The Questions of Pilate for Today #2

“What Is Truth?”

John 18:36-38


Every so often somebody will ask me a question that stops me in my tracks. Usually is has to do with the meaning of a word that I use often, but don’t take the time to define. Recently I was asked by a member of our church family, “What do you mean by ‘blasphemy’?” I had to stop and think…it’s a term I use all the time, but when was the last time I had to think about what it really meant?


Often the words asked about are simple words; perhaps they can be taken in several different ways, and the questioner wants to know precisely how the term is meant. Last week we examined such a case with the word “king.” To the Jewish establishment of Jesus’ day it meant one thing; to the Romans it meant something else; and to our Lord it meant something entirely different. Before Jesus could answer Pontius Pilate’s question, “Are you the King of the Jews?” He had to define what was meant by the word “king.”


As we continue to consider the questions of Pilate for today, we come to a brief, yet profound question from the Roman governor directed to Jesus. To see the context, let’s review John 18:36-38,

Jesus said, “My kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight to prevent my arrest by the Jews. But now my kingdom is from another place.” 
“You are a king, then!” said Pilate. 

Jesus answered, “You are right in saying I am a king. In fact, for this reason I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.” 

“What is truth?” Pilate asked.

There it is. Three simple words: “What is truth?” This is a term people are generally familiar with—we use it in everyday language quite often. But do we really know what it means?


Let me begin by distinguishing two terms that are close to each other but are not identical: “true” and “truth.” There is a fundamental difference in these words that must be understood. If something is “true,” then it is consistent with an accepted standard. For example, the floor beneath your feet consists of tiles. When the tiles were purchased, the box claimed they were one-foot-square tiles. If you were to take a ruler and measure the tiles, and they measured twelve inches by twelve inches, then the tile would be “true,” for they are consistent with the accepted standard of “one foot.”


“Truth,” on the other hand, is the standard itself. In the example above, the ruler is the truth, by which the tiles can be measured to see if they are true. Without a standard of truth, nothing can be said to be true. Imagine if by “one foot” we mean the length of a person’s foot from heel to toe. To some a “foot” might be twelve inches, to another it is nine inches, and to another it is fifteen inches—there would be no consistency! All such measurements would be meaningless without some consistent, agreed upon standard.

The Meaning of Truth

So what is the meaning of truth? In the ancient world, the basic idea of truth was much like our own. It is fact as opposed to falsehood, reality as opposed to mere appearance. When speaking with Pilate, Jesus was not describing truth as an ethical virtue or a philosophical concept, but as an actuality.

Many in our culture, however, do not believe truth exists at all. Dr. Mark Hanna notes that we face two harmful yet widely held assumptions today:

1) It is doubtful that there is such a thing as truth; but if there is, it cannot be known.
2) If there is such a thing as truth, it is very unlikely that there is any religious truth.

Perhaps you have heard someone use the word “agnostic.” Contrary to popular opinion, the words “agnostic” and “atheist” are not the same. An atheist believes that there is no God; an agnostic believes that we cannot know if there is a God or not. (The word agnostic comes from two Greek words: a-, which is a prefix meaning “not” or “un”, and gnosis, which means “knowledge.” (The next time someone brags to you that they are agnostic, you can always reply, “So you don’t know anything?”)

Basic to a worldly conception of truth is the idea that truth is ever shifting. What was true yesterday may not be true today, and what is true today may be set aside tomorrow. In an age of discovery and developing technology, it is said that science textbooks are obsolete by the time they are typeset, printed, and bound. Improvements in the computer world today become next month’s clearance sales. Can anything be said to be permanent nowadays?

If truth is considered shifting, then who determines what truth is at any given moment? For many, the essence of truth is situational; it depends on the situation. The truth of a person’s income may depend upon who wants to know: is it the IRS, my spouse, or my buddies at the bar? What is the truth of our economy’s situation? That depends—are you asking a Democrat or a Republican? And incumbent who wants to keep his or her job, or the challenger hoping to take that office? 

Perhaps more prevalent, though, is the theory that truth is subjective. Truth is determined by a person’s own opinion. This is why so many will respond to a Christian’s testimony, “I’m glad that worked for you.” They imply that it might not work for them. The battle cry of this approach to truth is, “Everyone (especially me) has a right to his own opinion!” Thus truth is relegated to the subjective opinion of each person. One can hear the echoes of Judges 21:25, “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit,” or as the kjv translates, “everyone did what was right in his own eyes.”
Some people are uncomfortable with formulating their own truth. For them, the media has provided the scientific method of collective subjectivity—public polls. Some time ago Time magazine asked the question, “Does Heaven exist?” Turning to the story itself, the reader is confronted with results of a poll. It is as though our response to any matter of fact as well as opinion is, “Take a poll!” Whatever response gains the most support—why, that must be right!

I can hear someone asking, “Isn’t that the way it’s supposed to be? Isn’t democracy biblical?” The answer to both questions is the same: No. 

Consider the Israelites in Numbers 13. From the edge of the Promised Land, twelve spies were sent into Canaan to observe and report. When they returned, ten of the twelve concluded they could not hope to conquer the land; only two believed that God would fulfill His promise. Think about the percentages: 83% to 17%. That is an overwhelming majority! How rare to get any group of people to be in that much agreement! But was the majority right?
Or think of the nation Israel in 1 Samuel 8. The people come to Samuel and say, “We want to be like everyone around us. (Implied: everyone can’t be wrong!) We want a king!” Had there been a vote, probably an overwhelming majority would have opted for the king. Was that the right choice? Hardly. 

Jesus taught in Matthew 7:13-14,

Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.

Which is the majority here? Those who take the wide gate and the broad road. But are they correct that this is the way to life? No, they will find destruction, while the minority who travels the narrow road through the small gate finds life.

How can this be? Given the Bible’s view of fallen human nature, it is doubtful that the majority is ever right. Because of sin, we are hopelessly lost and without a clue.

Truth is not what someone decides it will be (or a whole lot of someones). It is not situational, subjective, nor scientific. These human approaches to truth fail miserably.  As Proverbs 16:25 aptly summarizes the situation, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.”

What about the view that there is no such thing as truth? Frankly, the argument is absurd. We deal with truth all the time. Can you imagine a math class where the answer to the question, “2 + 2 =” depends on the situation? Or that every student can come up with a different answer, and all the answers are equally valid? Perhaps the class can take a vote, and the answer with the most votes is deemed correct? Absurd!


Getting back to the basic question, “What is truth?” The answer is, Truth is the standard by which all things are measured. Anything that is consistent with the standard is said to be true, regardless of human reasoning or majority opinion to the contrary.

The Manifestation of Truth

With that established as the meaning of truth, the next question arising is, “Where do I find truth?” For this we must discover the manifestation of truth.

The term “truth” appears over 220 times in the Bible. In these occurrences we discover four manifestations of truth.

The first is God the Father, called “the God of truth” twice in Isaiah 65:16. Psalm 31:5 states, “Into your hands I commit my spirit; redeem me, O Lord, the God of truth.” (Recall that Jesus uttered the first phrase of this verse to the Father as He died on the cross.) James 1:17 refers to, “the Father of lights, who does not change like shifting shadows.” (What does this say to those who claim truth is ever shifting?) What do we say to the pollsters who point to the majority opinion about truth? Paul states, “Let God be true, and every man a liar” (Rom. 3:4). So much for majority rule!

The second manifestation of truth is God the Son, or Jesus Christ. We read in John 1:14 and 17, 

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. …grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.

Jesus says of Himself in John 14:6, “I am the way, the truth, and the life…” Notice that Jesus does not simply say, “I am true,” but rather “I am the truth,” meaning that He is the standard by which anything can be measured to see if it is true. And since He is truth, His words are also the truth. Over 75 times in the gospels Jesus begins by saying, “I tell you the truth…” 

The third manifestation is God the Holy Spirit. Three times in John’s gospel Jesus promised to send to His followers “the Spirit of truth” who will “be with you forever” (14:16-17); “will testify about Me” (15:27); and “will guide you into all truth” (16:13). By separating the Spirit of truth from the God of truth is not meant to diminish the deity of the Holy Spirit. Rather it distinguishes the location of each: the Father and Son (both identified as “the truth”) are presently in Heaven; the Spirit of truth dwells within every believer. The genuine believer can be assured that the truth lives within them, for they possess the Spirit of truth.

Fourthly, we possess “the Word of truth,” the Bible itself. Psalm 119:160 says, “All your words are true; all your righteous laws are eternal.” The Bible is truth and it does not change. Jesus says simply in John 17:17 (speaking to the Father), “your word is truth.” James 1:18 says, “He chose to give us birth through the word of truth…”
How do we know the Bible is reliable? By considering its source. Paul says that, “All Scripture is inspired by God (literally ‘God-breathed’)…” (2Ti 3:16). Peter adds, “… no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2Pe 1:20-21). Since the Bible is God’s word—the God of truth—then we know that His Word must be truth. As the hymn writer put it,

O Word of God Incarnate, O Wisdom from on high,

O Truth unchanged, unchanging, O Light of our dark sky.

There exists, then, an objective and enduring truth. It is manifested in God the Father, God the Son who claimed, “I am the truth” and the Holy Spirit. We can know that truth exists because God exists. Furthermore, we can know what truth is, for God has revealed the truth in His Word, the Bible. God has preserved for us His revelation in the Scriptures—our Word of Truth. As Leon Morris writes, “Truth is characteristic of God, and it is only as we know God that we know truth. But we may know truth, for God has revealed it.”

The Moment of Truth

Now we return to the trial of Jesus before Pilate. In answer to the question, “Are You the King of the Jews?” Jesus replies that He is indeed a King, but His kingdom is a kingdom of truth. Pilate replies, “What is truth?” This is, if you will pardon the pun, his moment of truth.

What did Pilate mean by this question? What was his mindset? Scholars have debated this and put forth several possibilities, but in fact we do not know with what attitude Pilate asked this now-famous question. 

In his classic essay “Of Truth,” Francis Bacon wrote, “‘What is Truth?’ said jesting Pilate; and would not stay for an answer.” Perhaps the fact that Pilate turned away from Jesus at this point and returned to the Jewish leaders (John 18:38) is an indication of Pilate’s real attitude toward “truth.”
 Donald Carson comments,

Pilate abruptly terminates the interrogation with a curt and cynical question: What is truth?—and just as abruptly turns away, either because he is convinced there is no answer, or, more likely, because he does not want to hear it.


Rodney Whitacre agrees:

Pilate’s response, What is truth? (v. 38), is probably not a great philosophical remark, but a dismissal of the whole subject as irrelevant.
 

But we cannot be certain that Pilate was jesting or cynical. Perhaps he was sincere. For centuries before, Roman and Greek philosophers had discussed and debated this very question and had come to no settled conclusions. As Warren Wiersbe writes, “Whether Pilate was sneering or sighing as he asked the question, we do not know; so it would be unwise to pass judgment.”

The ironic truth of the matter, though, is that had he Pilate realized it, the answer to his question, whether prompted by cynicism, scorn, or sincere desire, was within arm’s reach of him, for Jesus was “the Way, the Truth, and the Life” (John 14:6). Pilate was facing the opportunity of a lifetime.
 And we know that he walked away from the opportunity to know the truth, and for the truth to set him free (John 8:31–32).

But this opportunity is still available to us. Leon Morris explains,

To know the truth is not to enter intellectual freedom as such, but it is to enter into the liberating experience of being disciples of the Lord, with all that that means in terms of freedom from sin and guilt, and of fellowship with and knowledge of God.


Well, the trial of Jesus is over, and we are well acquainted with its outcome; nevertheless, every man and woman since that time has a seat in the jury box. And we, like Pilate, must reach a verdict within our own hearts.
 Jesus has pre​sented His case. He has been clear with His answers. He offers to us the truth—in Himself and His Word.


We can decide that there is no such thing as absolute truth—that all truth is situational or subjective—even though common sense disagrees. We can determine to make our own way, to carve out our own truth, but in the end, where will it lead us? Or we can accept the truth that God has revealed, though the living Word and the written Word. We can know the truth, and the truth will make us free.


This is your moment of truth. How will you decide?
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