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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

Christ the King Sunday; November 22nd, 2015 

John 18:28-38 

“What is truth?” 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Jewish leaders led Jesus from Caiaphas to the Roman 

governor’s palace.  It was early in the morning.  So that they 

could eat the Passover, the Jewish leaders wouldn’t enter the 

palace; entering the palace would have made them ritually 

impure. 

So Pilate went out to them and asked, “What charge do 

you bring against this man?” 

They answered, “If he had done nothing wrong, we 

wouldn’t have handed him over to you.” 

Pilate responded, “Take him yourselves and judge him 

according to your Law.” 

The Jewish leaders replied, “The Law doesn’t allow us to 

kill anyone.” (This was so that Jesus’ word might be fulfilled 

when he indicated how he was going to die.) 

Pilate went back into the palace.  He summoned Jesus and 

asked, “Are you the king of the Jews?” 

Jesus answered, “Do you say this on your own or have 

others spoken to you about  me?” 

Pilate responded, “I’m not a Jew, am I?  Your nation and 

its chief priests handed you over to me.  What have you done?” 

Jesus replied, “My kingdom doesn’t originate from this 

world.  If it did, my guards would fight so that I wouldn’t have 

been arrested by the Jewish leaders.  My kingdom isn’t from 

here.” 



 

 2 

“So you are a king?” Pilate said.  

Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king.  I was born 

and came into the world for this reason: to testify to the truth.  

Whoever accepts the truth listens to my voice.” 

“What is truth?” Pilate asked.    

(The Common English Bible) 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Gospel of the Lord. 

Praise to you, Lord Christ. 

~~~~~~~~ 

What is truth? 

Megan Phelps-Roper thought she knew what it is.  On “World 

AIDS Day” in 2009 the 23 year old tweeted out “Thank God for 

AIDS.  You won’t repent of your rebellion that brought His 

wrath on you in this incurable scourge, so expect more & 

worse.” Megan thought she knew the truth. 

 

Maybe you recognize the “Phelps” part of her name?  Megan is 

the granddaughter of the late Fred Phelps, the founding father of 

Westboro Baptist Church in Topeka, Kansas.  Megan was born 

and raised in a family that spends much of its time traveling 

around the country with “God Hates Fags” signs and attending 

the funerals of soldiers killed in Iraq and Afghanistan with signs 

that read “Thank God for Dead Soldiers.”   

~~~~~~~~ 

What is truth? 

~~~~~~~~ 

Megan’s family is sure about it.  Let me read a short paragraph 

from a lengthy article about Megan in this week’s The New 
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Yorker – lengthy even by New Yorker standards.  Adrian Chen 

writes:  

Fred Phelps preached a harsh Calvinist doctrine in a 

resounding Southern drawl.  He believed that all people 

were born depraved, and that only a tiny elect who 

repented would be saved from Hell.  A literalist, Phelps 

believed that contemporary Christianity, with its emphasis 

on God’s love, preached a perverted version of the Bible. 

Phelps denounced other Christians so vehemently that 

when (Megan) was young she thought “Christian” was 

another word for evil.  Phelps believed that God hated 

unrepentant sinners (The New Yorker, p. 82, 11/23/2015). 

~~~~~~~~ 

It is a fascinating article recounting Megan’s many protests and 

twitter rants promoting her family’s understanding of the truth.  

Megan might have been one of the five or so shouting at us on 

March 6th, 2005.  They came to White County when the High 

School started to form a “Gay/Straight Alliance.”  While here 

they targeted several churches.  Ironically, we were not on their 

protest list at first.  Then they found out who we are and put us 

on the schedule. Law Enforcement officers blocked off Garland 

Bristol Road and that is where they gathered to protest our 

church.  

 

Someone in the Westboro group shouted to a few of us standing 

on the front steps of the church – “Your pastor is a liar!” I think 

Ron Skvarka and I were standing close to one another and I 

turned to Ron and said – “I guess you wish they would tell you 

something you do not know.”  I have always attributed that 
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shout-out as general nastiness on the part of the Westboro folks. 

 Now I know there is a perverted reason for the insult.  They 

made an assumption about me that is, in fact, accurate.  They 

assumed that I preach the love of God, the grace of God, the 

mercy of God.  From their perspective I am lying about what 

the Bible teaches about God.  They believe God is an angry 

God who hates all but a few elect people. If this is the truth then 

I am, indeed, a liar. 

 

Interestingly, it was, all in all, that day of being protested by 

Westboro Baptist Church, a great moment for us as a 

congregation.  Sometimes you get a clearer picture of your own 

truth by seeing the stark contrast with another group’s vision of 

things.   

 

I think I heard Jesus speaking that day, and Jesus was saying 

God is love, those who abide in love, abide in God.  I think I 

heard the King speak that day; I heard our crucified and risen 

King’s voice.  Many of us heard that day... Love is the way, the 

truth, the life... that is what we heard. 

~~~~~~~~ 

At any rate, things began to change for Megan and her 

relationship with her family and the message of hate the family 

so proudly proclaimed.  She began to feel concern for people 

outside of her compound.  It started, oddly enough, with the 

death of Brittany Murphy, an actress in the movie Clueless.  

Megan loved that movie and Brittany Murphy’s part. Her family 

was celebrating Brittany’s death and planning to use her funeral 

to speak their message of hate. Megan, however, not to want to 
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publish any Twitter rants about the death of this Hollywood star 

or to think about protesting at her funeral. 

 

Another thing that began to chip away at her understanding of 

the truth was a dialogue by way of Twitter with an Orthodox 

Jew living in Israel named David Abitbol.  They really talked 

with one another and asked real questions of each other and he 

began to bring out the inconsistencies of the teachings of her 

family. Megan began to soften.   

 

She started playing “Words with Friends” with a guy named 

C.G. and they became friends.  Then there was a move within 

the family to silence the influence of Megan’s mother and the 

other women in the group.  All of this led to Megan and her 

sister Grace to contemplate leaving the group. 

~~~~~~~~ 

What is truth? 

~~~~~~~~ 

The author of the article wrote that (Megan) ... 

spent the summer and fall before leaving the group in an 

existential spiral. She would conclude that everything 

about Westboro’s doctrine was wrong, only to be seized 

with terror that these thoughts were a test from God, and 

she was failing.  “You literally feel insane,” she said.  

Eventually her doubts won out. “I just couldn’t keep us the 

charade,” she said.  “I couldn’t bring myself to do the 

things we were doing and say the things we were saying” 

(p.91).   
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Megan Phelps-Roper, I propose, is moving closer to the truth, 

closer to the way of Jesus.  In November of 2012 Megan and 

her sister Grace left Westboro Baptist Church.   In doing so, I 

would say, they are coming closer to the way, the truth, the life. 

~~~~~~~~ 

What is truth?  

~~~~~~~~ 

This is the last Sunday of the liturgical year of the Church; so, 

this is “Christ the King Sunday.”  This is a day when we ask 

what it means to say that Jesus is a king.  Like Pilate, we take 

this day to inquire about Jesus’ kingdom.  And with the reading 

from John before us we can easily begin to see what Jesus’ 

kingdom is not... the contrast between Pilate and the religious 

leaders and Jesus gives us a clearer picture of what Jesus’ 

kingship is.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Pilate stood upon the might of the Roman Empire.  His 

kingdom, or portion of a kingdom, was built upon the threat of 

violence.  Pilate had soldiers at his command and he was 

prepared, fully prepared, to use them.  Jesus might have had 

heavenly angels at his beck and call but his kingship was not 

and cannot ever be built upon the threats of violence.  Might 

makes Right is a formula of power that originates in this world 

not in the heart of God where Jesus’ reign originated. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus’ kingdom was not and is not built upon religious purity.  

The Jewish leadership would not come into Pilate’s palace 

because they wanted to stay ritually pure for the Passover.  The 

religious leaders wanted to stay undefiled while they found a  
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way to execute the One who was bringing to them and to the  

world the freedom from bondage that only God can bring.  

Jesus was brought to trial by a people preparing to celebrate 

God’s gift of freedom from slavery.  The leaders were trying to 

keep a ritual while murdering the very One who embodied the 

truth of the ritual.  Religious ritual purity – in any religion – is 

not the foundation of the kingdom of Jesus. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus’ truth and his reign of love is not about control.  Pilate 

was under the thumbs of his higher ups.  During Passover his 

job was to keep things in Jerusalem from becoming unruly with 

religious fervor.  Pilate was ruled by his desire to look good to 

his superiors in the Roman hierarchy; so, he wanted everyone to 

act in one way.  Any raising of differences was a threat to his 

power to maintain order.  Pilate wanted to control all the 

behavior of his subjects.  Jesus, on the other hand, left room for 

his subjects, his followers, to course their own path.  He did not 

demand that Peter or John or any of the disciples stay right by 

his side.  He gave them room to run... and they did!  The point 

is that Jesus’ truth, Jesus’ kingdom is not built upon forcing 

people to think, act, behave in one certain way. 

~~~~~~~~ 

What is truth?   

What is Jesus’ true kingship?   

~~~~~~~~ 

The truth of Jesus is the way of love and compassion, mercy and 

grace, peace and justice.  The truth of Jesus is to be heard and 

followed wherever we encounter tender compassion and grace.  

Religious fanaticism is built on violence and hate and a lust for 
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power and control and it is far from the truth of God. 

~~~~~~~~ 

What is truth?   

The Way of Love is truth. 

~~~~~~~~ 

There were rumors that Fred Phelps, who died in March, 2014 at 

the age of 84, had been excommunicated from Westboro Baptist 

Church.  Former members of the church said that Fred had had 

a softening of heart at the end of his life.  (The church denies 

the claims.)  The story goes from the former members that one 

of the precipitating events in Fred’s exclusion had been 

expressing  kindness toward the people of Equality House.  

Equality House is a house directly across the street from 

Westboro Baptist that was bought by a non-profit organization 

called “Planting Peace” and is a home to a group of young 

L.G.B.T. activists.  The house is painted in bright, horizontal 

rainbow stripes.  One of the former members of Westboro 

recalls that Fred stepped out the front door of the church and 

looked at the Rainbow House and said to them “You’re good 

people.”   

~~~~~~~~ 

What is truth?   

God’s truth is a way of life  

that looks on all people with love and compassion.   

~~~~~~~~ 

I hope Fred Phelps was thrown out of Westboro 

because that would mean he was tossed  

into the Kingdom of God!   

~~~~~~~~ 
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Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


