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Gospel of John: Chapters 16–19 

A Verse-by-Verse Teaching Commentary 
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All Scripture quotations from the English Standard Version (ESV) 

 

Chapter 16 

John 16:1–15 — The Work of the Paraclete 

Verses 1–4 

“I have said all these things to you to keep you from falling away. They will put you 
out of the synagogues. Indeed, the hour is coming when whoever kills you will think 
he is offering service to God.” 

The Farewell Discourse continues without pause from the close of chapter 15. The opening 
statement — “I have said all these things to you to keep you from falling away” — establishes the 
pastoral purpose of the entire discourse. Jesus is not speaking to display his knowledge or exercise 
his authority; he is speaking to equip his disciples for what is coming. The Greek word 
(skandalisthēte, be caused to stumble) suggests not merely disappointment but the kind of offense 
that produces apostasy. 

The warning about excommunication and killing is deliberately specific. Those who persecute the 
disciples will not think of themselves as persecutors; they will think of themselves as servants of 
God. This is the most dangerous kind of opposition: violence performed in the name of zeal. The 
disciples need to know this in advance so that when it comes, it does not produce despair. The 
foreknowledge of suffering does not eliminate the suffering; it does provide the theological context 
that makes the suffering survivable. 

skandalizō: to cause to stumble, to offend into falling away — the noun skandalon (stumbling 
block) was a trap or snare; Jesus speaks in advance so the disciples’ faith will not be tripped by 
what comes 

 

Verses 5–11 

“Nevertheless, I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not 
go away, the Helper will not come to you. But if I go, I will send him to you. And when 
he comes, he will convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment.” 

The claim that Jesus’ departure is advantageous to the disciples was as counterintuitive then as it is 
now. How could the absence of the visible, accessible, embodied Jesus be better than his 
presence? The answer is pneumatological: the Holy Spirit’s mode of presence is interior and 
universal rather than exterior and localized. The incarnate Jesus could be in only one place at a 
time. The Spirit, poured out from the exalted Christ, is given without geographical restriction to 
every member of the body. 
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The threefold conviction of the world (sin, righteousness, and judgment) is the Spirit’s missionary 
work carried out through the church’s proclamation. Sin is specified as unbelief in Jesus — not 
moral failure in general, but the specific rejection of the one the Father sent. Righteousness is the 
Father’s vindication of the Son through the resurrection and ascension (Jesus goes to the Father). 
Judgment is the condemnation of the ruler of this world, already accomplished at the cross. The 
Spirit’s convicting work is not a function of emotional pressure but of the penetrating truth of the 
Gospel. 

elenchō: to convict, expose, refute — a legal term; the Spirit’s work is not merely to make people 
feel guilty but to establish the truth about sin, righteousness, and judgment in the court of 
conscience and proclamation 

 

Verses 12–15 

“When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not 
speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare 
to you the things that are to come. He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine 
and declare it to you.” 

The fifth and final Paraclete saying (16:12–15) describes the Spirit’s role as the one who guides the 
disciples into the full truth of the Gospel. The qualifier “all the truth” is not a promise of omniscience 
or a license for private revelation but a description of the Spirit’s work of illuminating the full 
meaning of what Jesus has said and done. This is the pneumatological explanation for the 
development of theological understanding across the New Testament: the Spirit leads the 
community into depths of insight that the disciples could not bear before the resurrection. 

The economy of the Spirit is entirely Christocentric: he speaks what he hears, he takes what is 
Christ’s, and he glorifies Christ. The Spirit never draws attention to himself; every movement of the 
Spirit is a movement toward the Son. This is the theological basis for discerning the Spirit’s 
authentic work: wherever the person and work of Jesus Christ is illuminated, exalted, and made 
real, there the Spirit is at work. Conversely, anything claiming to be the Spirit’s work that bypasses 
or diminishes the Son of God is suspect. 

 

John 16:16–24 — Your Sorrow Will Turn to Joy 

Verses 16–22 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, you will weep and lament, but the world will rejoice. You will 
be sorrowful, but your sorrow will turn into joy. When a woman is giving birth, she 
has sorrow because her hour has come, but when she has delivered the baby, she 
no longer remembers the anguish, for joy that a human being has been born into the 
world.” 

The disciples’ confusion about “a little while” reflects genuine perplexity: they discuss the phrase 
among themselves and cannot resolve it. Their confusion is not stupidity but the natural 
consequence of trying to understand the resurrection before it has happened. Jesus does not 
rebuke their confusion; he redirects it. Rather than explaining the timing, he describes the emotional 
trajectory: from grief to joy, along a path that runs through the cross. 

The image of childbirth is one of the most important in the Farewell Discourse. The woman’s labor 
pain is real and intense; it is not minimized or spiritualized away. But when the child is born, the 
memory of the anguish is eclipsed by the joy of the birth. This is not repression but transformation: 
the same events — the same hours — become the context of joy rather than grief when seen from 
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the other side of the new reality. The resurrection does not cancel the cross; it recontextualizes it as 
the doorway to life. 

lypeō: to grieve, cause sorrow — the disciples’ grief is real and is taken seriously; but as the birth 
image shows, real grief and transformative joy can occupy the same history; the cross is both 

 

Verses 23–24 

“In that day you will ask nothing of me. Truly, truly, I say to you, whatever you ask of 
the Father in my name, he will give it to you. Until now you have asked nothing in my 
name. Ask, and you will receive, that your joy may be full.” 

The post-resurrection era is characterized by a new mode of prayer: direct access to the Father in 
the name of the Son. The disciples have not yet prayed this way because they have not yet 
understood what the name of Jesus opens. The promise is extraordinary in its scope (“whatever 
you ask”) and its condition (“in my name”). The name is not a formula appended to petitions; it is the 
whole reality of who Jesus is and what he has accomplished, within which the disciples make their 
requests. Prayer in his name is prayer from within the relationship of union and love that the 
Farewell Discourse has described. 

The goal of answered prayer is “that your joy may be full.” This connects the prayer promise to the 
birth image of verses 20–22: the fullness of joy that belongs to the post-resurrection community is 
sustained and deepened by ongoing access to the Father through the Son. The Christian life is not 
a single moment of transition from grief to joy; it is a life of sustained conversation with the Father in 
which joy is continually renewed and deepened. 

 

John 16:25–33 — I Have Overcome the World 

Verses 25–28 

“I have said these things to you in figures of speech. The hour is coming when I will 
no longer speak to you in figures of speech but will tell you plainly about the Father. 
In that day you will ask in my name, and I do not say to you that I will ask the Father 
on your behalf; for the Father himself loves you, because you have loved me.” 

The phrase “in figures of speech” (en paroimiais) refers to the indirect, imagistic, layered mode of 
communication that has characterized the entire Farewell Discourse — the vine and branches, the 
woman in labor, the going and coming. The hour of plain speech refers primarily to the post-
resurrection clarification brought by the Spirit, when the disciples will see clearly what they now see 
through a glass darkly. The promise of direct access to the Father is a remarkable statement of the 
relational reality that the cross opens: the Father’s love for those who love the Son is not mediated 
through the Son’s intercession but is directly and personally theirs. 

The cosmological framework of verses 27–28 is one of the clearest statements of the incarnational 
movement in the Gospel: “I came from the Father and have come into the world, and now I am 
leaving the world and going to the Father.” The descending arc of the incarnation and the 
ascending arc of the exaltation are stated with perfect symmetry. This is not poetry but ontology: the 
Word who was with God became flesh and now returns to the Father, taking with him the humanity 
he has assumed. The disciples’ belief in this movement is the beginning of genuine Christological 
understanding. 

 

Verses 29–33 
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“Jesus answered them, “Do you now believe? Behold, the hour is coming, indeed it 
has come, when you will be scattered, each to his own home, and will leave me 
alone. Yet I am not alone, for the Father is with me. I have said these things to you, 
that in me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; 
I have overcome the world.”” 

The disciples’ confident declaration — “Now we know… now we believe” — is immediately tested 
by Jesus’ prediction of their scattering. The hour that will bring his glorification will also bring their 
abandonment. This is not a rebuke of their faith but a reality check about its present condition. The 
faith that will hold through the cross has not yet been formed; it will be formed by the events of the 
next few days, including their failure and the resurrection that restores them. 

“I have overcome the world” is one of the most theologically dense sentences in the Gospel. The 
perfect tense (nenika) speaks of a completed action whose effects are ongoing. The victory over 
the world is not a future hope; it has been accomplished in the obedience, mission, and imminent 
cross of the Son. The disciples are to take courage (“take heart”, tharseite) not from their own 
resources or resilience but from the completed victory of the one in whom they are. The peace 
Jesus gives (14:27) and the courage he commands here are both grounded in a reality that 
antedates every experience of tribulation. 

nikaō: to conquer, overcome — perfect tense in v.33: the victory is already accomplished; the 
disciples’ courage is not generated by them but rests on the finished work of Christ that the cross 
will consummate 

 

Chapter 17 

John 17:1–8 — Father, Glorify Your Son 

Verses 1–5 

“Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you, since you 
have given him authority over all flesh, to give eternal life to all whom you have given 
him. And this is eternal life, that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ 
whom you have sent.” 

Chapter 17 is the climax of the Farewell Discourse and one of the most theologically rich texts in 
the New Testament. The prayer is often called the High Priestly Prayer because Jesus prays as the 
one who is about to offer himself — not in the Temple but on the cross. The pattern echoes the Day 
of Atonement: the High Priest enters the Holy of Holies to intercede for the people he represents; 
Jesus enters the presence of the Father through the cross to intercede for those the Father has 
given him. 

The definition of eternal life in verse 3 is one of the most important theological statements in the 
Gospel: “This is eternal life, that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you 
have sent.” Eternal life is not primarily a duration (life that goes on forever) but a quality of 
relationship — the knowledge of God and of the Son he sent. The Greek verb gignōskein (to know) 
describes the knowledge of personal encounter and sustained relationship, not merely intellectual 
acquaintance. The person who knows God in this sense has already begun to share in the divine 
life, regardless of what date appears on the calendar. 

gignōskō: to know by experience and personal relationship — eternal life is defined not as a 
state but as a relationship; to know God and Jesus Christ is to participate in the life that cannot 
end 
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Verses 6–8 

“I have manifested your name to the people whom you gave me out of the world. 
Yours they were, and you gave them to me, and they have kept your word. Now they 
know that everything that you have given me is from you. For I have given them the 
words that you gave me, and they have received them and have come to know in 
truth that I came from you.” 

Jesus’ account of his ministry is a harvest report: he has given the disciples the words the Father 
gave him; they have received those words; they have kept them; they have come to believe. The 
threefold sequence of reception — given, received, kept — describes the full cycle of faithful 
discipleship. The disciples are not perfect; their subsequent failure makes that clear. But the pattern 
of their relationship with the word of Jesus has been one of genuine reception and retention. They 
have kept the word, and the word is keeping them. 

The phrase “I have manifested your name” connects the whole ministry of Jesus to the disclosure of 
the divine nature. In Hebrew thought, the name of God is not merely a label but the self-revelation 
of God’s character, purpose, and presence. Jesus has made the Father known — not only in his 
teaching but in his healings, his compassion, his table fellowship, his crucifixion. Every act of the 
Son is a declaration of who the Father is. 

 

John 17:9–19 — I Pray for Them 

Verses 9–12 

“I am not praying for the world but for those whom you have given me, for they are 
yours. All mine are yours, and yours are mine, and I am glorified in them. And I am 
no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to you. Holy 
Father, keep them in your name, which you have given me, that they may be one, 
even as we are one.” 

The statement “I am not praying for the world” is not an expression of indifference to the world but a 
description of the specific, targeted character of this particular petition. The High Priest’s 
intercession on the Day of Atonement was for the covenant people, not for all humanity in general. 
Jesus will pray for the world’s reception of the Gospel implicitly through his prayer for the church’s 
unity (v. 21) and explicitly in the cry from the cross (Luke 23:34). But this section of the prayer is for 
those the Father has given him. 

The request for protection — “keep them in your name” — is a prayer for the disciples to be held 
within the sphere of the divine self-disclosure that Jesus has embodied. The name is not a magical 
formula but the whole reality of who God is as revealed in the Son. To be kept in the Father’s name 
is to remain within the relationship of knowing and being known that Jesus has opened. The result 
of this protection is unity: “that they may be one, even as we are one.” The church’s unity is not an 
organizational achievement; it is the fruit of being held in the same divine name. 

hagiazō: to sanctify, set apart — Jesus consecrates himself (v.19) for the sake of the disciples’ 
sanctification; the consecration of the disciples is inseparable from the consecration of the High 
Priest who offers himself for them 

 

Verses 13–19 
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“I do not ask that you take them out of the world, but that you keep them from the evil 
one. They are not of the world, just as I am not of the world. Sanctify them in the 
truth; your word is truth.” 

The petition for protection from the evil one rather than removal from the world is one of the most 
important ecclesiological statements in the New Testament. The church is not to be a community of 
withdrawal, seeking safety in separation from the world. It is to be a community of engaged 
presence — in the world but not of it, protected not by barriers but by the Father’s keeping. The 
model is the incarnation itself: the Son came into the world without being captured by it. The 
disciples are to be sent in the same way. 

Sanctification in the truth is the means of protection and equipping. The truth here is not an abstract 
concept but the living word of Jesus, which is itself the Father’s word (v. 14). Sanctification is not 
moral refinement alone but missional formation: being set apart for the purpose of being sent. Verse 
18 makes the connection explicit: “As you sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the 
world.” The mission of the church is constituted in the same sending that constituted the mission of 
the Son. Verse 19 is the most direct statement of substitutionary consecration in John: “For their 
sake I consecrate myself, that they also may be sanctified in truth.” 

 

John 17:20–26 — That They May All Be One 

Verses 20–23 

“I do not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me through their 
word, that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they 
also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me.” 

The prayer crosses the boundary of historical time. Jesus prays for every person who will come to 
faith through the apostolic proclamation — which means every Christian in every century. We are 
included in this prayer. The scope of the intercession is universal and transgenerational, grounded 
in the apostolic word that the Spirit will carry across time. 

The unity for which Jesus prays is defined by the most demanding possible standard: “just as you, 
Father, are in me, and I in you.” The unity of the church is to correspond to the unity of Father and 
Son in the divine life — not by becoming divine, but by participating in the relational life of the Trinity 
through union with the Son. The word “just as” (kathōs) does not mean identical but analogous in 
the most serious possible sense: the Trinitarian life is not merely a model for church unity to imitate; 
it is the source and ground from which that unity flows. And the missional consequence is equally 
demanding: “that the world may believe that you have sent me.” The church’s visible unity is the 
argument for the Gospel. 

 

Verses 24–26 

“Father, I desire that they also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I 
am, to see my glory that you have given me because you loved me before the 
foundation of the world.” 

The final petition moves from present protection to eschatological consummation. Jesus desires — 
the verb is “I will” (thelō), expressing the deepest desire of his will — that the disciples be with him 
where he is, to see his glory. The glory they will see is not an acquired quality but the glory of 
eternal love: “you loved me before the foundation of the world.” The community of Jesus is invited 
into the most intimate reality of the divine life: the love between Father and Son that preceded and 
grounds all creation. 
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The closing verses move from petition to declaration: Jesus announces that he has made the 
Father’s name known and will continue to make it known, so that the love with which the Father 
loves the Son may be in the disciples. The prayer ends with love as its final word. The entire 
economy of the incarnation — the sending of the Son, the gift of the word, the call of the disciples, 
the cross, the resurrection, the sending of the Spirit — is in service of a single end: that the love of 
the Father for the Son might overflow into the community of those the Son has gathered. 

 

Chapter 18 

John 18:1–14 — The Arrest in the Garden 

Verses 1–9 

“Jesus therefore, knowing all that would come upon him, came forward and said to 
them, “Whom do you seek?” They answered him, “Jesus of Nazareth.” Jesus said to 
them, “I am he.”… When Jesus said to them, “I am he,” they drew back and fell to 
the ground.” 

John’s passion narrative begins with a detail that distinguishes it sharply from the Synoptic 
accounts: “knowing all that would come upon him, Jesus came forward.” The arrest is not 
something that happens to Jesus; it is something he walks into with full knowledge and sovereign 
intention. The voluntary nature of the self-offering is established before a single blow is struck. This 
is the Good Shepherd of chapter 10 — the one who lays down his life of his own accord. 

The falling of the soldiers to the ground at Jesus’ “I am he” is unique to John and carries enormous 
theological weight. The arresting party — John specifies that it includes a Roman military cohort 
(speira), which could be as many as six hundred soldiers, alongside the temple police — is sent by 
the combined authority of Rome and the Jerusalem establishment. When Jesus speaks the words “I 
am he” (egō eimi), they fall backward to the ground. The divine name, spoken by the one who bears 
it, is itself a theophanic event. The scene declares what the whole Passion narrative will 
demonstrate: the one being arrested is not in the power of those who arrest him. 

Jesus’ negotiation for the disciples’ release — “If you seek me, let these men go” — is interpreted 
by John as the fulfillment of his earlier words: “Of those whom you gave me I have lost not one” 
(17:12, 18:9). The shepherd steps between the wolves and the flock; the flock escapes precisely 
because the shepherd is taken. John’s theological vision of the cross is compressed into this brief 
scene: Jesus gives himself so that those who belong to him might go free. 

egō eimi: I am — the divine self-disclosure; the soldiers’ falling back at the words echoes OT 
theophanic encounters; the name is not merely an answer to a question but an event of divine 
self-revelation in the midst of an arrest 

 

Verses 10–14 

“Then Simon Peter, having a sword, drew it and struck the high priest’s servant and 
cut off his right ear. The servant’s name was Malchus. So Jesus said to Peter, “Put 
your sword into its sheath; shall I not drink the cup that the Father has given me?”” 

Peter’s sword is the final expression of the misunderstanding that has characterized him throughout 
the Gospel — the impulse to protect Jesus from what he does not need protection from. The image 
of the kingdom he has absorbed is one of military combat; the kingdom Jesus is establishing is one 
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of substitutionary sacrifice. The cup the Father has given — the cup of divine judgment and human 
sin that the Son bears on behalf of others — cannot be deflected by violence. It must be drunk. 

John’s note that the servant’s name was Malchus — a detail not found in the other Gospels — is 
characteristic of eyewitness precision. The specificity of the name in what is otherwise a chaotic 
scene suggests a source with direct knowledge of the events. Annas, to whom Jesus is first 
brought, was the father-in-law of Caiaphas, the high priest that year. John has already (11:49–52) 
noted that Caiaphas’ pragmatic counsel about one man dying for the people was, unknowingly, 
genuine prophecy. 

 

John 18:15–27 — Peter’s Denial / Jesus Before Annas 

Verses 15–18 

“Now Simon Peter followed Jesus, and so did another disciple. Since that disciple 
was known to the high priest, he entered with Jesus into the courtyard of the high 
priest, but Peter stood outside at the door… Now the servants and officers had made 
a charcoal fire, because it was cold, and they were standing and warming 
themselves. Peter also was with them, standing and warming himself.” 

The “other disciple” who enters with Jesus is almost certainly the Beloved Disciple — the figure who 
throughout the Gospel occupies the position of closest intimacy with Jesus and most complete 
understanding of his identity. His access to the high priest’s courtyard enables Peter’s entry, which 
in turn enables Peter’s denial. The architecture of the scene places the two men in pointed contrast: 
the Beloved Disciple near Jesus, Peter outside and then inside but at a distance, warming himself 
among those who serve the institution that is condemning his Lord. 

The detail of the charcoal fire (anthrakia) is one of John’s most carefully chosen narrative echoes. 
The word appears only twice in the entire New Testament, both times in John: here at the scene of 
Peter’s denial, and in 21:9 at the scene of Peter’s restoration. The second charcoal fire answers the 
first; the breakfast prepared by the risen Jesus undoes, through love, the failure that happened 
around the first fire. John’s precision is never merely reportorial; it is always also theological and 
pastoral. 

anthrakia: charcoal fire — a hapax that appears only in John 18:18 and 21:9; the verbal echo 
links the fire of Peter’s denial to the fire of his restoration; John’s narrative is a Gospel of 
reversals and restorations 

 

Verses 19–27 

“The high priest then questioned Jesus about his disciples and his teaching. Jesus 
answered him, “I have spoken openly to the world. I have always taught in 
synagogues and in the temple, where all Jews come together. I have said nothing in 
secret. Why do you ask me? Ask those who have heard me.”” 

The interrogation by Annas reveals the power dynamics of the trial with characteristic Johannine 
irony. Annas’ role should be that of judge; Jesus’ role should be that of defendant. But Jesus inverts 
the dynamic: he does not answer the question as asked; he requires the court to produce 
witnesses. This is not evasion but the assertion of legal right: the accused is not compelled to testify 
against himself; testimony must come from others who have heard him. The open, public character 
of Jesus’ teaching is itself an argument for his integrity. He has taught in synagogues, in the 
Temple, in full view of all Israel. 
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When a guard strikes Jesus for the apparent impudence of his response, Jesus’ reply is again a 
legal appeal: “If what I said is wrong, bear witness about the wrong; but if what I said is right, why 
do you strike me?” The one on trial is conducting a more coherent legal argument than those who 
are conducting the trial. Peter’s three denials punctuate the hearing — at verses 17, 25, and 27 — 
and conclude precisely when the trial concludes. The cock crows. The internal and external dramas 
end at the same moment. Jesus has testified faithfully to the truth; Peter has denied it three times. 
The contrast forms the deepest irony of the chapter. 

 

John 18:28–40 — Jesus Before Pilate 

Verses 28–32 

“Then they led Jesus from the house of Caiaphas to the governor’s headquarters. It 
was early morning. They themselves did not enter the governor’s headquarters, so 
that they would not be defiled, but could eat the Passover.” 

John’s most sustained irony in the Passion narrative begins here. The Jewish leaders — who are in 
the process of arranging the judicial murder of an innocent man — will not enter the Praetorium 
because it is a Gentile building and entry would render them ceremonially impure for the Passover. 
The external boundary of purity is maintained with scrupulous care; the internal reality of justice and 
holiness is abandoned without scruple. Pilate is required to shuttle between the inside (where Jesus 
is) and the outside (where the leaders stand) — a physical movement that embodies his inability to 
escape the moral choice before him. 

The exchange about the death penalty is significant: the leaders say “It is not lawful for us to put 
anyone to death” (v. 31). This is the fulfillment of Jesus’ earlier words about the kind of death he 
would die (12:32–33): lifted up on the cross rather than stoned. The Roman method of execution is 
the method that fulfills the scriptural sign. The leaders’ manipulation of the legal system and Pilate’s 
authority inadvertently serves the divine plan. 

 

Verses 33–40 

“Pilate answered, “Am I a Jew? Your own nation and the chief priests have delivered 
you over to me. What have you done?” Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not of this 
world. If my kingdom were of this world, my servants would have been fighting, that I 
might not be delivered over to the Jews. But my kingdom is not from the world.”” 

The interrogation about kingship is the theological center of the Roman trial. Pilate’s question “Are 
you the King of the Jews?” is political; Jesus’ answer is ontological. His kingdom is not of this world 
— not in the sense that it has no concern for this world, but in the sense that its origin, nature, and 
methods are not those of earthly political power. It does not maintain itself by fighting; it does not 
advance by the logic of violence and coercion. Its weapons are truth and witness. Its advance is the 
advance of the Word into the hearts of those who are willing to hear. 

“What is truth?” Pilate’s question has echoed through the centuries. He asks it and walks away — 
not because he is a villain (John portrays him as genuinely ambivalent, repeatedly trying to release 
Jesus) but because he cannot afford to know the answer. The truth that Jesus bears witness to is 
the truth that would cost him his political survival if he acknowledged it. He is not philosophically 
perplexed; he is politically captured. He chooses Barabbas — a robber (lēstēs, the same word used 
in 10:1 for the thief who enters by another way) — over the one who came that humanity might 
have life. 
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basileia: kingdom, reign, sovereign rule — Jesus’ kingdom is not of this world in its source and 
method; its reach, however, is universal; the Lordship of the crucified extends over every nation, 
though it advances by witness, not by force 

 

Chapter 19 

John 19:1–16 — Behold the Man 

Verses 1–7 

“So Pilate took Jesus and flogged him. And the soldiers twisted together a crown of 
thorns and put it on his head and arrayed him in a purple robe. They came up to him, 
saying, “Hail, King of the Jews!” and struck him with their hands… Pilate said to 
them, “Behold the man!”” 

The scourging and the mockery constitute one of the great ironies of the Passion. The soldiers 
dress Jesus in the costume of kingship — crown and purple robe — to ridicule the claim. John’s 
telling makes the mockery transparent as truth: this battered, bleeding figure in the absurd regalia of 
empire is exactly what the soldiers cannot see him to be. He is the King — not despite the thorns 
and the robe, but in and through them. The coronation they perform as comedy is the only true 
coronation in the Fourth Gospel. 

“Ecce homo — Behold the man!” is Pilate’s appeal to the crowd’s pity. If they see what has been 
done to this man, perhaps they will be satisfied and the crisis will pass. But for John, the words 
carry a freight that Pilate cannot intend: “Behold the man!” is the presentation of the Son of Man, 
the Word made flesh, the representative human being in whom humanity’s true destiny is 
embodied. This is the man — the definitive human being, the second Adam — and the crowd 
cannot recognize him. 

anthrōpos: man, human being — “Behold the man!” (Latin: ecce homo) is simultaneously 
Pilate’s desperate appeal to pity and John’s proclamation of the Son of Man; the one presented is 
the Word enfleshed, the true humanity 

 

Verses 8–16 

“When Pilate heard this word, he was even more afraid. He entered his headquarters 
again and said to Jesus, “Where are you from?” But Jesus gave him no answer… 
Jesus answered him, “You would have no authority over me at all unless it had been 
given you from above.”” 

The charge that Jesus “has made himself the Son of God” shifts the dynamic of the trial. Pilate, 
already troubled by his wife’s dream (Matthew 27:19, not in John) and his own instinct that Jesus is 
innocent, is now genuinely frightened. The question “Where are you from?” reaches toward the 
possibility that this man might be more than human — a possibility Pilate cannot fully confront 
without losing everything. 

Jesus’ silence before Pilate’s further questioning echoes the servant of Isaiah 53:7 — “he opened 
not his mouth”. When he does speak, it is to reframe the entire power arrangement: “you would 
have no authority over me at all unless it had been given you from above.” Pilate’s authority is not 
independent; it is derivative. The one before him is not in Pilate’s power; Pilate is, without knowing 
it, an instrument in a purpose that entirely exceeds his authority. The addendum — “therefore he 
who delivered me over to you has the greater sin” — distributes moral responsibility without 
eliminating Pilate’s own: he knows Jesus is innocent and chooses political survival over justice. 
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“We have no king but Caesar.” The chief priests’ final declaration is, theologically speaking, the 
most catastrophic sentence in the chapter. The hope of Israel was the reign of God, the coming of 
the divine King who would deliver his people and establish his justice. At the moment when the King 
stands before them, the custodians of that hope formally renounce it in favor of the emperor. The 
irony is devastating and, in John’s telling, final: the public ministry ends here. 

 

John 19:17–30 — The Crucifixion 

Verses 17–22 

“Pilate also wrote an inscription and put it on the cross. It read, “Jesus of Nazareth, 
King of the Jews.”… The chief priests of the Jews said to Pilate, “Do not write, “The 
King of the Jews,” but rather, “This man said, I am King of the Jews.”” Pilate 
answered, “What I have written I have written.”” 

The titulus — the inscription identifying the condemned and his crime — is in John the involuntary 
proclamation of the Gospel. Written in Hebrew, Latin, and Greek — the languages of religion, law, 
and culture in the Roman world — the inscription announces the crucified man’s identity to every 
nation. The chief priests want it changed; Pilate refuses with a finality that he does not know is 
theological: “What I have written I have written.” The declaration is permanent. The cross of Jesus 
bears the title of King in the languages of the whole world. 

John’s account of the crucifixion itself is remarkably spare. He does not describe the nailing; he 
does not dwell on the physical suffering. His attention is on the fulfillment of Scripture (the dividing 
of the garments, Psalm 22:18; the seamless tunic cast by lot), the care for his mother, and the 
theological meaning of the final moments. Each detail is a thread woven into the larger pattern of 
divine purpose. 

 

Verses 23–27 

“When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he 
said to his mother, “Woman, behold, your son!” Then he said to the disciple, “Behold, 
your mother!” And from that hour the disciple took her to his own home.” 

The seamless tunic is a detail that has generated extensive theological reflection. Woven in one 
piece without seam — a rare and costly garment — it was divided by lot rather than cut, fulfilling 
Psalm 22:18. Some interpreters have seen in the unsplit garment a symbol of the unity of the 
church (following Cyprian of Carthage) or a reference to the high priest’s robe, which was not to be 
torn (Leviticus 21:10). Whatever the specific symbolism, the fulfillment of Scripture here is 
consistent with John’s presentation of the cross as a supremely ordered event, governed 
throughout by divine intention. 

The entrusting of Mary to the Beloved Disciple is the last act of Jesus’ earthly family life and the first 
act of the new family the cross creates. The cross does not merely open access to God; it creates a 
new community of those who stand at it together. Mary becomes the Beloved Disciple’s mother; the 
Beloved Disciple becomes Mary’s son. The bonds of spiritual kinship formed at the cross are as 
real as those of blood — more real, for they are formed in the love that laid down its life. 

 

Verses 28–30 
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“After this, Jesus, knowing that all was now finished, said (to fulfill the Scripture), “I 
thirst.”… When Jesus had received the sour wine, he said, “It is finished,” and he 
bowed his head and gave up his spirit.” 

“Tetelestai — It is finished.” The perfect passive of teleō: the work has been completed and its 
completion stands. The same verb appears in 17:4 (“I glorified you on earth, having accomplished 
the work that you gave me to do”) and in 19:28 (“knowing that all was now finished”). The cross is 
not an interruption of the mission or an obstacle to it; it is the mission’s completion. Every thread of 
the Gospel — the signs, the discourses, the encounters, the prayers — has been leading to this 
one word. 

John’s description of the death is deliberate: Jesus “bowed his head and gave up his spirit.” The 
passive voice — “gave up” — renders the Greek paredoken to pneuma. The phrase is ambiguous: 
it can mean he surrendered his breath (expired) and it can mean he handed over the Spirit. Some 
interpreters, noting that paredoken is the same verb used for the handing over of the Spirit in 20:22, 
suggest that John intends a double meaning: in the moment of death, the Spirit is already in some 
sense being given. Whatever the full range of meaning, the death is presented as a sovereign act: 
Jesus does not simply die; he hands over what he was holding. 

tetelestai: it is finished, accomplished, brought to completion — the perfect passive of teleō; the 
cross is not the interruption of the mission but its fulfillment; the debt is paid, the work is complete, 
the hour has reached its telos 

 

John 19:31–42 — The Death and Burial 

Verses 31–37 

“But one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once there came out 
blood and water. He who saw it has borne witness — his testimony is true, and he 
knows that he is telling the truth — that you also may believe.” 

The Preparation Day and the approaching Sabbath create the urgency behind the request to break 
the legs of those crucified. Breaking the legs (crurifragium) accelerated death by removing the 
ability to push up for breath. The soldiers find Jesus already dead and do not break his legs — 
fulfilling, John notes, the Scripture about the Passover lamb: “not one of his bones will be broken” 
(Exodus 12:46; Psalm 34:20). Jesus is the Passover Lamb, whose bones are to remain intact even 
in death. 

The piercing of the side and the flow of blood and water is the most vigorously attested eyewitness 
testimony in the Gospel. John breaks out of narrative mode to address the reader directly: “He who 
saw it has borne witness — his testimony is true, and he knows that he is telling the truth — that 
you also may believe.” The insistence is significant: the flow of blood and water proves that Jesus 
was genuinely, physically dead. This matters against the Docetic view (popular in some early 
communities) that Jesus did not truly die because he was not truly human. John will have none of it: 
the death is real; the body is real; the blood and water are real. 

The theological significance of the blood and water has generated centuries of interpretation. The 
most common reading (found in many early Fathers) sees an allusion to the two great sacraments: 
the water of baptism and the blood of Eucharist, flowing from the side of the crucified Christ. 
Whether or not this is John’s primary intention, it captures something true about the Gospel: the 
church’s life — its initiation and its sustenance — flows from the wounded side of the crucified Lord. 

martyria: testimony, witness — the Evangelist steps into his own narrative to assert the truth of 
the eyewitness account; the physical reality of Jesus’ death is the foundation of the resurrection 
testimony; history, not myth, is the gospel’s ground 

 



 13 

Verses 38–42 

“Nicodemus also, who earlier had come to Jesus by night, came bringing a mixture 
of myrrh and aloes, about seventy-five pounds in weight. So they took the body of 
Jesus and bound it in linen cloths with the spices, as is the burial custom of the 
Jews.” 

The burial is performed by two men who had been secret disciples: Joseph of Arimathea, who asks 
Pilate for the body, and Nicodemus, who first appeared in chapter 3 as the teacher of Israel who 
came to Jesus by night. Their coming forward at the cross is the coming of the night into the light — 
the reversal of the pattern set in Nicodemus’ first appearance. The cross has what the ministry 
could not achieve in secret: it draws out of hiding those who believed but would not confess. 

The quantity of spices — a hundred pounds (litra) of myrrh and aloes — is enormous, fit for a royal 
burial. John’s detail is deliberate: this is not the hasty interment of an executed criminal but the 
honoring of a King. The new tomb in the garden near the place of crucifixion is another detail with 
resonances: the creation began in a garden; the new creation will begin in a garden too. When 
Mary Magdalene mistakes the risen Jesus for the gardener, she is not entirely wrong. The chapter 
ends with the sealed tomb. But the Gospel does not. 

 

End of Commentary: Gospel of John, Chapters 16–19 


