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“Do you solemnly swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?” I have heard that question asked countless times in Pennsylvania courtrooms and in television dramas; it is a variation on the question Tom Roberts asks of prospective jurors and witnesses in the courtroom downtown. Witnesses take an oath to tell the truth, for the implicit assumption is that without such a binding promise witnesses might feel free to lie through their teeth to the judge and jury. I have seen that happen too. The oath does not guarantee truth-telling, but it does up the stakes, for any witness who is tempted to cross the line from fact into fantasy does so at his or her legal, if not eternal, peril. Thus the question: do you solemnly swear? But sometimes the truth is humbling.

In a trial in a small Mississippi town the prosecuting attorney called to the stand his first witness, a no-nonsense, elderly grandmother. He approached her and asked, “Mrs. Jones, do you know me?”

She responded, “Why, yes, I do know you, Mr. Williams. I’ve known you since you were a boy, and frankly, you’ve been a big disappointment to me. You lie, you cheat on your wife, and you manipulate people and talk about them behind their backs. You think you’re a big shot when you haven’t the brains to realize you’ll never amount to anything more than a two-bit paper pusher. Yes, I know you.” 

The lawyer was stunned, and not knowing what else to do, he pointed across the room and asked, “Mrs. Jones, do you know the defense attorney?”

She replied, “Why, yes, I do. I’ve known Mr. Bradley since he was a youngster, too. He’s lazy, bigoted, and he has a drinking problem. He can’t build a normal relationship with anyone, and his law practice is one of the worst in the entire state. Not to mention he cheated on his wife with three different women. One of them was your wife. Yes, I know him.”

The defense attorney nearly fainted. The judge then asked both attorneys to approach the bench and said, in a very quiet voice, “If either of you idiots asks her if she knows me, I’ll send you both to the electric chair.” 

Sometimes the truth is humbling. Yet in and out of court, we continue to seek to assure truth-telling. The challenges in doing so go back a long way. The ninth commandment on those stone tablets that Moses brought down from Mt. Sinai – you shall not bear false witness against your neighbor – was originally understood to bar lying in judicial proceedings; only later was it understood to include a more general ban on lying to your neighbors in and out of the courtroom. A crime, an evil, a sin – these are the biblical descriptions of bearing false witness. In ancient Mt. Sinai and in modern Mt. Sidney and even in Mt. Solon, truth-telling is important, and lying can have dire consequences. All of which is a prelude to the passage we read this morning from John’s gospel.

Jesus is on trial. In one swiftly moving night he has been betrayed by Judas, arrested by religious and civil authorities, and examined by the high priest. In the cool of the early morning he is brought before Pontius Pilate, the Roman authority who has the power to preserve his life or to end it. Pilate has no desire to hear the case. He tries unsuccessfully to reject the case on jurisdictional grounds and hand it back to the Jewish leaders, describing the charges against Jesus as religious, not civil, in nature. But the Jewish leaders press Pilate to examine Jesus for they are determined to put Jesus to death and only the Roman judge held that authority. Death alone will be the permanent solution to their Jesus problem; little do they know that his death will be the beginning of a much bigger problem for them. So at their urging and in order to keep the peace, Pilate agrees to question Jesus. The charge? Jesus is a threat to Caesar. The proof? Jesus claims to be a king.


At the heart of the criminal case against Jesus is his kingship; the sign posted at his crucifixion will bear that indictment: King of the Jews. The trial of Jesus is not really about what he has done – about the laws he has broken or the trouble he has caused, for as Pilate will find, under Roman law Jesus has not done anything to warrant punishment. The trial of Jesus is really about his identity as king,
 and the question before Pilate is this: Is Jesus a king who claims authority greater than that of Caesar over the lives of people in Caesar’s realm? So, Pilate simply asks him, “Are you the King of the Jews?”


Before we turn to Jesus’ answer, I wonder how you would answer that question were you called to appear before Pilate and tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. Is it true that Jesus is a king who claims authority greater than that of any Caesar over your life? Is Christ your king – the one to whom you pay homage, the one for whom you would die, the one who rules your life – or is he just the friend you have in Jesus? Is Christ the Lord you serve or the cosmic bellhop who is waiting to serve you when you ring the holy bell in prayer? Truth be known, many of us prefer the Jesus who calls us brothers, sisters and friends to the King who calls us servants in his realm. Or we try to partition our lives and declare him king over our religious lives while we submit other aspects of our lives to whatever Caesar offers to reign there – a capitalist Caesar to rule our economics, a patriotic Caesar to rule our world view, a hedonistic Caesar to rule our leisure activities. We find no conflict in dividing our loyalties while claiming that Christ is king; the Caesars reign in their realms, and Jesus reigns in the religious realm of our hearts.

The problem is that Jesus is not satisfied to reign over anything less than your whole heart. The commandment does not say, “You shall love the Lord your God with all of the religious part of your heart”; it says, “You shall love the Lord with all of your heart, all of your soul, all of your mind and all of your strength” which means “You shall love the Lord with all that you are.” To claim that Jesus is king is to make all the other Caesars subservient to him; it is to weigh any of their claims to your life against the claims of Christ and then to follow Christ. It is to bend your knee to him alone – not to say, “If I bent my knee to anyone it would be to Christ,” but rather to actually bend your knees and humbly pray, “Lord, have mercy upon me.” With that in mind let me ask again, and remind you that you are under oath: Is Jesus Christ your king – not the president you have elected to serve as chief executive of your life – but the king to whom you are bound for life and in death?


If you hesitate in answering, your hesitation may speak the truth; it is not a claim easily made or easily lived. To claim that Jesus is king in your life has consequences for how you live and in the case of some martyrs, for how they died. But to deny that Jesus is king has consequences as well. Remember that while Jesus was being examined by Pilate, Peter was being examined in a less formal setting by the fire. While Jesus was being asked, “Are you a king?” Peter was being asked, “Are you his disciple?” Peter wasn’t under oath when he denied being a disciple of Jesus, or when he denied being with Jesus, or when he denied even knowing Jesus, but the crowing of the cock convicted him nonetheless. Given the opportunity to tell the truth, to declare himself a disciple of Jesus, to be the rock Jesus had declared him to be, Peter chose instead to lie and deny him. Two thousand years later we remember his denial, his failure to tell the truth under pressure. It was only after the Resurrection and after the Holy Spirit’s arrival at Pentecost that Peter shed the infamy of his denial to become the rock upon which the church would be built. Which is to say that even for those who have hesitated or failed or rejected the king, there is the possibility of redemption – a new opportunity for truth-telling. 

Two people were asked to tell the truth that unholy night of Jesus’ arrest – Jesus and Peter – but only one spoke the truth. The truth Jesus spoke was this:


My kingdom is not from this world…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.

If you are to belong to the truth, to be a disciple, to proclaim Jesus as king in your life, then you must listen to his voice, trust his words, heed his call to live a different way, and walk the path he lays before you. John describes it as walking in truth which he says is the same as loving one another. Jesus’ realm is not like the earthly kingdoms that are centered on power and might; his realm has no geographical or political boundaries. His kingdom is defined by truth and love and his realm is that of your heart; if he reigns there, then your life is changed. If we are to take seriously that claim of Jesus as king, then our lives must change now, for the goal of the Christian life is not to enter the Kingdom to come, but to live faithfully under the reign of Christ now! It is a reign that begins with the humbling of hearts, with prayers from bended knees, with lives of faithful obedience, with love of our neighbors, and with truth-telling wherever we are. 

When Jesus told Pilate that he came to testify to the truth, Pilate responded, “What is truth?” Jesus didn’t answer. In reflecting on Pilate’s question, Frederick Buechner writes:


For years there have been politicians, scientists, theologians, 
philosophers, poets, and so on to tell him. The sound they make is like 
the sound of empty pails falling down the cellar stairs. Jesus doesn’t 
answer Pilate’s question. He just stands there. Stands, and stands 
there.

What is truth? Jesus is the truth. He said it: I am the Way, the Truth and the Life. The answer to Pilate’s question was standing right in front of him. We live in a society in which truth is regarded as a lump of clay to be shaped and reshaped to suit a particular purpose; truth is all too malleable in our hands. But the truth Jesus brings, the truth to which he testifies, is truth incarnate in his body – a lump of clay molded by divine hands into a savior who is messiah, Christ, and king – a lump of clay who is God with us. 

That is the truth we are called to preserve, the truth about Jesus the messiah, Jesus the savior, Jesus who is love incarnate calling us to love one another. If we are to preserve that truth, then we must walk in that truth, abide in that truth, be faithful to that truth, speak that truth in love. If we are to preserve the truth then we must live it – each day. These days many millennials are turning their backs on the church because they find us hypocritical: we preach love but don’t practice it, we declare good news but live with little joy, we proclaim forgiveness but are quick to judge. We don’t practice what we preach! The millennials are right! If we are to be disciples of Jesus Christ, then we must live as he lived, love as he loved; if we are to preserve the truth then we must walk in truth as he walked. For, Jesus is the truth, the truth who can change your life if you will be changed. If then Jesus is the Truth, I ask you: do you swear to tell the truth and walk in the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth – so help you God? Amen
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