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The Last Sunday after Pentecost: The Feast of Christ the King: Proper 29 

Holy Trinity Church: November 25, 2018: John 18: 33-37 

The Kingdom of Man v. the Kingdom of God 

Preached 

By  

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

Have you ever been in a heated argument with someone and you just couldn't 

let the matter drop? You know the kind of argument I’m talking about when 

you just had to continue pressing home your point of view. Why? Because, 

you had to have the last word.  If you have ever been in a lively classroom 

discussion, you have discovered the importance of the class reaching some sort 

of resolution and conclusion to the arguments presented. Students will often 

look to the teacher to settle the matter. The teacher has the last word. It seems 

to me to be obvious how important it is to have the last word. However, we 

might think that a king is an old-fashioned and irrelevant image for an 

authority figure for the 21st Century, and that is probably accurate, 

nevertheless, before we throw this day out of our liturgical calendar, we ought 

to get behind the historical cobwebs of a king and look instead at what the 
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tradition of the church is really trying to communicate with this Sunday of 

Christ the King. 

Perhaps "King" isn't a helpful way to talk about Jesus in this day and age, 

but if we think of a king as someone who has the last word, who is the final 

authority and power in life, then celebrating Christ as King might begin to 

make more sense.  That is ultimately what this day is all about. When the 

church declares at the conclusion of the liturgical year that Christ is King, we 

are declaring that Christ has the last word. In a world where many are 

claiming to have the last word and be the final authority on everything from 

soup to nuts, the church declares that Jesus has the last word. He is the final 

authority and power in the universe. Christ is King!  

In this today’s gospel from John, Jesus and Pilate are locked in mortal 

combat. Both represent two very different ways of looking at power and 

authority in this world. Jesus represents the Kingdom of God. Pilate 

represents the Kingdom of Rome. In the Gospel of John, more than any of the 

gospels, Jesus is seen as strong, powerful and confident. In Jesus' trial before 

Pilate, we see these two kings and their kingdoms colliding. In the final 

analysis, only one can be king. Only one can have the last word; two 

kingdoms, two ways of life, two kinds of power, two kinds of authority, 
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continually pushing and colliding against one another, each trying to have the 

last word. One lives by the power of the sword. The other lives by the power 

of love. One is driven to accumulate wealth in a world where there is no such 

thing as too much money; in a world where scarcity is always looming over 

the horizon. The other announces, "Blessed are the poor." Everyone is 

wealthy. There is no need to accumulate more. There is unlimited abundance. 

One kingdom can never have enough money. The other kingdom loves to give 

money away.  One kingdom believes that the weak must serve the strong. The 

biggest guns and the most dollars do matter. The other kingdom believes that 

the strong must serve the weak. That the last shall be first and the first shall 

be last. One demands that everyone must get what they deserve. Justice is all 

that matters. The other dares to give people what they do not deserve, mercy 

and forgiveness and refuses to "get back" and refuses to "get even" are all 

that matter. One believes that everyone has got to prove them self. There are 

no shortcuts. There are always strings attached, obligations to be fulfilled and 

conditions to be met. The other dares to believe that everyone is the apple of 

God's eye, that everyone is a child of God and where we can dare to call God 

"Abba/Papa," that we don't have to prove anything to anyone just because 

God says so, just because God loves us so. 
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Two different kings, two different kingdoms, two different ways of life, two 

different perspectives on what really matters, two different voices each claim 

to have the last word. Who was right? Who was wrong? Only one could 

finally claim to be king. The other would eventually be exposed as a pretender 

a fraud.  

When this scene in the praetorium came to an end, the answer seemed clear. 

Pilate was king. He sentenced Jesus to death by crucifixion. He had the last 

word; and because Pilate had the last word, everything that Jesus 

represented, his claims for Himself and for God, would be exposed as an 

illusion, a fraud. All of this ridiculous talk of love and mercy, and forgiveness 

was just plain nonsense. If God was to have a last word, it was to be spoken by 

kings like Pilate. And that last word certainly was not mercy and forgiveness! 

Pilate and all that his kingdom represented in this world had the last word. So 

it seemed. But we know that the story didn't end there.  Unfortunately, our 

gospel story today does not finish the encounter between the two. I see this 

scene between Jesus and Pilate as one of the most dramatic showdowns in 

history. Jesus says to Pilate, “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.” Our reading ends here. In the very next verse, Pilate 

asks Jesus, “What is truth?” Can anyone tell me what Jesus said in response to 
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Pilate’s question? No you cannot! You cannot answer the question because 

Jesus said nothing. Christ the King said nothing. Pilate had the last word. 

And so, in the remainder of chapter 18 and Jesus' trial before Pilate, the trial 

takes on an unusual shape. Even though officially Jesus is on trial before 

Pilate, in John's way of telling it, the roles actually get reversed. Pilate is put 

on the defensive. Pilate has to justify himself. Pilate gets so unnerved and 

bewildered that finally he asks in desperation, "What is truth?" Everything 

that he had assumed to be true in his kingdom suddenly no longer seems so 

true in the presence of Jesus. Finally, with a sense of desperation, Pilate 

throws up his hands in frustration and gives Jesus to the mob for crucifixion. 

Jesus is the one who is really in control. Jesus is determined to have the last 

word. And he has the last word when, as King, Jesus compels Pilate to hand 

him over for crucifixion without having to say a word. I ask you to think 

about what it must have been like for Pilate to look into the face and eyes of 

Jesus and see truth incarnate standing before him convicting his conscience, 

forcing him to arrive at the realization that his kingdom and his entire life had 

been a lie. It must have been a shattering experience for Pontius Pilate. As 

Jesus hung there on the cross, Pilate had to have the last word again adding 

further insult to injury by posting over Jesus' head a sign of mockery: Jesus of 

Nazareth, King of Jews. In anger Pilate had to say to himself, Ah Ha! What a 
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king! What a pretender, this Jesus of Nazareth. I, Pontius Pilate and all that I 

represent in this world have the last word. And to the world, so it seemed. But 

we know that the story didn't end here.  Three days later Jesus rose from the 

dead. Pilate did not have the last word and from that moment on, history 

never hears a word or a message from Pontius Pilate again.  

God raised Jesus from the dead, thereby announcing to the world that Jesus 

was right. That sign Pilate posted over his head on the cross in mockery was 

actually true. Jesus is indeed King. Jesus does have the last word. Jesus is 

God's last word to the world. And Jesus is the word of mercy and Jesus is the 

word of forgiveness in a merciless and unforgiving world. Because Christ is 

King, because Jesus is God’s Word made flesh in this world, Jesus does indeed 

have the last word. Everything that Jesus claimed concerning God and human 

life and truth and good and evil was true! God can be trusted. We sinners are 

truly forgiven. Blessed are the meek and the poor and those persecuted for 

Jesus sake. Eternal life is now already ours because Jesus accomplished the 

work of our salvation one and for all on that cross. Because Jesus has the last 

word our lives must change. We cannot look truth in the face and not be 

changed. Life can no longer be lived the same. Because Jesus is the last word, 

Holy Trinity Church is able to express the Kingdom of God. Because Jesus 

has the last word here at Holy Trinity Church, the last word among us is and 
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must always be mercy and forgiveness. Because the last word is always among 

us we must be slow to judge and quick to forgive. Because the last word is  

among us we must be generous instead of stingy. Because the last word is 

among us we must welcome all into our midst with no strings attached. 

Because Jesus is the last word among us, we too are bold and confident we can 

dare to be a light in the darkness. We can dare to be the salt of the earth. We 

too can be the light of the world.  

Today, Christ our King challenges us and calls us to make a difference in this 

world every day of our lives. All too often we think that we can only do God's 

work by working within the institutional church, by singing in the choir, 

teaching Sunday school, giving our weekly offerings and pledges. But the most 

important work that we do is out there beyond the walls of Holy Trinity 

Church as Ambassadors of our King and go into the world Monday through 

Saturday; in our families, in our jobs, in our classrooms, in our communities, 

in our neighborhoods. It is in the world that we can dare to be so bold and 

confident because Jesus has the last word. Because Jesus is the living word 

among us we can dare to go against the grain of the world and not the grain of 

our souls.  
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My dear sisters and brothers in Christ let the witness of your life answer 

Pilate’s question, when the Kingdom of Man asks you, “What is truth?” Let 

your actions in the Kingdom of God say, “Jesus is Lord.” Amen. 


