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“Disciples in a Post-Truth World” John 14:6; 18:28-38 4/9/17 

 Truth has been in the news quite a bit lately.  Just a couple weeks 

ago, Time Magazine’s cover asked, “Is Truth Dead?”  The Oxford 

Dictionary’s international word of the year for 2016 was “post-truth.”  It 

defines “post-truth” as a time when “objective facts have less influence in 

shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief.”  And, 

we’ve read or heard a lot about “fake news,” “fact checks,” and even 

“alternative facts.”  And although it’s over ten years old, who can forget 

Stephen Colbert’s term, “truthiness?”  It has to do with things that “feel 

right” or, as he said, “should be true.” 

 One solution to the problem of discerning what is true and what is not 

is to just accept that there are many truths.  This idea isn’t a new one.  

Over 15 years ago Mary Lefkowitz, a professor at Wellesley College, wrote, 

“The notion that there are many truths might seem well suited to a diverse 

society.  But when everyone is free to define truth as he or she prefers, as 

at present, the result is an intellectual and moral shouting match in which 

the people with the loudest voices are most likely to be heard.”  Hmmm. 

 The gospel accounts of Jesus during the week between Palm Sunday 

and Easter raise the issue of truth, particularly during an encounter 

between Jesus and Pontius Pilate.  Listen to this description of that 

encounter as recorded in John’s Gospel.  
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28Then they took Jesus from Caiaphas to Pilate’s headquarters. It was early 

in the morning. They themselves did not enter the headquarters, so as to 

avoid ritual defilement and to be able to eat the Passover. 29So Pilate went 

out to them and said, “What accusation do you bring against this 

man?” 30They answered, “If this man were not a criminal, we would not 

have handed him over to you.” 31Pilate said to them, “Take him yourselves 

and judge him according to your law.” The Jews replied, “We are not 

permitted to put anyone to death.” 32(This was to fulfill what Jesus had said 

when he indicated the kind of death he was to die.) (John 18:28-32) 

 The temple priests had arrested Jesus the previous evening and 

examined him.  Then they decided to take him to Pilate, the Roman 

governor, early the next morning.  Remember that Israel was under Roman 

occupation, which they generally hated.  The Romans allowed a fair degree 

of self-rule in many of the places they conquered, and in the case of Israel, 

they allowed a Jewish king, Herod Antipas, to reign.  In addition, they 

allowed the high priests, an ancient aristocracy, to continue to rule the 

temple area.  But since Israel had been the scene of many rebellions, they 

also appointed a Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, who had a military 

contingent to make sure the peace was kept and Roman authority obeyed.  

But Pilate had asserted his authority clumsily and brutally at times, 

inflaming anti-Roman sentiments.  This made the Roman Senate nervous, 
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meaning that his hold on power was tenuous.  In addition, the events of 

Holy Week took place at the time of the Jewish Passover, a time when 

hundreds of thousands of Jews streamed into Jerusalem to celebrate a 

festival that commemorated the deliverance of the Hebrew people from 

foreign oppression.  Needless to say, Pilate would have been on edge. 

 The high priests bring Jesus to Pilate.  There is tremendous irony in 

the fact that they refuse to enter this Gentile compound due to religious 

ritual restrictions, but seem fine with attempting to have an innocent man 

murdered.  Pilate asks what the charge is against Jesus.  They give a 

vague answer, saying they wouldn’t have brought him if he wasn’t a 

criminal.  Pilate, following Roman custom, tells them to adjudicate the case 

themselves.  They protest that they can’t do that, because they aren’t 

permitted to execute anyone under Roman law, which was true.  

Apparently, they had already decided Jesus’ fate.  Here’s what happened 

next. 

 33Then Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and 

asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” 34Jesus answered, “Do you ask 

this on your own, or did others tell you about me?” 35Pilate replied, “I am 

not a Jew, am I? Your own nation and the chief priests have handed you 

over to me. What have you done?” 36Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not 

from this world. If my kingdom were from this world, my followers would be 
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fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But as it is, my 

kingdom is not from here.” 37Pilate asked him, “So you are a king?” Jesus 

answered, “You say that I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I 

came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the 

truth listens to my voice.” 38Pilate asked him, “What is truth?” After he had 

said this, he went out to the Jews again and told them, “I find no case 

against him. (John 18:33-38) 

 What an odd conversation!  Pilate had apparently been told that 

Jesus was claiming to be a king.  He may have even heard about Jesus’ 

triumphal, king-like entry into Jerusalem the previous Sunday.  That would 

certainly have gotten Pilate’s attention.  Anyone claiming royal authority 

was a direct challenge to the authority of Rome, to his authority.  So he 

asks him directly, “Are you the King of the Jews?”  Jesus’ response seems 

odd, but it appears that he is trying to discern whether Pilate was told that 

Jesus was claiming to be a secular king, which would be a threat to Rome, 

or whether he was just claiming to be the Messiah, which would be a 

matter to be settled by Jewish authorities. 

 Pilate makes it clear that he doesn’t care about Jewish religious 

issues.  Jesus responds that his kingdom is not of this world.  He points out 

that he has none of the trappings associated with secular authority- like an 

army to defend him.  Jesus taught extensively about what he called the 
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Kingdom of God, a kingdom that exists wherever God is recognized as 

King.  A kingdom with alternative values like non-retaliation, honor for the 

powerless, care for the poor, mercy, justice, and truth. 

 Pilate doesn’t care about any of that.  “So you are a king!” he says.  

Jesus’ response could best be translated by something like, “King is your 

word.  I have come to testify to what’s true.  Everyone who belongs to the 

truth listens to my voice.”  Pilate cynically replies, “What is truth?”   

John’s gospel uses the word “truth” 25 times.  Jesus talks about truth 

on several occasions, including these words from John 14:6.   6Jesus said 

to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the 

Father except through me. (John 14:6) 

 Here, Jesus harkens back to the Old Testament understanding that 

God is the source of all truth.  This is because only God sees things as they 

really are, because he is the Creator and the one who sees everything.  We 

human beings are limited in what we can see and understand.  And even 

the things we can see and experience are clouded by our sin, by our own 

desires, selfishness, and distorted perspectives.  The only way we can 

understand truth, the only way we can see things as they really are, is if 

God reveals it to us.  And the good news is that God has done that through 

his word, the Bible. 
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 Jesus takes it a step farther.  Since he is God in the flesh, Jesus also 

reveals truth to us; he shows us the way things are supposed to be by the 

way he lived and by what he taught.  That’s why he can claim to be the 

truth.  And that’s what he means when he tells Pilate that he has not come 

to reign as a king, but to testify to the truth.  Apparently, Pilate does not 

believe that Jesus is a threat and returns to the priests to announce that 

finding.  He offers to release Jesus as it is the custom at Passover to 

release a prisoner.  They cry for another prisoner, a real criminal named 

Barabbas.  Then Pilate, still believing Jesus is innocent, has Jesus brutally 

flogged and abused, hoping to satisfy the crowd.  He tells them that he 

finds no case against him, and after interviewing Jesus a second time 

proclaims the same verdict yet again.  The crowds aren’t buying it.  Finally, 

Pilate gives in to the riotous mob and orders that Jesus be executed by 

crucifixion.  Pilate’s “truth” was doing what was necessary to please his 

superiors and the crowd.  So, what was really true did not prevail, and the 

consequences were horrific.  

 Our own relationship with truth is a difficult one.  As Soren 

Kierkegaard noted, “Christian truth itself has eyes to see with…That’s very 

disquieting.  Think of looking at a painting and discovering that the painting 

was looking back at you.  Precisely such is the case with Christian truth.  It 

is looking back at me to see whether I do what it says to do.”  The truth 
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about ourselves can be very painful, but the gospel calls us to examine 

ourselves in light of God’s truth. 

 But it also calls us to be cautious in applying the truth to others.  In 

fact, Jesus told us not to judge others, didn’t he?  Only God knows all the 

facts and particulars about why someone does a certain thing or finds 

themselves in the situation they are in.  So, we are called to have a sense 

of humility when dealing with our perception of the truth. 

 At the same time, we need truth.  We need to know how God intends 

our world to operate.  We need to know what God requires of individuals 

and societies.  We need to know what we are to do and what we are 

forbidden to do.  But we struggle to figure these things out on our own.  So, 

we turn to the scriptures and to the person of Jesus Christ, through whom 

God has chosen to reveal these things to us.  And, with humility, we 

discern the truth and commit ourselves to being people of truth, no matter 

how costly it may be. 


