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Here is John 18:33-37:

John 18:33-37, “Then Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” 34 Jesus answered, “Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?” 35 Pilate 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?” 36 Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were from this world, 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.” 37 Pilate 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.”

This is a typical Johannine dialogue, where the two interlocutors seem to be speaking past each other.

Pilate asks, “Are you the King of the Jews?”

Jesus responds, not with an answer, but a question: “Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?” Nevertheless, that prepositional phrase, “about me,” indicates that Jesus does consider himself to be King of the Jews.

Pilate responds with a third question: “I am not a Jew, am I?” In other words: “Since I’m not a Jew, I wouldn’t know to ask the question. Obviously others have said that you claim to be King of the Jews.”

Pilate continues: “Your own nation and the chief priests have handed you over to me. What have you done?” In other words: one expects a king’s subjects to be loyal to him, not to turn him over for punishment. So Jesus must have done something to the Jewish leaders to provoke them, in addition to being their king.

Jesus answers, “My kingdom is not from this world.” That doesn’t really answer Pilate’s question (what did you do to provoke them?). It also contradicts Jesus’ implication earlier that he is King of the Jews.

Pilate asks, “So you are a king?” In effect, Pilate says: Come on, Buddy: enough with the indirection. You been smokin’ something? Yes or no, okay?

Jesus answers, “You say that I am a king.” (Pilate thinks: Oh, hell, more indirection. I did not say that: I asked you.)

Jesus continues: “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.” To Pilate, Jesus’ thoughts must seem to be drifting away like smoke.

See what I mean, about speaking past each other? It’s a characteristic of Johannine style. It’s true not just of the dialogues but also of the Johannine discourses (Jesus’ monologues).


PS: “Truth” is a loaded word in Johannine theology. See especially:

John 8:32, 40a, 44-45 (to “Jews who had believed in him,” 8:31), “and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free. . . . 40a you are trying to kill me, a man who has told you the truth that I heard from God. . . . 44 You are from your father the devil, and you choose to do your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies. 45 But because I tell the truth, you do not believe me.”

Also John 14-16 (Jesus’ farewell discourse):

John 14:16-17, “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever. 17This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you.”
John 15:26, “When the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who comes from the Father, he will testify on my behalf.”
John 16:13, “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come.”
John 18:38 (this follows immediately upon the verses in your reading), “Pilate 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.””

