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John 18. 33-38a. Another Kind of Kingdom 
 

This Sunday is the last Sunday of the church year and is marked by the festival of Christ the King, 

which celebrates the eschatological reign of Christ over all of creation. A few interesting things about 

it. First of all it reminds us that the church year is different from the calendar year which still has 

about a month to go, and the academic year which finished a few weeks ago (for most), or the tax year 

which still has a few months to go. Reminds us that the church lives to a different rhythm, has a 

different schedule, marches to the beat of a different drum from other institutions and worlds.  

 

Secondly many of the festivals of the church year have been celebrated for centuries, millennia, and 

have grand traditions associated with them. Not so with Christ the King. Was first introduced in 1925 

and not until 1969 was it designated for the last Sunday of the church year. Seems odd church only 

developed a festival centring on Christ’s image as king in the 20
th
 c. by which time most countries had 

got rid of kings, or queens, for that matter, except for a few like Britain which had become 

constitutional monarchies where the monarch is the titular head of state but has no real power.  

 

Of course are plenty of places in world where people still rule in an autocratic, dictatorial, absolute 

fashion. But in the past this far more widespread, and people knew what kings did. They ruled 

according to their own wishes and whims. They were all powerful. 

 

And people knew how people became kings too. Often the crown would pass from father to son, or 

occasionally daughter or some other close relative. But from time to time there would be a revolution. 

The way to the crown for anyone not in the direct family was through violence. This was so among 

the Jews as much as other nations. Judas Maccabaeus had established his dynasty, 200 years before 

Jesus met Pilate, through violent revolution against the Syrians. Herod the Great, just 30 years before 

Jesus was born, had defeated the Parthians, the great empire to the east, and Rome in gratitude 

allowed him to become ‘King of the Jews’.  

 

So when Pilate faces Jesus and someone implies that the reason the chief priests have handed him 

over is because he claims to be a king, this must be what he assumes is going on. Pilate doesn’t 

understand and doesn’t want to understand, the ins and outs of the odd ways and religious arguments 

of these troublesome Jews he has been sent to rule. But he does know what kings are, what kingdoms 

are, where they come from, and how they behave. And he also knows that it is his job to allow no 

such thing on his patch. So he comes straight out with it. Are you the king of the Jews? 

 

The idea is of course so laughable that he knows, within his own frame of reference, what the answer 

is. He sees before him a poor man from the wrong part of the country. He has a small band of 

followers and they’ve all run away. Of course he’s not the king. But maybe he thinks he is. Maybe 

he’s really deluded so better ask him and find out. And Pilate discovers, as many discovered before 

him and have since, that when you ask Jesus a question the answer is likely to be another question. 

 

So Jesus probes, “where does this question come from.?” A Roman political query would be “Are you 

a claimant king challenging Rome’s political dominion?” Here the answer would be an unequivocal 

“No!” But a Jewish question would be “Are you the messianic king of Israel?” Here the answer would 

be “Yes.” So what sort of king does Pilate mean? Whose question is it, his or that of the Jewish 

religious leaders? But Pilate backs off, asking incredulously if Jesus thinks he would have any interest 

in Jewish religious squabbles.  

 

Nevertheless if kingship is at issue, Pilate must uncover what sort of kingship this claim is about. In 

the synoptic gospels, Jesus simply echoes Pilate “You say that I am”, conceding that this is the label 

applied to him but not wanting to affirm the political meaning attached to the term. But here he 

provides a definition of his kingship. This is one of the few places in John’s gospel where Jesus refers 

to his kingdom, but he deflects any political implications by pointing to the other worldly nature of his 

rulership. It has not originated with this world, and he is not a rival to Caesar, or even Pilate.  
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Important to note that Jesus doesn’t simply say My kingdom is not of this world, as some 

translations imply. This would mean, as some have taken it, that Christ’s kingdom was altogether 

other worldly, a spiritual or heavenly reality that had nothing to do with the present world at all, that it 

is not active in this world. That is not the point. Jesus, after all, taught his disciples to pray that God’s 

kingdom would come on earth as in heaven. 

 

No the point is that Jesus’ kingdom does not come from ‘this world.’ Of course it doesn’t. In John’s 

gospel the world is again and again the source of evil and rebellion and violence against God. Jesus is 

denying that his kingdom has a this-worldly origin or quality, as the NIV puts it my kingdom is from 

another place. He is not denying that it has a this worldly destination. That is why he has come into 

the world himself, and why he has sent and will shortly send his followers into the world, saying As 

the Father has sent me, I am sending you. Jesus’ kingdom doesn’t come from this world, but it is 

for this world. That is the crucial distinction.  

 

In particular, as he points out, if his kingdom were of this normal type, his followers would fight to 

stop him being handed over. The kingships of this world preserve themselves by force and violence; if 

Jesus’ kingship finds its origin elsewhere it will not be defended by the world’s means. But Jesus is 

indeed claiming to be a king, even though he isn’t the sort of king that Judas Maccabaeus was, that 

Herod the great was, still less that Caesar was. This was why he had come in the first place and so he 

unambiguously acknowledges You are right in saying I am a king. 

 

But Jesus has gone far enough down this road of self disclosure that he does indeed have a kingly 

status, and is aware that it would be profoundly misleading if he did not spell out the peculiar nature 

of his reign. Having described the kingdom he was bringing into this world negatively, it was not like 

the other kingdoms of this world, Jesus now defines it positively. For this reason I came into the 

world, to testify to the truth. 

 

Note Pilate’s response. What is truth? ( a very postmodern question). In this context truth does not 

mean a commitment to honesty (important though that is), or an intellectual question of whether 

something bears a resemblance to actual reality (important though that also is), rather it is nothing less 

than God’s self disclosure in God’s Son, Jesus Christ, who is the truth. The ultimate reality behind 

everything is God. God existed before any other reality did; God created all that is; all life began with 

God’s life; it is God who sustains the whole of created reality. And the astonishing claim that Jesus 

made, brought out especially in John’s Gospel, is that if you want to discover what God is like, what it 

is that God values, what God’s purposes are for us and for all creation, how God calls us to live and 

act in this world, in other words what truth is, then look at Jesus, his life, death and resurrection, for 

Jesus is as some have described it God with skin on, God in human form.  

 

And says Jesus, everyone on the side of truth listens to me. Sadly Pilate was not on the side of truth, 

rather on the side of power, and so rather than standing up for the truth when he recognised Jesus had 

no criminal case to answer, he realised that his own power was best served by appeasing the Jewish 

religious powers and keeping them on side with him and so left the decision to them.  

 

So what does this say to us today. The critical phase is Jesus words My kingdom is not of this world 

but rather from another place. It does not operate by the same values, use the same means, have the 

same objectives as all the other kingdoms in this world. Doesn’t mean it does not operate in this 

world. It is not a claim that those who belong to Christ should be disengaged and passive, not 

involved in the politics of this world. But it does mean, that as they work in this world its values, its 

means, its objectives are all radically different. It moves to the beat of a different drum. Tragically so 

often those who have seen themselves as belonging to Christ’s kingdom have failed to recognise this 

radical difference. And most astonishingly when Jesus uses the illustration of his followers not using 

weapons to fight for his kingdom have somehow believed that using weapons that end life can be 

justified as serving the purposes of the sovereign who’s rule was intended to bring life to all. 
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But it means more than that. It means the power by which this kingdom is advanced is not the power 

of violence and force of any kind – whether weapons, or physical force, or verbal oppression. These 

are not the means that we who are committed to advancing the rule of God in Christ should ever resort 

to. It is a kingdom of truth, and therefore the power we are to seek to use is that of truth – speaking the 

truth rather than deceit, living the truth and above all pointing people to the truth which is found in 

Christ. And what is true of our involvement in the politics of the world is also true of our involvement 

in the politics of the church. If we are seeking to further the purposes of Christ then we must ensure 

we practice the way of Christ in our working for those. 

 

This is a tremendously important principle for Christians and church leaders to grasp in today’s world. 

We live in a world where so often the argument is advanced that means justify ends. It never does, 

because in the end the means we use actually become the ends we achieve. As history shows if we 

seek to overthrow a violent oppressive regime by violent and oppressive means, all we end up with is 

another violent and oppressive regime. No in the end we are working for the rule of truth and love, of 

a regime that will bring about liberation and life, rather than oppression and death. This is how Christ 

acted during his mission in the world, even though it meant he ended up the victim of oppressive and 

violent kingdoms of this world. This is the way God still works in the world through we who are 

God’s people today, even though it might mean we become the victims of oppression and violence in 

the end. But we work in the sure and certain hope that in the end God and God’s rule, which was 

inaugurated by Jesus and continues to work through the power of the Spirit will ultimately triumph 

and all will acknowledge that Jesus Christ is King. 

 

Imagine if Christ ruled the nations today, and not Obama, Medvedev, Kim Jong-il, Mugabe, 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Every aspect of personal and communal life would experience a radical 

reversal. The political, economic and social reversals would be almost endless – peacemaking instead 

of war mongering, liberation not exploitation, sacrifice rather than subjugation, mercy not vengeance, 

care for the vulnerable instead of privileges for the powerful, generosity instead of greed, humility 

rather than hubris, embrace rather than exclusion. The ancient Hebrew understanding of shalom, 

wholeness, well being for all, not just individually but communally, would become a reality. 

 

So the Lord’s prayermight just then be the most subversive of all political acts. Your kingdom come, 

your will be done, on earth as it is heaven. People who live and pray this way have a very different 

agenda from Caesar’s, whether national or labour, republican or democrat, conservative or liberal, 

capitalist, socialist or Marxist, for they have entered a new kingdom, pledged their allegiance to a new 

and different sovereign, and submitted to the reign of Christ the King.       

  

 

 

 

 

 

    


