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THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

Lesson 21  Commentary  John 18:1 - 40

Lesson 22  Questions        John 19:1 - 42

JESUS BEFORE THE COURTS OF MAN

John 18:1-40

I. INTRODUCTION


We are now entering into the arrest, conviction, vicious crucifixion and burial of Jesus in Chapters 18 and 19 of the Gospel of John. It is commonly referred to as the “Passion Narratives.” In many ways the Johannine passion story is closer to the synoptic tradition than any other portion of this Gospel. Yet the differences, both in omissions and in additions, give it a tone and interpretation that is quite distinctive. In general, it magnified the “kingship” of Jesus. He goes to His death, not in weakness and humiliation, but as a hero fulfilling His destiny in triumph.


Jesus is in full control of what happens. His arrest is not possible without His voluntary submission. He doesn’t remain silent, for the most part, either at His trial before the chief priests or in the presence of Pilate. He defends Himself and His teachings with dignity and forthrightness. Jesus even reminds Pilate in no uncertain terms that he is powerless either to crucify or to release Him without divine permission. In fact, the trial before Pilate becomes a judgment on the governor himself.

II. THE ARREST OF JESUS (John 18:1-12, 1 Kings 2:36-37)


A. The Kidron Valley (John 18:1). This valley which Jesus crossed is referred to in the Old Testament several times. Each time it deals with matters of life and death. In 1 Kings 2:37, King Solomon orders Shimei not to cross the valley or he will die. Shimei did this later and he died. Jesus entered the Kidron Valley with full knowledge and He died.


The valley flowed with water during the winter months. Its flow contained the waste blood from the temple sacrifices. This further points to Jesus’ coming flow of blood and water following His entrance into the Valley, and His sacrifice.


B. Jesus’ Last Visit to the Garden. There was a garden located in the valley where all the action takes place. Ancient tradition tells us that the struggle there between Judas (the tool of Satan), and Jesus is a reflection of the struggle between Adam and Eve in the first garden and the serpent (the tool of Satan). At any rate, Jesus and a large group of followers are confronted by Judas and the soldiers provided by both the Roman Governor and the temple authorities. The reference to “the cohort” and a tribune tends to make one believe there were at least two hundred in the arresting groups. They come with weapons which are totally unnecessary, because Jesus has decided upon His own death—the freest prisoner who ever was arrested.


In verse 4 Jesus takes control of the situation and steps forward to answer the call. In response, the author of John just can’t seem to resist the temptation to have all these heavily armed men cower in Jesus’ presence. This action could imply also little more than that the men who came to make the arrest were overcome by Jesus’ moral ascendancy and were “floored,” and it could be that a divine force “floored” them; perhaps they were surprised at the calm majesty with which Jesus complied with their orders.


The three times that Jesus says “I AM” is, in a subtle way, revealing not only that He was the one whom they sought, but also His equality with the God who gave His name to Moses: I AM (Exodus 3:14).


Why shouldn’t Jesus surrender with ease? He was the Lamb being led to His death to save us from our death due to sin (Leviticus 1:10-13). The Lamb doesn’t resist what must be. Peter does not understand yet. So he steps in in his usual unthinking way and Jesus has to correct his action. John is the only author to give the name (Malchus) to the person who had his right ear severed by Peter and replaced by Jesus. Only Luke tells us that Jesus restored the ear (Luke 22:50-51). John also supplies another piece of information about the scene: Jesus was bound before being led away. The Passion begins . . .


C. The Court Trials of Jesus (John 18:12-27). Scholars find it difficult to establish a historical sequence from the various Gospel accounts of the trial of Jesus. Since we are studying John, we will use his order. It will be good to keep in mind that John’s account tends to be a version turned to mystical or spiritual meanings.



1. Jesus Before the Jewish Officials. The preliminary hearing before Annas, the former high priest, is more in the nature of an investigation than a trial. No specific charges come out of this interview. This could be due only to the lack of authority on the part of Annas. It could be an effort to begin the process of humiliation. Here, the first blow lands on the sacred face of Jesus (John 18:22).


As Jesus was being questioned, Peter’s story is played out. Jesus had foretold Peter’s denial and now it comes to be. There is a more relevant message, a more important significance for us in Peter’s situation. He has failed Jesus, as did Judas, as do we when we sin. However, Peter gives us an example of how to handle religious failure. Peter repented, Luke tells us, as “the Lord turned and looked at him, and he went out and began to weep bitterly” (Luke 22:62). There must have been only mercy and love in that look, and it broke Peter’s heart. An old tradition says that Peter wept so much over his fall that his cheeks were furrowed. Judas did not repent nor come near Jesus. Do we when we are full of guilt? “Come to me,” He says, “when you are burdened.”


It may also be interesting to note that while Peter denies Jesus, Jesus stands up to His questioners and denies nothing.


After Annas, Jesus is then sent, still bound, to Caiaphas, the real high priest, who was the son-in-law of Annas. Caiaphas was probably an “influenced” appointment only. Remember, the trial with Annas is not a trial. If there was a trial in front of Caiaphas, John ignores it in favor of a civil trial. Jesus could have been stoned by order of the Sanhedrin, but it did not have authority to put Jesus to death by crucifixion. Pilate did. In this way Jesus was to be “raised up” on the cross. As in the Exodus event of the Bronze Serpent, all who look on Jesus on the cross, confessing their sin, will be healed of their bondage to Satan (Numbers 21:7-9).



2. Jesus Before the Roman Governor, Pontius Pilate (John 18:28-40). Pilate is an example of weak authority. He sees the evil intent of the Jewish authorities, and begins by refusing to judge the case. When they persist he takes the first step in judgment and questions Jesus. Next, he declares Him innocent; still they persist; Pilate begins to bargain with the enemies of Jesus: Barabbas a substitute? This refused, Pilate begins to punish Jesus (whom he judges innocent) by the cruel scourging, then he shows Him to the Jewish leaders and the crowd they have assembled. Still they call for Jesus’ death by crucifixion. Pilate orders Jesus crucified.


Is this the picture of us when our authority weakens by yielding to complaints and criticisms?


There are further theological reasons for a Roman trial. See Psalm 2:2 where this death is foretold. Pilate becomes a representative of the State, being asked to decide between the world and the truth (Jesus). John is using this to show that the State cannot remain neutral to truth, for neutrality will force the State to temporize even the most elementary questions of justice, and thereby react against its real self-interest. By not deciding against the world, the State is soon subjected to the world. In many areas there can not be this separation of Church (Jesus) and State (U.S. law). Decisions are being made by legislators. These representatives and senators, hopefully, are being influenced by their Christian or religious conscience, their background and training. This world would be in a sad state indeed, if religious and moral truth from God were not the backbone of a governor’s decision-making process.


In John 18:33-40 Pilate and Jesus have an animated, serious conversation. In John’s version, “I AM” is Jesus’ identification of Himself. Pilate began with a political question: “Are you the King of the Jews?” No, Jesus is not king in this world, but has come to teach the “truth.” But Pilate still keeps to the political title: King of the Jews.


A number of scholars consider this use by the political government (all four evangelists include Pilate’s question on Jesus’ kingship) to be the offense that condemned Jesus; He was a “political prisoner”; put to death for a political reason. The sign on the cross read that very reason. We must, however, also note that the Jews, who initiated the process, had theological reasons as their base. They, the leaders of God’s people rejected their Savior—God made man. They engineered His death, although the political ruler declared Him innocent.


We have seen the story of Jesus’ arrest. We have seen the cooperation between the Jewish authorities, fearful of Roman dominance, and the Roman governor, afraid of Rome itself. We have seen this necessary drama being played out as if directed by Jesus Himself and the Old Testament prophets. We have seen a parallel story of Peter’s swing from a display of love to denial and depression.

APPLICATION


If we really look, we see ourselves in Peter: oh so weak! We see our civil authorities trying to keep out religion, but with religion and truth always remaining in control. Many lessons of life are contained in this prelude to the killing of our Lord.


For instance, how do we react to unjust judgment? It is a help to imitate Jesus if we imagine ourself standing beside Jesus and imitating His calm majesty. There never was an injustice so great as His; never a person so guiltless, so innocent of any misdeed, as Jesus. That He behaved so calmly and accepted all, strengthens us who have so much more reason to be ashamed.


Another help is to place yourself in that future day when you stand before Jesus for His judgment, and hearing His praise for your calm and willing acceptance of unjust judgments for His sake. Such incentives strengthen our human weakness. Yet, truly, this strength to bear such evils is given, as Jesus shows by His example, though prayer, sustained prayer on our knees, for this grace (Hebrews 12:1-14).

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 22

John 19:1-42

Day 1

Read the Notes.


a.
What interested you most?


b.
What points could help you with your life?

Day 2

Read John 19:1-8. Also read Matthew 27:11-26, Mark 15:1-15 and Isaiah 53:1-7.


a.
How many times did Pilate issue a judgment of “Not Guilty”?


b.
Did Pilate want to crucify Jesus? Why or why not?


c.
What was controlling Pilate?


d.
What situations arise in the lives of parents or teachers to cause wrongful control of their judgment?

Day 3

Read John 18:28-32, Mark 15:9-10, and Leviticus 24:16.


a.
Why did the Jewish authorities not stone Jesus to death?


b.
By what were they motivated?


c.
Are we motivated by this at times? Give an example.

Day 4

Read John 19:13-22 and Romans 13:1.


a.
What would you have done in Pilate’s situation?


b.
Why did Pilate give in to the Jewish leaders and the influenced crowd?


c.
Read 1 Peter 3:13-18. What does it teach you?

Day 5

Read John 19:23-30 and Matthew 27:45-50.


a.
Which incident of the dying of Jesus affects you the most? Explain.


b.
What do the blood and water symbolize for the future Church?


c.
How is our Eucharistic Sacrifice the same as the Sacrifice on the Cross? How different?
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