
Jesus answered Pilate

“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”

Pilate asked him

“What is truth?”


What is truth?


It’s difficult to know nowadays. I’ve just finished a book on 
how the last President of the most powerful nation on earth 
produced “alternative facts”; lies about medicine, science, 
history, geography, even meteorology; lies, often hilarious to 
the outsider but dangerous in that nearly half of the 
population of the United States willingly accepted them. 
And in his days as a journalist our own Prime Minister made 
up News stories that had not one shred of truth in them, 
and was sacked from his post because of this. In the world 
today, is truth important? Or even actually relevant?


What seemed to be the truth on that day nearly 2000 years 
ago when Jesus of Nazareth was crucified? As with today, 
different people perceived truth in different ways. 


For Pilate, sitting in judgement, the truth was something he 
had to decide. Remember that the Romans had not 
conquered Palestine; in the time of Pompey the Great 
they’d been invited in as peacekeepers to avert a civil war. 
Their role there was to keep the peace and, in return, they 
expected a substantial revenue. To maintain this peace any 
person who could act as a focus for rebellion had to be 
executed and executed in public in a way that would deter 



others. Pilate had to decide if, in truth, Jesus was such a 
person. 


For Caiaphas, care of his people was the overriding need. 
Much as he might dislike it, Roman Domination was the 
reality and no-one could realistically see any prospect for 
change. Caiaphas knew that any attempt at rebellion would 
be crushed with the utmost brutality. 

As Caiaphas saw it, Jesus could legitimately be considered 
to be a major threat to the nation’s safety. We have only to 
read John’s account of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem for this 
to become obvious. One problem we have is that because 
we conflate the four Gospel stories into one we loose the 
impact of John. So we take the Palm branches mentioned 
in John and the leafy branches cut from trees in the fields in 
Mark and Matthew and we combine them as Palm 
branches cut from trees in the fields. Totally wrong - palm 
trees won’t grow in Jerusalem; at an altitude of over 3000 
feet it’s much too high and cold!


What John actually wrote was

“The great crowd ..... took branches of Palm trees and went 
out to meet him”

They took the Palm branches with them when they went 
out of Jerusalem to meet Jesus. Where did they get them 
from? From the Temple; these were the ceremonial palms, 
stored there and used in procession on the Feast of 
Tabernacles. The only previously recorded time they’d been 
used as a greeting had been when they were used to 
welcome the victorious military heroes Judas and Simon 
Maccabaeus who, over a hundred years before, had 
entered Jerusalem in triumph having freed the city from 
Greek Domination. The psalm that was shouted by the 



crowd is one of triumph and the verse quoted by John from 
the prophet Zechariah comes from a passage which 
describes the triumphant entry into Jerusalem of a Warrior 
King.  

Was it really wrong for Caiaphas to regard this man as a 
threat? Even without taking into account his claims to be 
the Son of God and, indeed, to be one with God?


Then there was Judas Iscariot. Volumes have been written 
discussing Judas’ motivation but I suggest he was a fervent 
nationalist, his life dedicated to the violent ending of Roman 
Domination. Dedicated to freedom; for Judas, truth and 
freedom were inseparable. He would have been delighted 
with the Triumphal Entry but frustrated by Jesus failure to 
take advantage of it militarily. Judas needed to force Jesus’ 
hand, to stage a confrontation between Jesus and the 
authorities, both Jewish and Roman. When could be better 
than on the Eve of the Passover Festival; where could be 
better than on the Mount of Olives. We have come to think 
of the Mount of Olives as a deserted place; on the Eve of 
Passover the opposite was true. The Mount was crowded 
with Pilgrims camping out; pilgrims who had come up for 
the Festival in far greater numbers than the Walled City 
could accommodate and for whom the City limits were 
temporarily extended. A crowd already fired up with the 
theme of Passover, the escape from bondage in Egypt, the 
escape from repression. A crowd ripe for rebellion - if they 
had the right leader! 


What is truth? Each of these three men thought they knew. 
Each of the three was working towards an aim that was in 
itself praiseworthy; each had part of the truth.  But not the 



whole truth; the part that each of them was missing was 
love. 


We are living in a world which is becoming progressively 
more strident, more assertive, more dangerous. We are 
living in a world where Power is displacing Love in many 
aspects of human life. The Truths of Pilate, of Caiaphas, of 
Judas displacing the truth of Jesus. 


The death of Jesus of Nazareth, the man we believe was 
God in human form, was a one off; it won’t happen again. 
But in many ways and in many places in our world, Calvary 
is a continuing event, inflicted by the rich and powerful on 
the poor and helpless, the ones whom the poet John 
Masefield called “the lonely ones of God”. Every hour, every 
day. 


Jesus taught that the way that we are treating our fellow 
human beings is the way that we treat him. And that those  
actions or inactions are the ones by which we are to be 
judged. And by which we must judge ourselves now. 



