words than with Pilate’s 
question, which they may have considered rhetorical given that it is 
not answered in the text. 
 
But I thought it was important to include Pilate’s question this 
morning, because today in the U.S. the very idea of objective truth is 
under attack. Truth is no longer valued in our country as it once was. 
Truth is becoming an endangered species. 
 
In 2016 the term “post-truth” was selected as the Oxford Dictionaries 
Word of the Year.  “Post-truth is an adjective defined as relating to or 
denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in 
shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief.” 
 
Some commentators are saying that we are now living in a post-truth 
age. Former New York Times critic Michiko Kakutani, author of The 
Death of Truth: Notes on Falsehood in the Age of Trump, writes that “The 
term ‘truth decay’ has joined the post-truth lexicon that includes such 
now familiar phrases as ‘fake news’ and ‘alternative facts’. And it’s 
not just fake news either: it’s also fake science (manufactured by 
climate change deniers and anti-vaxxers, who oppose vaccination), 
fake history (promoted by Holocaust revisionists and white 
supremacists), fake Americans on Facebook (created by Russian 
trolls), and fake followers and ‘likes’ on social media (generated by 
bots).” 
 
Donald Trump accelerated our country’s descent into this post-truth 
age, preferring to appeal to people’s fear and anger than to engage in 
reasoned debate, and elevating the wisdom of the crowd over the 
knowledge of experts.  



 
He certainly was not the first President of the United States to lie to 
the American people. All presidents lie. Kennedy covered up his 
health condition and extra-marital affairs. Johnson lied about the 
Vietnam War. Nixon lied about Watergate. Clinton lied about his 
affair with Monica Lewinsky. Bush lied about Saddam Hussein 
having weapons of mass destruction to justify going to war with Iraq. 
But Trump took presidential lying to a whole new level from day one 
when he claimed that his inauguration attracted the largest crowd 
ever to the “big lie” that the 2020 election was stolen from him. The 
Washington Post kept count and found that in his four years in office 
Donald Trump made more than 30,000 false or misleading statements, 
an average of nearly 21 a day. 
 
The problem with all this is that it becomes more and more difficult 
for anyone to distinguish fact from fiction, truth from falsehood, and 
that undermines our democracy. 
 
The political philosopher and Holocaust survivor, Hannah Arendt, 
wrote in her 1951 book The Origins of Totalitarianism, “The ideal subject 
of totalitarian rule is not the convinced Nazi or the convinced 
communist, but people for whom the distinction between fact and 
fiction (i.e., the reality of experience) and the distinction between true 
and false (i.e., the standards of thought) no longer exist.” 
 
As Timothy Snyder, professor of history at Yale University, puts it, 
“Post-truth is pre-fascism.” I want to recommend to you Professor 
Snyder’s little book published in 2017 entitled On Tyranny: Twenty 
Lessons from the Twentieth Century. It’s all too relevant to our present 
circumstances in the 21st century. And it’s very short. You can read it 
in one sitting.  
 
Lesson number ten is “Believe in truth.” “To abandon facts is to 
abandon freedom,” he writes. “If nothing is true, then no one can 
criticize power, because there is no basis upon which to do so. . . . You 
submit to tyranny when you renounce the difference between what 
you want to hear and what is actually the case. This renunciation of 
reality can feel natural and pleasant, but the result is your demise as 
an individual—and thus the collapse of any political system that 



depends upon individualism.” 
 
Lesson number eleven? “Investigate.” Snyder writes: “It is your ability 
to discern facts that makes you an individual, and our collective trust 
in common knowledge that makes us a society. The individual who 
investgates is also the citizen who builds.” 
 
A case in point: someone once said that “In a time of universal deceit, 
telling the truth is a revolutionary act.” It’s a great quote! You can 
find it all over the internet attributed to 20th-century English novelist 
George Orwell, the author of 1984 and Animal Farm. It certainly 
sounds like something Orwell might have said. And so the quote is 
attributed to Orwell in articles and social media posts over and over 
again. The only trouble is that scholars of Orwell’s work, who have 
read every word he ever wrote, can’t find any evidence linking the 
quote to him. In this post-truth world, it is more important than ever 
for us to evaluate the sources from which we get our information, 
particularly on the internet and social media networks where virtually 
anything can be posted without it being vetted, edited, or fact-
checked. 
 
It is important that we value truth over falsehood and that we instill 
that value in our children and our grandchildren. That’s the point of 
Aesop’s fable “The Boy Who Cried Wolf”—to impress upon children 
the importance of telling the truth by warning them of the perils of 
lying.  
 
When the American writer, William Faulkner, was at the height of his 
fame, having received the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1950, his 
daughter Jill asked him to be the commencement speaker at her high 
school graduation. Speaking to her graduating class of 1951 at 
University High School in Oxford, Mississippi, Faulkner exhorted her 
classmates to: “Never be afraid to raise your voice for honesty and 
truth and compassion, against injustice and lying and greed. If you 
[and people all over the world] will do this, . . . you will change the 
earth. In one generation, all the Napoleons and Hitlers and Caesars 
and Mussolinis and Stalins, and all the other tyrants who want power 
and aggrandizement, . . . will have vanished from the face of it.” 
 



Faulkner’s words remind us that the world has seen brutal dictators 
before. They come to power because their people allow them to. Their 
power depends on the consent and cooperation of the people they 
govern. When that consent and cooperation is withdrawn, their power 
is undermined.  
 
Today, authoritarianism appears to be on the rise once again in 
countries around the world. We dare not be complacent about it, 
believing that an authoritarian regime could never take hold here in 
the U.S. We came dangerously close to it earlier this year when Trump 
supporters took over the Capitol Building in an attempt to prevent 
Congress from certifying the Presidential election. So, “never be afraid 
to raise your voice for honesty and truth and compassion, against 
injustice and lying and greed.” Our democracy may depend on it. 
 
Jesus said: “For this I was born, and for this I came into the world, to 
testify to the truth.” Jesus came to tell the truth. As his followers, so 
should we. In our deeply divided nation speaking the truth in love is 
as important as ever.  
 
In these perilous times I find solace in the words of Mohandas 
Gandhi: “When I despair, I remember that all through history the way 
of truth and love has always won. There have been tyrants and 
murderers, and for a time, they can seem invincible, but in the end, 
they always fall. Think of it--always.” 
 


