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Introduction

	 Though the role of modern narratological 
approaches for understanding the text of the 
New Testament Gospels has been a topic of 
debate in New Testament studies, the contribu-
tion of these approaches has been emphasized 
over the course of at least the last thirty years.1 
Narrative-critical studies focus upon the immedi-

ate narrative world of the text and do not make 
any claims about the historical world behind 
the text. But this does not mean that narrative 
studies are disinterested in historical issues or 
attempt to overthrow the insights of historical 
criticism. Indeed, narratological studies supple-
ment or bring new insights to studies that are 
based on historical analysis alone.2 For narrato-
logical studies of the Gospel of John (or “Fourth 
Gospel”… hereafter “FG”) what have proved 
especially helpful in this regard are studies that 
elucidate FG’s motif of misunderstanding, sym-
bolism, and irony.3 Irony in the trial episode of 

	 The trial of Jesus before Pilate, as recorded in the Gospel of John (18:28–19:16), is well-known as 
containing two texts (18:28 and 19:14) considered important for understanding the historical chronol-
ogy of the Last Supper and the crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth. The present study argues that this 
focus on chronology within the first part of the trial (18:28–32), though important, is ultimately insuf-
ficient for determining what this text has to say about first-century Passover and the significance of 
Jesus’ person and work for readers today. Supplementing the insights of historical-critical analysis 
with a narrative-critical approach, the present study demonstrates that compound irony was likely 
encountered by first-century readers of this text who were familiar with Jewish customs of ritual 
purity, traditions surrounding the Passover, and the expectation of a coming Messiah. Such irony cri-
tiques the familiar power structures of the world, both in the first century and today. It points to a 
new Christian Passover in which the crucified Jesus gives life and is present with those who suffer.
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FG (18:28–19:16) elucidates and is elucidated by 
insights from the historical background of the 
text.4

	 Much has been written about the likely his-
torical chronology of the Last Supper and Jesus’ 
death in light of all four Gospel accounts, and 
it is not my purpose to reproduce that body of 
work.5 Instead, I would like to show that 18:28, 
no matter what it may indicate regarding the 
historic Last Supper and the timing of Jesus’ 
death, offers up more than mere data related 
to that chronology. Verse 28 begins a section of 
narrative that reinforces and brings to a climax 
what the implied reader6 in FG recognizes about 
Jesus and Jesus’ relationship to many of those 
who are called “the Jews” in this gospel. I will 
argue that, similar to what may also be found 
in John 9,7  the trial scene of Jesus before Pilate 
contains compound irony8   intended to be ob-
served by real readers of FG. This irony results 
in a series of indirect speech acts for “observ-
ers” of the irony in which Jesus’ accusers are 
“victims.”9 In the trial scene, verse 28 introduces 
the necessary components of this irony with a 
focus on the perceived need for ritual purity to 
participate in the Passover. As a result, actual 
readers of this text may be led to critique the 
actions of “the Jews” throughout the verses of 
the trial scene and see their celebration of Pass-
over and interpretation of no,moj in contrast to 
the Passover “hour” of Jesus and his testimony 
as true King of the Jews. The irony depicted is 
associated with Jesus’ accusers and the result-
ing theological emphasis in the text regarding 
Jesus’ identity and work is apparent even with-
out analysis of the historical context of Passover 
and the first-century concern for purity. Consid-
ered together, however, insights from historical 
and narratological analysis highlight the theolog-
ical emphases in the text and suggest concerns 

that link actual first-century readers of FG with 
readers today. 

Irony and the Gospel according to John
	 In discussing irony in FG it is important to 
understand what is at stake. I want to under-
stand irony in the trial scene of FG both accord-
ing to the wider use of irony in the Greco-Ro-
man world of the first century and the specific 
narratological context of the Prologue of FG. 
	 Actual readers of the trial episode in 18:28–
19:16 who read the entire gospel will have likely 
already encountered irony in the gospel’s Pro-
logue (cf. 1:10-11): “[The Logos] was in the world, 
and the world came into being through him, yet 
the world did not know him. He came to what 
was his own, and his own people did not ac-
cept him.” The world which the Logos created 
did not know the Logos, and the Logos’ “very 
own people” (oi~ i;dioi) did not accept him. Two 
aspects of this text warrant attention: 1) The 
Prologue generalizes what FG says about the 
people who encountered Jesus in part because 
of its unique eschatological orientation, and 2) 
the irony in question here is paradoxical rather 
than sarcastic. I will now examine each of these 
two facets of Johannine irony in greater detail. 
	 First, the recurring conditions for irony in 
FG include repeated generalization regarding 
Jesus’ own people, “the Jews,” who are its most 
frequent target. FG can even be said at times 
to create a caricature in its presentation of the 
Jews that serves its own theological interests.  
Though 1:10–11 states that the Logos’ “very own 
people” did not accept him, in actuality all of Je-
sus’ early disciples and most of those who follow 
Jesus in FG are Jews (e.g., 1:47) and so to some 
extent representatives of the Old Testament 
people of God. These are Jesus’ own people, for 
Jesus himself is characterized as a Jew/Judean 
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(4:9). When the Prologue states that Jesus’ own 
people did not accept him, it is therefore paint-
ing with broad brush strokes and speaking of 
the nation Israel, These are “the Jews” who ac-
cuse Jesus and turn him over to be crucified (e.g., 
18:31–32). But FG, in understanding Jesus as 
Logos and therefore as the life and light of man-
kind, depicts Jesus’ earthly ministry as a time 
when Jesus calls people to align themselves with 
one of two antitheses: light or dark; life or death; 
belonging to Jesus and receiving his Word or 
rejecting him. Some scholars have identified an 
antithetical worldview in FG and understand it 
to reflect a conversation with the radical cosmic 
dualism of either incipient Gnostic traditions 
beginning to appear already in the early first 
century at places like Qumran, or syncretistic 
Hellenistic religions primarily prevalent outside 
Palestine. Whatever the historical context, in 
FG there is indeed a profound contrast, both be-
tween Jesus and the Jews who reject him and 
between Jesus’ life-giving Word and the Jewish 
authorities’ interpretation of their Law. Though 
FG is also capable of offering a more nuanced 
portrayal of Jews who are drawn to Jesus such 
as Nicodemus (3:1–14, 7:50–52; 19:38–42) and 
disciples who deny him such as Peter (18:15–18, 
25–27), irony observed in the Prologue typifies 
what readers encounter in the trial scene and 
elsewhere in FG where“the Jews”accuse 
Jesus of blasphemy and eventually put him to 
death.
	 Second, when we speak of irony in FG that 
arises from the inability of characters in the nar-
rative to recognize Jesus for the person he truly 
is we are primarily concerned with what might 
be best described as paradox rather than sar-
casm.  John 1:10–11 passes on important infor-
mation about the Logos and his rejection by the 
world but it also hints at an attitude behind the 

words of the Prologue that sees what the world 
didn’t know and what the Logos’ people didn’t 
do as tragically unexpected.10 What should not 
have happened actually happened. This paradox 
will elicit an indirect speech act from many of 
its actual readers. It will direct their attention to 
a discrepancy between what is and what should 
have been, and in so doing cause them to be 
drawn to the Logos and to sense the yearning of 
God for the people of the world.  But this thing 
that should not have happened also resulted in 
the “lifting up” of Jesus, the glory of the Logos 
(1:14). Now “as many as who received” Jesus are 
given authority to be children of God. So the ul-
timate irony of the Prologue and the Gospel as a 
whole is that God’s love for the world is able to 
triumph over the tragedy of the world’s misun-
derstanding (3:15–16). The paradox that under-
lies the entire Gospel culminates in the arrest, 
trial and lifting up of Jesus Christ, the hour of 
Jesus and the moment that his glory is revealed. 
	 To be sure, the text of FG itself and the 
Prologue in particular provide the crucial her-
meneutical key for understanding the irony 
of FG, but this gospel exists within the larger 
Greco-Roman world in which the tradition of 
Greek tragedy would have made irony familiar 
for many of its first- and second-century re-
cipients. Though far removed from the heyday 
of classical Greek literature in the 5th century 
BCE, the Gospel of John, likely written for Gen-
tiles and Jewish Christians immersed in the 
Hellenistic world, seems cognizant of several as-
pects of Greek drama. This includes the conven-
tion of irony, especially dramatic irony. Not only 
the ancient Greeks, but most ancient peoples 
were sensitive to unexpected reversals of for-
tune. The Greek philosopher Aristotle famously 
identified these reversals in ancient drama, 
which were often accompanied by moments 



26

ルーテル学院研究紀要　No. 46　2012

when their characters made important discover-
ies, as περιπέτειαι (Aristotle, Poet. 10.3).  Perip-
eteiai are the jolting turns of events that form 
the foundation of both tragic and comedic nar-
rative…when the mighty are brought low and 
the humble are exalted. Dramatic irony occurs 
when an audience or congregation experiences 
these reversals in the narrative and therefore 
has prior knowledge of an outcome not privy to 
the characters in the narrative themselves.
	 In the Scriptures, dramatic reversals either 
occur or are predicted to occur as real events 
guided and controlled by Yahweh. For example, 
in the Hebrew Bible Joseph is sold into slavery 
(Gen 37:28). But through the rescue of Yahweh
─an important peripeteia─Joseph, the young-
est brother, becomes a success in Egypt. He is 
promoted by Pharaoh as a royal official by the 
time his older brothers come to Egypt to buy 
food (Gen 41:39–45). This scene from the book 
of Genesis, where Joseph’s brothers, not know-
ing that Joseph is in fact the royal official before 
whom they stand helpless, is a moment in which 
people hearing the text are invited to experi-
ence dramatic irony. They know what Joseph’s 
brothers do not: that Joseph is the royal official 
before whom the brothers tremble. So both an-
cient Greeks and Jews, in different ways, invited 
audiences to grieve and be humbled by the fall 
of the mighty, to rejoice in the elevation of the 
humble, and to learn something about the divine 
through the use of dramatic irony. 
	 The trial and crucifixion in FG is narrated 
in line with a similar interest. The authorities 
who seek the death of Jesus are unaware of who 
Jesus truly is. They succeed in having him tor-
tured and even put to death. Jesus’ disciples are 
scattered and hide, fearing for their lives. But a 
wonderful peripeteia…Jesus’ resurrection...is in 
store. The Jewish authorities’ misunderstanding 

of Jesus’ person and work focuses attention on 
Jesus’ death as the revelation of who Jesus is 
and what he came to accomplish. 
	 With this brief introduction to Johannine 
irony, we now turn our attention to the use of 
irony in the trial episode in FG. 
	
The Trial of Jesus before Pilate in John and the 
Synoptic Gospels
	 Jesus’ trial before Pilate is recorded in all 
four canonical Gospels (Matt 27:1–2, 11–26; Mark 
15:1–15; Luke 23:1–5, 13–25) and underlies two 
of the most fundamental ecumenical Christian 
creeds.11 Difference of opinion exists among 
scholars about the precise nature of the relation-
ship between the passion narratives of John and 
the other gospels and the extent to which either 
a common tradition or source would have been 
available to all four. Brown,12 Bultmann,13 and 
Dodd14 argue that the passion narrative in FG 
is ultimately independent of the present form of 
the Synoptics whereas Zahn,15 and more recent-
ly Barrett16 and Neirynck,17 make the case that 
John is in some measure dependent on a written 
form of Mark. But no matter what determina-
tion is made regarding the relationship between 
the Synoptic Gospels and John, the high con-
centration of similar material in all four gospels 
argues in favor for what is often overlooked: 
much of Jesus’ trial before Pilate in all four 
gospels is the same. In FG, as in the Synoptics, 
Jesus is led to Pilate in the early morning (Matt 
27:1–2; Mark 15:1; John 18:28), and is accused be-
fore Pilate of calling himself “king of the Jews” 
(Matt 27:11; Mark 15:2; Luke 22:2–3; John 18:33).  
Jesus neither immediately confirms nor denies 
this with the ambiguous reply, “You say so” 
(σὺ  λέγεις: Matt 27:11; Mark 15:2; Luke 23:3; John 
18:37). In all four accounts Pilate is reluctant 
to sentence Jesus to death, finding him guilty 
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of having done nothing wrong (Matt 27:23–24; 
Mark 15:14; Luke 23:4, 14, 22; John 18:38, 19:4, 
6). In all four accounts an insurrectionist named 
“Barabbas” is considered for release in place of 
Jesus, but the crowd clamors for Jesus’ crucifix-
ion anyway (Matt 27:15–18, 20–23; Mark 15:6–15; 
Luke 23:18–25; John 18:39–40, 19:6–7). In all four 
accounts Pilate orders Jesus to be flogged (Matt 
27:26; Mark 15:15; Luke 23:22,18 John 19:1) and in 
all four accounts he ultimately succumbs to the 
crowd in ordering Jesus to be crucified (Matt 
27:26; Mark 15:15; Luke 23:24–25; John 19:16). 
	 Still, the unique features of the trial before 
Pilate in FG are important not only for under-
standing details surrounding the historic cruci-
fixion of Jesus of Nazareth in the early first cen-
tury CE, but for recognizing the confession of 
the resurrected Christ by early Christians who 
emerged as a movement within Judaism of the 
Second Temple Period. 1) In FG Jesus’ accus-
ers defer from entering the Praetorium where 
Pilate interrogates Jesus (cf. 18:33, 19:9) lest 
they contract ritual impurity (18:28), whereas in 
the Synoptic Gospels Jesus’ accusers are pres-
ent during Pilate’s interrogation (contrast Matt 
27:12–14; Mark 15:2–5; Luke 23:2–5). 2) FG al-
ludes by name to the Passover celebration that 
coincides with Jesus’ trial three times (18:28, 39, 
and 19:14) while Matthew and Mark indirectly 
mention Passover only once and Luke not at all 
(contrast  kata. de. e`orth.n ( Matt 27:15 and Mark 
15:6). 3) FG contains two extended dialogues 
between Jesus and Pilate (18:33–38 and 19:9–11) 
that build upon the more taciturn Jesus in the 
Synoptics (contrast Matt 27:11, Mark 15:2, Luke 
22:3). 4) In FG, Pilate’s interrogation of Jesus is 
woven into several scenes between Pilate and 
Jesus’ accusers. As the episode in FG progress-
es, Pilate becomes more and more convinced 
of Jesus’ innocence (18:38; 19:4, 6, 12) and Jesus’ 

accusers put increasing pressure on Pilate to 
hand Jesus over to death (18:30; 19:7, 12). 5) The 
soldiers’ mocking of Jesus is moved up into the 
trial scene in FG (19:1–3), whereas in the Synop-
tic Gospels it appears immediately following the 
trial scene (contrast Matt 27:27–31 and Mark 
15:16–20). 6) FG contains historical details re-
garding the location of the trial that are missing 
from the Synoptic Gospels: Jesus’ interrogation 
inside the Praetorium (18:28, 33, 19:9) and Pilate’s 
sentencing of Jesus at “Gabatha” (19:13).19 Finally, 
7) in FG Jesus’ sentencing accompanies the cry 
by his accusers that their king is the emperor 
(19:15), a detail not found in other gospels.      
	 Since the focus here is especially on irony 
that victimizes Jesus’ accusers in the trial epi-
sode, features 1, 2, 4, 5, and 7 in FG’s three-part 
treatment of the trial pertain. The trial is often 
analyzed according to a six- or seven-part struc-
ture defined by Pilate’s interaction with Jesus 
on the inside of the Praetorium and his interac-
tion with Jesus’ Jewish accusers on the outside.20 
While this proposed division of the text is help-
ful for understanding the interaction between 
Pilate and either Jesus or his accusers as a 
series of distinct scenes, my purpose is to hone 
in on Jesus’ accusers and understand how their 
unfolding character in this portion of narrative 
propels the action of the trial scene forward. 
The seven scenes of 18:28–19:16 may therefore 
be divided into three main sections of approxi-
mately 9 verses each corresponding to 1) three 
mentions of “to. pa,sca,,” 2) three distinct stages 
in Pilate’s deliberation, and 3) three replies or 
groupings of replies of the Jews to Pilate in 
which the former are victims of compound iro-
ny.21  I divide the text as follows: 18:28–38a, 38b 
–19:7, and 19:8–16.22 Though an extended study 
of the entire trial would be revealing, due to 
limited space I will highlight the first instance 
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of compound irony in 18:28–32 and consider its 
implications for the unique presentation of Jesus 
and his mission found in the trial episode in FG.

Compound Irony in 18:28–32

	 Irony in the trial before Pilate in FG is noth-
ing new. Actual readers of FG have identified 
situational irony throughout the trial episode 
since at least the time of the Church Fathers. 
Contemporary readers of FG need not be con-
versant with the traditions of early Judaism to 
perceive this irony. Those who encounter this 
irony are invited to critique both Jesus’ accusers 
and their understanding of their institutions.  
	 Further study of this irony, however, eluci-
dates the dynamic of the trial scene in particu-
lar and highlights the Christology of FG. First, 
contemporary narratological studies have clas-
sified various types of irony in the drama and 
narrative of the ancient world. Two varieties of 
irony that pertain here are the irony of “self-be-
trayal” and “dramatic irony.”23 The irony of self-
betrayal is a subset of situational irony in which 
someone, by what s/he says or does, “exposes 
unawares his [/her] own ignorance, weakness, 
errors, or follies.”24 Dramatic irony, by contrast, 
is not focused exclusively on victims of irony 
that incriminate themselves by their words or 
actions, but on victims of irony and their rela-
tionship to others in light of events that swirl 
around them and happen to them, events of 
which an audience or reader may be aware but 
the victim is not.25 Ito notes that the combination 
of these two types of irony is not uncommon in 
John and refers to their occurrence together in 
John 9:16 as “two sides of the same coin.”26 Sec-
ond, contemporary narratological studies sug-
gest that irony encountered by actual readers of 
the trial scene today can be further elucidated 

once the likely historical background to the cel-
ebration of Passover, the laws of ritual purity, 
and Messianic expectations in the first century 
lying behind 18:28–19:16 are examined. Doing so 
draws a sharp contrast between the appearance 
of matters that concern Jesus’ accusers with the 
truth of matters associated with Jesus and his 
testimony.  
	 We therefore turn our attention to a brief 
historical investigation of the likely first-century 
context of ritual purity before examining the 
irony of self-betrayal in this text and its signifi-
cance for Jesus’ person and work in the trial 
episode as a whole.  
	
Purity, Passover, and the Irony of Self-Betrayal 
	 The trial scene of Jesus before Pilate opens 
with two details not found in the Synoptic Gos-
pels. First, we read that Jesus’ accusers “did not 
enter the Praetorium in order to avoid ritual 
defilement and be able to eat the Passover” 
(18:28). Second, when asked by Pilate why they 
are turning Jesus over for trial, Jesus’ accusers 
refuse to provide a direct answer saying, “If this 
one were not [guilty] of wrong-doing we would 
not have handed him over to you” (18:31). 
	 Since the irony of self-betrayal in 18:28–32 
concerns both ritual purity and customs associ-
ated with Passover in the first century CE, a 
brief consideration of the likely historic back-
ground of both will enable the irony of self-
betrayal in this text to come alive for readers 
today.  
	 Flavius Josephus, a first-century historian 
and hagiographer, interpreting Ezra 6:19–22 
(cf. 1 Esdras 7:10–13) records that the people 
of Israel celebrated Passover early in the sec-
ond temple period while purifying themselves 
(ἁγνεύοτας) and mentions that they gathered in 
great crowds to the feast on the “eighth day of 



29

Compound Irony and “True Passover” in John 18：28-19：16

the month Xanthicus” [Nisan] (Ant. 11.109–110).  
At the opposite end of the second temple period 
in 70 CE, he writes that “on the 14th of Xanthi-
cus” Eleazar admitted people into the temple 
court who were armed, though specifically 
mentions that many of them were not purified 
(ἄναγνοι) (J.W. 5.98–100).  First-century read-
ers familiar with these customs would have 
understood that Jesus’ accusers in the text have 
already performed the necessary rituals of pu-
rification prior to Passover (cf. 11:55–57) and do 
not want to now become liable to defilement. 
The precise nature of impurity that would have 
prevented them from entering the temporary 
residence of the Roman prefect in Jerusalem at 
Passover is unclear for us today27 and may have 
eluded many of the gospel’s first recipients as 
well. The Jews’ apprehension could be seen as 
connected with the prospect, however limited, of 
corpse impurity.28 Gentiles were thought to bury 
aborted fetuses in their homes, and so by com-
pletely avoiding the interior of the Praetorium 
the chief priests are depicted observing a pre-
caution against contamination that might have 
barred them from festival events for a lengthy 
seven-day period.29 There is also the possibility 
that Jewish leaders in FG were understood by 
first-century readers as wanting to limit their 
contact with Gentiles whom they believed to be 
morally impure through idolatrous practices.30 
No matter the precise understanding of the pu-
rity law in question, Jesus’ trial is characterized 
from the beginning by a concern for ritual pu-
rity believed by Jesus’ accusers to be necessary 
for the proper observance of the Passover feast. 
	 The association between this concern for 
ritual purity and irony in the FG comes into 
sharp relief once we probe the first-century 
concern for ritual purity a bit further. Managing 
the sacred and profane, clean and unclean was 

important in Jesus’ day. Scholars have debated 
the extent to which Jesus either reinterprets or 
abolishes the distinction between ritually clean 
and unclean outside FG (cf. Mark 7:15 and par-
allels; Matt 23:25; Gos. of Thom. 14; and Frag-
ment Oxyrynchus 840), but most agree that the 
purity logion recorded in Mark is original31 and 
all understand that Jesus prioritized moral or 
ethical purity over ritual or cultic purity. In FG 
we do not find Jesus openly debating the Phari-
sees over matters of ritual purity as he does in 
the Synoptics. But Jesus does, at times, use the 
customary symbols of Jewish ritual purification 
to work a miraculous sign, such as the water 
at Cana (2:6) or the pool of Siloam (9:7, 11).32  
Elsewhere in FG we see that it is Jesus’ word 
that purifies and consecrates (15:3; 17:17, 19; cf. 
13:10).  In the context of Passover, this purifying 
and consecrating stands in opposition to what 
the Jews do to make themselves ritually clean 
(ἁγνίσωσιν; 11:55–57).  Notable also for the first 
century reader of FG is that in the Hebrew Bi-
ble (e.g., Exod 23:1–8), the Temple Scroll of Qum-
ran, and later rabbinical literature, judicial judg-
ments made deceitfully or without due process 
are specifically denounced.33 As a form of prohib-
ited impurity, unjust judgments were even tied 
to Israel losing the land of its inheritance, and 
death.34 Lest actual readers of FG be unaware of 
this historical background to the trial of Jesus, 
the text of FG actually underlines the injustice 
of a rush to judgment against Jesus through the 
leader of the Jews, Nicodemus: “μὴ ὁ νόμος ἡμω〜ν 

κρίνει τὸν ἄνθρωπον ἐάν μὴ ἀκούση πρω〜 τον παρʼ 
αὐτου〜  καὶ γνω〜  τί ποιει〜” (7:51). Sentencing an in-
nocent man to death, as the implied reader of 
FG perceives Jesus’ accusers to be doing, was 
for many of the gospel’s first-century readers, a 
crime, an act of “prohibited impurity,”35 whereas 
ritual impurity, unlike the immoral act, could at 



30

ルーテル学院研究紀要　No. 46　2012

times be set aside.  
	 The brief historical inquiry above has eluci-
dated the irony of self-betrayal that many first-
century readers of the trial scene were likely to 
encounter. Jesus’ accusers actually avoid permit-
ted impurity in order to violate the laws of pro-
hibited impurity. To the extent that FG offers 
up a critique of unbelief and a polemic against 
specifically Jewish institutions of the first 
century, it is highly likely that this irony was 
intentional on the part of the Gospel’s author, 
the “ironist.” Jesus’ accusers are the victims or 
target of the author’s irony. The irony results in 
an indirect speech act that causes some readers, 
especially those familiar with the Christian pri-
ority of ethical over cultic purity to critique the 
actions of Jesus’ accusers at the outset of the 
trial before Pilate. Not only are the priorities of 
Jesus’ accusers misplaced. Their observance of 
Passover appears a sham. Their interpretation 
of their no,moj, demonstrated by their concern 
with maintaining ritual purity in the face of 
committing an injustice, is wrong.
	 How does the portrayal of Jesus’ accusers 
in 18:28 match what the implied reader in FG al-
ready recognizes about many of those referred 
to as Jews in the narrative of FG? We might 
say that the irony of self-betrayal to be encoun-
tered in 18:28 and the image it gives of Jesus’ 
opponents in the trial before Pilate is like a mu-
sical theme in the finale of a symphony.  Here, 
where the theme of Jesus’ true identity in FG 
swells, the discordant notes played by the self-
incriminating opponents of Jesus likewise rise in 
crescendo one last time. The implied reader re-
calls how there are some among the Jews who 
misunderstand Jesus and repeatedly attempt to 
kill him (cf. 5:17–18; 7:1; 8:59; 9:22; 10:31, 33, 39; 
11:8; 11:47–54; 12:9–11). In 18:28–32 Jesus’ Jewish 
accusers follow up on what the implied reader 

knows is their plan to kill Jesus. Despite their 
concern for ritual purity before Passover, their 
inability to produce an accusation against Jesus 
in this stage of the proceedings (18:30) demon-
strates the injustice at the root of the trial. As 
a result, the pa,sca in 18:28 which the implied 
reader knows the Jews will eat but Jesus will 
not marks the tragic and inevitable rupture 
between Jesus and his accusers. It echoes the 
theme regarding the Logos’ own people already 
described in the Prologue (1:10–11). 
	 In this way, the gospel’s actual readers, 
understanding the gap between the ignorance 
of Jesus’ accusers and the truth of Jesus’ testi-
mony, are invited to see what the Jews in the 
narrative cannot: that Jesus is king of Israel and 
his word is true. Jesus, and no longer the no,moj 
of Israel alone, is the true source of life.
	
Passover, Messianic Expectations and Dramat-
ic Irony 
	 Related to, yet distinct from this irony of 
self-betrayal, dramatic irony may also be en-
countered by actual readers of 18:28–32. Such 
dramatic irony arises out of what the implied 
reader already knows about Jesus’ true identity. 
As was the case with the irony of self-betrayal, 
this irony again works against its victims (the 
Jews), but it also whispers something about the 
hidden identity of the defendant in this trial 
which is hidden to Jesus’ accusers yet known 
to the implied reader in FG. Jesus’ identity be-
comes increasingly clear as events in the trial 
unfold. But already a hint of Jesus’ identity in 
18:28–32 is given in this text: “[This was] in or-
der that the word of Jesus might be filled up 
when [Jesus] spoke indicating by what death he 
was about to die” (18:32). 
	 To more fully appreciate the contribution 
of dramatic irony in illustrating Jesus’ identity 
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and work I will once again consider the likely 
first-century observance of Passover, only this 
time it is necessary to first understand what 
aspect of Jesus’ identity remains unknown or 
unrecognized by Jesus’ accusers in the trial 
episode. Once that picture begins to develop we 
will then be in a position to consider what the 
first recipients of FG might have believed and 
confessed about Jesus and how this confession 
could have been shaped by the early Christian 
understanding and celebration of Passover. 
	 The implied reader knows what Jesus’ ac-
cusers in the narrative do not: Jesus and others 
have given testimony that Jesus is the Son of 
God (1:34, 49; 3:16, 18; 5:19–26, 6:40, 10:36, 11:4, 
27; 14:13, 17:1, cf. 20:31). FG even suggests that 
“king,” properly conceived, may also be applied 
to Jesus (1:49; 12:13, 15; cf. 18:36). But those who 
judge according to appearances misunderstand 
the nature of Jesus’ kingship (6:12; cf. 18:33, 19:3, 
14, 19–21) and Jesus does not embrace the term 
(e.g., contrast 18:37 with 4:26).  All of this under-
lies the important observation that 18:28–32 in-
troduces dramatic irony that recurs throughout 
the trial of Jesus and victimizes Jesus’ Jewish 
accusers again both in their desire to release 
Barabbas (18:38–40) and forswear allegiance to 
any king but the emperor (19:15). This dramatic 
irony ultimately leads up to Pilate’s declaration 
that Jesus is “King of the Jews.” 
	 Jesus’ identity as king, and therefore as “Son 
of God” (19:7), has important theological ramifica-
tions in the New Testament gospels, and this 
is especially so for FG. Space does not permit a 
detailed investigation of the term here.36 Suffice 
it to say that “Son of God” in FG is not an exclu-
sively Messianic title, at least in so far as “Mes-
siah” had likely come to be understood in Jesus’ 
day. In FG it appears to have connotations of 
both envoy/servant of God as well as some sort 

of shared identity with God beyond what an 
ordinary envoy would have enjoyed. In using 
the formulaic words “this was in order that the 
word of Jesus might be filled up,” the author of 
FG is setting Jesus’ word alongside Scripture 
and the word of God the Father through the 
prophets (compare 12:38, 13:18, 15:25, 17:12, 18:9, 
19:24, 36). The νόμος of the Jews, though Jesus’ 
accusers misunderstand it and do not recognize 
what it says, is one with Jesus’ own testimony 
that he is the Son of God (19:7; cf. 5:39). The 
Father’s will and purpose that events should un-
fold the way they do is therefore one with that 
of Jesus. 
	 Two prior scenes in FG may be briefly 
mentioned as setting the stage for the dramatic 
irony associated with the trial episode. They 
concern details that the implied reader recog-
nizes as related to Jesus, identified as king or 
Son of God, at the Passover. The first scene is 
the feeding of 5,000 in Galilee (6:1–15) which in 
FG is said to occur at a time that is “near the 
Passover” (6:4). This setting evokes the image of 
Sinai with the mention of a mountain that Jesus 
ascends (6:3). The sign is narrated prior to a ser-
mon of Jesus in John 6 where Jesus speaks of 
the food that was multiplied as symbolic of true 
bread that the Father will give (6:32), which is, 
of course, Jesus himself. After the multiplication, 
distribution, and gathering of the remains of the 
loaves and fishes, the crowd believes Jesus to 
be “the prophet coming into the world” and at-
tempts to take him by force, to “make him king” 
(6:14–15). Jesus flees to prevent this from hap-
pening, for he is not to be a king who merely 
provides food that perishes (6:21) as they think. 
He and his words are for eternal life (6:62–69). 
A second episode of interest in FG that sets the 
stage for dramatic irony in the trial episode is 
Jesus’ triumphal entry to Jerusalem just prior to 
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the Passover feast and the acclamation of him 
as king by the crowd (12:12, 15). The kingship 
of Jesus in this text is even more obvious in FG 
than in any of the other gospels, for only John 
includes the words ὁ βασιλεὺς του〜  ’Iσραήλ. The 
addition is likely an allusion to Zeph 3:15 (LXX).37 
Only in FG is Jesus’ triumphal entry associated 
with the raising of Lazarus, where Jesus has 
overcome death and the impurity of the tomb 
just before the Passover (11:39–40; 12:1), and 
only here is he welcomed to Jerusalem as king 
for having done so (12:18). Consequently, for the 
implied reader of the trial episode, Jesus, in the 
context of Passover, has already been demon-
strated to be a king who has overcome death 
and impurity and whose word is life-giving in a 
way that Torah is not.
	 How might actual first-century Christian 
readers have understood the dramatic irony 
encountered in 18:28–32 that culminates in the 
proclamation of Jesus as king by Pilate at the 
Passover? This is impossible to know for cer-
tain. Still, rabbinical instructions recorded after 
the first century, even though they cannot be 
used as authoritative for understanding the 
historical background of New Testament gos-
pels produced near the end of the first century, 
underscore clues to the confession of the early 
church revealed in New Testament texts that 
we might otherwise miss. First, we find that in 
the later rabbinical literature an association is 
made between Passover and the eschatological 
reign of God that appears to be borne out in the 
Synoptic tradition and emphasized in the epi-
sode of Jesus’ entrance to Jerusalem in FG. This 
association between Passover and the eschaton 
is already visible in Mark (14:12–16, 25) and to 
an even greater extent in Luke (22:15–16, 18).39 
As Joachim Jeremias argues,40 already in the 
Christian New Testament of the first century 

there is evidence that prayers sung at the close 
of the Passover meal (cf. Mark 14:26, Matt 26:30) 
were being interpreted in light of the eschaton 
and were finding their application in the com-
ing Messiah. All four evangelists report that one 
of these Passover hymns, Psalm 118:25–29, was 
used to welcome Jesus to Jerusalem as king. As 
demonstrated above, in FG this aspect of the 
Jerusalem entry is highlighted.  Second, Wayne 
Meeks points out that the hour of noon on Nisan 
14 is recognized in the rabbinical literature as 
the time when all leaven must be destroyed 
and the Passover proper begins.41 The rabbini-
cal prescription to remove leaven before the 
sixth hour is not found in the Hebrew Bible. 
Here leaven is merely to be removed on “the 
first day” of the Feast of Unleavened Bread 
(Exod 12:15). However, in Paul’s first letter to 
the Corinthians, the removal of leaven is clearly 
linked to the Passover lamb having been al-
ready sacrificed. Paul writes: “Clean out the old 
leaven in order that you might be new dough, 
even as you are (καθώς ἐστε) a batch of unleav-
ened dough, for our paschal lamb Christ has 
been sacrificed” (1 Cor 5:7).   It therefore seems 
entirely possible that from early on instructions 
about completing the search for leaven before 
the sacrifice of the Passover lamb had com-
menced would have been in place, and that the 
sixth hour would have served as that deadline. 
Yu Ibuki’s suggestion that the time reference in 
19:14 marked the conclusion of the Roman work-
ing day gives added emphasis to the notion that 
noon marked an important turning point from 
one activity to another. So it seems reasonable 
to conclude that in the first century and in FG, 
“the sixth hour” marks what would have been 
the deadline for matters pertaining to Passover 
preparation and official beginning of the paschal 
feast.42 



33

Compound Irony and “True Passover” in John 18：28-19：16

	 Briefly summarizing, dramatic irony in 
18:28–32 highlights Jesus’ identity as king of 
the Jews and his word as that which aligns him 
with the life-giving work of the Father. The 
Messianic expectation associated with the cel-
ebration of Passover in the early church high-
lights the declaration of the crucified Jesus as 
“king of the Jews” to be not only the climax of 
the trial episode but the arrival of Jesus’ hour 
and the moment of his greatest revelation.  The 
tension between the Jews and Jesus, false Pass-
over and true Passover in 19:14 is clearly fore-
shadowed in 18:28–32, as a result.
	 We now consider what, if any, the impact 
of these two colliding worlds of the Jews and 
followers of Jesus, elicited from the compound 
irony in the trial episode, might have on our 
understanding of the Christology and anthropol-
ogy of FD. 
	

False Versus True Passover: 
A Two-Level Narrative (18:28–19:16)

	 Irony in art and narrative has been said to 
invite readers to perceive a two-level reality.  
Not only is there a readily visible, familiar world 
in the narrative where the usual rules of power 
are taken for granted and the-powers-that-be 
continue to reign as if no other reality exists. 
Irony can sometimes invite readers to dwell in 
a less obvious realm where genuine and lasting 
truths are encountered. Ito describes the con-
trast between the Pharisees and the man born 
blind in John 9 as pointing to just such a “gap.” 
The Pharisees’ words imply that they have 
come from God and are equipped to evaluate or 
judge others to obey God’s law. But the implied 
reader, aware of the content in the Prologue 
and everything leading up to the trial episode, 
knows otherwise. To the extent that a relation-

ship exists between this implied reader in the 
text and the real reader of the text, the author 
is able to use what the real reader knows to 
suggest that the Pharisees are blind and igno-
rant of their own identity.43  If such a two-level 
world of irony in the narrative world of FG 
does indeed exist, then another place it becomes 
apparent is in the trial of Jesus before Pilate. 
Here, the paradox does not become apparent by 
contrasting the vision/blindness of the Pharisees 
with the blindness/vision of a man born blind. 
In the trial episode irony manifests itself in 
18:28–32 when the innocence/guilt of Jesus’ ac-
cusers is contrasted with the guilt/innocence of 
Jesus himself.  This contrast between one realm 
and another, this gap between what is genuine 
and false surrounds not only true purity prior 
to the Passover, but the guilt and innocence as-
sociated with the judgment of Pilate. As a path 
to understanding the Christology and anthropol-
ogy of FG, we turn our attention at last to the 
narrative of the entire trial.  
	 The three references to Passover in the 
trial before Pilate, the central “triptych”44 of the 
entire passion narrative, are the only explicit 
references to Passover in the arrest, trial, and 
crucifixion of Jesus narrated by FG. They clus-
ter in the scene of Jesus’ trial. The trial begins 
with a πάσχα not yet eaten (18:28), it is briefly 
interrupted by Pilate’s attempt to release Jesus 
in connection with an apparently Jewish cus-
tom45 (18:39a) of freeing a criminal ἐν τω〜  πάσχα 
(18:38b-40), and reaches a climax with Pilate fi-
nally handing Jesus over to be crucified, yet pre-
senting him as king of his accusers, at around 
noon on the παρασκευὴ του〜 πάσχα (19:14). Aside 
from the fact that each of these three referen-
ces to Passover is unique to FG, the manner in 
which each appears is significant. The reference 
to a πάσχα not yet eaten in 18:28 is the first 
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explicit chronological detail regarding Passover 
since the nearness of the feast was mentioned 
in 13:1. As I have demonstrated in this paper, 
compound irony in this passage apparent to the 
implied reader of FG─and highlighted by a 
historical investigation of the gospel’s intended 
readers─indicates that the concern of Jesus’ 
accusers for ritual purity prior to the Passover 
actually reveals a transgression of true purity 
that coincides with their celebration of the feast.   
The Jews’ rejecting Jesus when Pilate offers to 
release a criminal in association with the Jew-
ish custom (συνήθεια ὑμι〜ν) at Passover (ἐν τω〜  

πάσχα), is also rife with irony.  That a robber is 
released on Passover to the Jews by the prefect 
of a foreign occupier may remind some readers 
that even though Jesus’ accusers might succeed 
in having Jesus crucified, their celebration of 
Passover is morally bankrupt.  Finally, as I have 
demonstrated, nothing in the text explicitly in-
dicates why the narrator has chosen to mention 
the time and day in conjunction with Pilate’s 
declaration that Jesus is king of the Jews (19:14). 
The specific time reference of “the sixth hour” 
prompts the reader to consider various symbolic 
possibilities.46 Real readers of FG might sense a 
climactic epiphany in this text that Jesus’ accus-
ers, in their inadequate celebration of Passover, 
completely miss. Again the focus is on the in-
valid Passover of Jesus’ accusers, coupled with 
the increasing awareness of the crucified Jesus 
as the focus of all that is valid and genuine in 
this text.
	 Second, these three explicit Passover refer-
ences occur in tandem with three important 
stages of Jesus’ trial. As I have indicated above, 
Jesus’ accusers, the Jews, are forced at first to 
try Jesus according to a Roman court because 
they are unable to judge Jesus according to 
their no,moj (18:31).47 At this stage, Pilate, though 

reluctant to take on the case, appears to be 
merely gathering information and to be neutral 
to either the prosecution or the defense. Every-
thing begins to move into a higher gear when 
it becomes clear that Pilate does not believe 
Jesus is guilty (18:38) and the Jews counter, 
first with the supposed authority of their Law 
and ultimately with the reminder of imperial 
disfavor.  At this middle stage of the trial, Pilate 
first attempts to end the matter with no loss 
of face for Jesus’ accusers by invoking what he 
calls the Jewish custom of releasing a prisoner 
(18:39). When that does not work, he has Jesus 
tortured for the purpose of eliciting sympathy 
from Jesus’ countrymen. Neither plan succeeds. 
When the matter of the Jewish no,moj is invoked 
(19:6) the Jews inform Pilate that Jesus is al-
ready guilty because he has made himself “Son 
of God” (19:7; cf. Lev 24:16), a term with both 
governmental and theological implications. This 
pronouncement ushers in a third and final stage 
where Pilate’s final judgment is impaired by 
fear (19:8).  It has become clear that his decision 
either to release or to crucify Jesus is ultimately 
controlled by forces outside the courtroom.  No 
longer addressing the question of whether or 
not he has found a charge against Jesus, Pilate 
simply declares Jesus to be the king of the Jews 
(19:14; cf. 19:19, 21) and turns him over (19:16) to 
be crucified. Talk of the Jewish law has been 
abandoned in favor of a focus upon Caesar and 
the loyalty of Jesus’ accusers to Caesar alone 
(19:15). 
	 Finally, the three stages of trial scene can 
be further delineated according to the repeated 
occurrence of compound irony that targets the 
Jewish authorities in each of its parts. To be 
sure, the passion narratives of all four Gospels 
contain irony48 in which the Jewish authori-
ties are victims. FG is notable in that the same 
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combination of dramatic irony and irony of self-
betrayal that targets Jesus’ accusers is devel-
oped in multiple scenes during Jesus’ trial and is 
closely associated with the celebration of Pass-
over. Because irony is composed of a contrast 
between appearance and reality, a gap between 
a lower level of meaning and a higher level of 
meaning, tension between what is true and not 
true,49 the compound irony in Jesus’ trial before 
Pilate repeatedly victimizes Jesus’ Jewish accus-
ers and pits their understanding of law (no,moj), 
their celebration of Passover against the true 
testimony of Jesus and the arrival of his hour. 
Stage one of the trial begins with irony that tar-
gets the Jews and their concern for ceremonial 
purity in association with the Passover (18:28). It 
ends with the picture of the Jewish authorities 
unable to follow through on the death penalty 
for Jesus that they claim their no,moj requires (cf. 
5:18; 8:59; 10:30–1) because Jesus’ word (18:31) 
has triumphed over them. The reader under-
stands this. They do not. Stage 2 of the trial 
scene begins with Pilate’s offer to release Jesus 
because of the Passover and the ironic cry of Je-
sus’ accusers for Barabbas, “a robber” (18:39–40). 
It ends with the assertion by Jesus’ accusers 
that Jesus is guilty as charged because he has 
made himself “Son of God” (19:7). Again, the 
implied reader realizes what Jesus’ accusers do 
not: Jesus truly is the Son of God, and by their 
law they are incapable of putting him to death. 
By the time we reach the third and final stage 
of the trial, the irony is obvious and its affective 
charge50 has reached its peak. Here it becomes 
clear that the death of Jesus does not follow 
from the judgment of Pilate, but from the will of 
the Father (19:11). Varying shades of compound 
irony throughout the passage now reach their 
crescendo in the words of the high priests who 
answer Pilate’s question about whether or not 

he should crucify their king. They reply, “We 
have no king but Caesar!” The height of this 
irony coincides with Pilate’s declaration of Jesus 
as king at 12:00 noon on paraskeuh. tou〜pa,sca.
	 So the events of the trial episode unfold in 
association with recurring elements that include 
the mention of Passover, developing tension be-
tween Pilate and Jesus’ accusers that is resolved 
with Pilate’s declaration of Jesus as king, and 
compound irony that targets Jesus’ accusers. 
18:28–32, which stands at the beginning of this 
text, contains the first two of these three ele-
ments and fires the initial volley of irony that 
establishes a two-level world in the narrative: a 
world where on one level true Passover focused 
on Jesus Christ is celebrated, but on another 
level a false Passover is observed that coincides 
with Jesus’ deth. 
	

Concluding Thoughts

	 John 18:28–32 plays an important role both 
within the trial episode in particular and the 
narrative of FG as a whole. Its various ironies 
establish a contrast which is of crucial impor-
tance for understanding the trial before Pilate 
and its ensuing Christology. It teaches the 
listeners/readers of FG that appearances can 
be deceiving. Jesus’ accusers are neither truly 
clean nor do they celebrate the true Passover. 
The text works subversively to critique their 
interpretation of νόμος and their institutions 
related to Passover. But what they celebrate is 
not what matters in the end. What matters is 
that for FG the revelation of Jesus, king of the 
Jews, is the beginning─the beginning of true 
Passover, and of life itself.
	 There is much that could have been exam-
ined in this text, but I have focused exclusively 
on compound irony that targets Jesus’ accusers. 
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As I have demonstrated, this irony was already 
foreseen in the Prologue of the Fourth Gospel. It 
is a reflection of a paradox: The very world that 
the Logos created, the very people to whom the 
Logos belonged, Israel, rejected him. If we only 
take these words at face value and don’t see the 
irony or paradox in them, we miss their true 
intention. They point to the longing of God for 
the world that culminates in the cross of Jesus 
Christ. The shortcomings of the people narrated 
in the trial of Jesus…their prioritizing of per-
mitted impurity over prohibited impurity, their 
misunderstanding of Torah, their choosing of an 
insurrectionist over the One through whom the 
kingdom of God would draw near to all human-
ity…these are important aspects of the trial, 
but they are only one side of the story. More 
important is what remains unspoken but merely 
hinted at:  Jesus Christ is the eschatological true 
King of Israel, and as one who was tortured, 
crucified, and risen dwells among his own as 
the hero of all that are similarly oppressed. His 
kingdom is not of the world and does not func-
tion according to the rules of human warfare 
and power struggles. It is in the apparent weak-
ness of the cross that his power and glory…and 
the power of his own…are to be found.  
	 Though the specifics of the early Johan-
nine communities remain unknown to us, the 
type of material preserved in the Gospel of John 
indicates that the Johannine community may 
have experienced a traumatic rupture with the 
Jewish synagogue. If this is so, portions of the 
Gospel that contain extensive irony, such as the 
trial before Pilate and the Jewish interrogation 
of the man born blind (John 9), may constitute 
portions of the Gospel that could reflect this de-
velopment. As I have demonstrated in the case 
of the trial before Pilate, the details presented in 
John accord with the Synoptics and with histori-

cal circumstances of the first century AD.  But 
in the presentation of Jesus’ accusers in particu-
lar where irony comes to the fore and the trial 
of Jesus becomes the frame through which the 
interrogation of Jesus’ disciples (cf. John 9) is 
viewed, we see the reliance of the church on its 
crucified king, where ultimately glory is to be 
found in the shame of trial and persecution.
	 “My kingdom is not of this world,” Jesus 
says. If what is heard in those words is a kind 
of aloof disassociation with the world and the 
people who struggle there every day, Jesus is 
misunderstood. Jesus calls the church to radical 
engagement with the world...especially to giv-
ing a voice to the oppressed and overseeing the 
needs of those who are most vulnerable in soci-
ety. But where the efforts of the church and the 
society within which the church continues to 
function are not enough, where the vulnerable 
continue to be victimized and people continue to 
experience physical and spiritual trial, the cross 
of the risen Christ gives life, hope, and power. 
The subversive ironies in the trial of Jesus point 
to the sufficiency of that power, the power of 
the cross, to overcome. That is the irony, the 
central paradox of the Christian faith: the love 
of God for an unlovable people, the glory of God 
amidst the abject shame and trial of human suf-
fering. Jesus is the hero of all who experience 
trials in life...even the ultimate trial of death. But 
the paradox of the cross brings life. Irony in 
the Gospel of John points to that truth time and 
time again.
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アイロニーを込めてイエスの裁判を物語る
─ヨハネ福音書18：28-19：16における『真の過越祭』を考慮して

ブランキ，ジョナサン・A.

　「ピラトによるイエス裁判」のエピソード（ヨハネ18:28-19:16）は，最後の晩餐とイエスの十字架刑
の歴史的日付（ニサンの月の14日か15日か）を理解するのに重要だと見なされている過越祭と結び付
いた二つの細部（18:28と19:14）を含むテキストとしてよく知られている。この歴史的日付の特定に焦
点を合わせることは，１世紀の過越祭と今日の読者にとってのイエスの人格と業の意義についてこのテ
キストが何を語っているかを決定するには，もちろん重要ではあるが，結局は不十分であることを本論
文は論じる。歴史批評の分析を補うためにナラティブ（物語）批評を用いつつ，一つの言い回しの中に
いくつかの側面が含まれているアイロニーはユダヤ人の祭儀上の清浄の習慣，過越祭をめぐる諸伝承，
来たるべきメシヤへの期待などに馴染みのある１世紀のこのテキストの読者と出逢っていた可能性が高
いことを実証している。そのようなアイロニーは，１世紀と今日のどちらもの，乱用される権力構造を
批評する。それは，その中で十字架につけられたイエスが命を与え，苦しんでいる人々と共にいる新し
いキリスト教的な過越祭を指し示す。

Keywords：過越祭，儀式上の清め，アイロニー，神の子，ヨハネによる福音書


