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John 18

Jesus has said all He needs to say.  They are making their way across the Kidron Valley to the Garden.  

John omits Jesus’ prayer in the Garden and Him having to check on the disciples as they are sleeping.  Probably because He recounts the high priestly prayer instead.

The story is fixed upon Judas.  John omits the kiss – perhaps he couldn’t bring himself to recount it again.  Judas is accompanied by a Roman cohort (speira) and temple officers.  The word implies Roman soldiers from the Antonia Fortress.  Possibly between 200-600 soldiers.  They are heavily armed and most likely expecting a fight but Jesus walks up to them.

There are two ways of understanding Jesus’ response.  He answers lego eimi, which can be translated as “I am He” or “I am” – the divine and unspeakable name of God.

Exodus 3:14

God said to Moses, “I am who I am,” and He said, “Thus you shall say to the sons of Israel, “I am has sent me to you.”

If Jesus simply said “I am He” then the response would have been a military one with the soldiers falling back in anticipation of an ambush.  

If Jesus used the name of God then everyone would falling back would be the prescribed response at hearing the unspeakable name spoken.  

Probably both – Romans soldiers fall back military style and the Jewish leaders fall down at the hearing of the divine name.

As the soldiers and Jews are cowering on the ground Jesus asks again who they are looking for.

Peter cuts off the ear of the high priest’s servants.  John seems to know his name is Malchus.  Clement of Alexandria explains John knew him because his father would sell fish in his town.  

Some scholars argued that Peter was deliberately cutting off Malchus’ ear to exempt him from temple service.  Josephus tells us of Antigonus, the final priest-king of the Hasmonean dynasty who opposed a high priest who had been placed in office by the Parthians and so bit off one of his ears so that he would be disqualified from serving in the temple.  Probably not.  I think Peter was going for his throat but Malchus moved.  

John omits the healing of Malchus.

Only John tells the story of Jesus being held at Annas’ house.  He was the most powerful high priest in 1st C. Jerusalem.  5 of his sons and Caiaphas, his son-in-law, and even one of his grandsons served as high priest.

V.15-18 John gives an account of Peter’s first denial.  If you read carefully Peter’s denial will seem more striking.  John is allowed into the courtyard.  Peter is outside standing by the door.  John who seems to know the girl talks to her which allows Peter to walk in.  John is not afraid to associate with Jesus but Peter is for when she asks he denies that he is a follower of Jesus.  Crazy.  His denial earns him a place near the charcoal fire – a detail that John will touch on again when Peter is restored.

Now back to Annas.  Jesus responds to the questioning by confronting the hypocrisy of having been arrested covertly.  He is making a point of law – question those who heard Him speak so openly in the synagogue.  For this Jesus is struck in the face by one of the guards – a blatant violation of the law.  

V.25-27 takes us back to Peter.  Remember John is still with him as an acknowledged follower of Jesus.  Luke tells us that an hour has passed before the 3rd question so Peter has had time to think about his response (Luke 22:59).  Matthew tells us they recognized his Galilean accent (Matt 26:73).  Luke gives the heartbreaking story that at precisely the moment of his final denial Peter’s eyes met Jesus’.  Jesus was gazing at him – emblepo, which Jesus used in John 1:42 to describe the way Jesus looked at Peter when He first called him.  

The Jews take Jesus to the praetorium early in the morning.  Influential Romans would spend most of their day in organized leisure so early morning is when they received clients.  John does not need to introduce Pilate as he is well known to his first readers.

We know a lot about Pilate.  He was in office in AD 26-36.  By this time he has had a few run-ins with the Jewish community – which he loathes.  He stole money from the temple treasury to build the aqueduct, which caused a riot.  He caused a riot in Caesarea by refusing to remove the standards of his Roman soldiers, which bore forbidden images.  Eventually he would be called back to Rome by Tiberius for atrocities against the Samaritans.  He disappeared en route.  Most likely killed himself.  Pilate received his position as a result of his friendship with Aelius Sejanus.  Sejanus secretly plotted to overthrow Tiberius but the plot was uncovered and he was executed.  Sejanus was an anti-Semite and after the plot Tiberius ordered Sejanus’ anti-Jewish edicts be eliminated.

This gives us a good background to understand what is going on.  Pilate is already in hot water with Rome and now he is sitting on a volatile situation in Jerusalem and will do anything to keep the peace, including handing over an innocent man to be crucified.  

Pilate doesn’t want anything to do with Jesus but the religious leaders want him to kill Jesus for them.  

V.38 – Pilate asks the million-dollar question, “What is truth?”  But doesn’t stick around to get the answer.  Truth is staring at him in the face but he walks away.  

Pilate offers to release one prisoner for Passover.  There was no reference in the ancient records of a Roman official routinely releasing a prisoner in honor of the Passover but Roman law did provide amnesty could be granted before sentencing was passed.  His choice is Jesus, whom he will call the King of the Jews to get under the skin of the Jewish leaders.  They chief priests stirred up the crowd to cry out for an already convicted criminal (Matt 27:20; Mark 15:11).
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