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 is the adversative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “However” plus the third person singular present active indicative from the verb EIMI, meaning “to be.”  The verb EIMI plus the dative of possession produces an idiom in the Greek.  The literal rendering of the Greek is: “to you there is” or “something belongs to you,” which in English is expressed: “you have.”


The present tense is a retroactive progressive present, which describes a state or condition that existed in the past and continues to exist at the present.  This could also be regarded as an aoristic present, which views the present state of being as a fact.


The active voice indicates that the Jews produce the state of having something.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Then we have the predicate nominative from the feminine singular noun SUNĒTHEIA, which means “a custom, habit 1 Cor 11:16; Jn 18:39.”
  This is followed by the dative of indirect object from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “to you” as part of the previous idiom.  Then we have the conjunction HINA, which is used to introduce an explanatory clause, defining what the custom is.  It is translated “that.”  With this we have the accusative direct object from the masculine singular cardinal adjective HEIS, meaning “one person; one man.”  Then we have the first person singular aorist active subjunctive from the verb APOLUW, which means “to release; to set free; pardon.”


The aorist tense is a constative/futuristic aorist, which views the potential future action in its entirety as a fact.


The active voice indicates that Pilate might produce the action.


The subjunctive mood is a potential subjunctive, which indicates potentiality or probability.  This is brought out in English translation by use of the auxiliary verb “might.”

This is followed by the dative of indirect object from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “to you.”  Then we have the preposition EN plus the locative of time from the neuter singular article and noun PASCHA, meaning “at the Passover festival.”

“However you have a custom that I might release one man to you at the Passover festival;”
 is the second person plural present deponent middle/passive indicative from the verb BOULOMAI, which means “to wish, want, or will.”


The present tense is a customary present for what is reasonably expected to occur right now.


The deponent middle/passive voice is middle/passive in form, but active in meaning with the subject (the Jews) producing the action.


The indicative mood is an interrogative indicative, which is used in questions that can be answered by providing factual information.

With this we have the inferential/consequential use of the postpositive conjunction OUN, meaning “therefore.”  There is no HOTI in the Greek, which would be translated “[that]” and introduce indirect discourse or an explanation.  This is followed by the first person singular aorist active subjunctive from the verb APOLUW, which means “to release, set free, or pardon.”


The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which views the action in its entirety as a fact.


The active voice indicates that Pilate will produce the action.


The subjective mood is a potential subjunctive.

Then we have the dative of indirect object from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “to you.”  Finally, we have the accusative direct object from the masculine singular article and noun BASILEUS, meaning “the King” plus the possession genitive (the king belonging to the Jews) or genitive of subordination (the king over the Jews) from the masculine plural article and adjective IOUDAIOS, meaning “of the Jews.”

“therefore, do you wish [that] I release to you the King of the Jews?’”
Jn 18:39 corrected translation
“However you have a custom that I might release one man to you at the Passover festival; therefore, do you wish [that] I release to you the King of the Jews?’”
Explanation:
1.  “However you have a custom that I might release one man to you at the Passover festival;”

a.  Pilate has just told the Jewish leaders that Jesus is innocent.  “But they kept on insisting, saying, ‘He stirs up the people, teaching all over Judea, starting from Galilee even as far as this place.’  When Pilate heard it, he asked whether the man was a Galilean.  And when he learned that He belonged to Herod’s jurisdiction, he sent Him to Herod, who himself also was in Jerusalem at that time.  Now Herod was very glad when he saw Jesus; for he had wanted to see Him for a long time, because he had been hearing about Him and was hoping to see some sign performed by Him.  And he questioned Him at some length; but He answered him nothing.  And the chief priests and the scribes were standing there, accusing Him vehemently.  And Herod with his soldiers, after treating Him with contempt and mocking Him, dressed Him in a gorgeous robe and sent Him back to Pilate.  Now Herod and Pilate became friends with one another that very day; for before they had been enemies with each other.”  (Lk 23:5-12).

b.  After Herod Antipas returns Jesus to Pilate, Pilate has to come up with another plan to free Jesus.  Pilate has already found Jesus innocent.  Therefore, there is no way he can now turn around and find Him guilty.  The Jews keep on insisting that Jesus is guilty.  So Pilate refers to the current Jewish custom that the Roman governor free one Roman prisoner to the Jews at the time of their Passover festival.  This is done to please and placate the crowds of Jews in the city.  It is an attempt to show the mercy, benevolence and leniency of the Roman government.


c.  The translation “Passover” is misleading, since the prisoner wasn’t released on the day of the Passover, but at some time during the Passover festival, which lasted eight days (Passover plus the seven day feast that followed).  John consistently uses the word PASCHA to refer to the Passover festival in its entirety and not just to the Passover day.


d.  Pilate is certain that the Jewish will ask for Jesus, their innocent “king” instead of a political revolutionary like Barabbas.  By releasing Jesus, whom Pilate has found innocent already, it ends the conflict between what he wants to do and the Jewish insistence to crucify Jesus.

2.  “therefore, do you wish [that] I release to you the King of the Jews?’”

a.  Therefore, based upon the current Jewish custom of releasing a prisoner at the time of the festival, Pilate asks the Jewish leaders if this is what they desire.  But he doesn’t just ask if they want anyone, but if they want their “king” back?


b.  What Pilate doesn’t realize is that Jesus is a threat to the Jews, but someone like Barabbas is not.  Barabbas is a threat to Rome, not to Israel.  Pilate concludes wrongly that the Jews would naturally want Jesus without realizing that Jesus was far more of a threat to the high priests and their positions of leadership and power than any political prisoner of Rome.


c.  We should not underestimate the use of the phrase “King of the Jews” by Pilate at this moment.  The Jewish leaders didn’t accept Jesus as their King.  They didn’t want him as their Messiah, nor did they want Him as their political king.  They just wanted Him dead.  Some commentators think that Pilate was mocking the Jews by using this title for Jesus, because of the mocking carried on by the soldiers of Jesus which follows and the mocking of the Jews by the continued use of this title by Pilate in Jn 19:14-15 and the title on the Cross (Jn 19:19).  I don’t agree with them at this point.  Pilate was still was trying to ingratiate himself to them at this point and not trying to insult them.  But it didn’t work.  After this strategy to get Jesus released failed, then Pilate would have been frustrated enough to start mocking and insulting the Jewish leaders by continuously using this title.


d.  Having found Jesus innocent of any and all charges, Pilate should have used his authority and released the innocent Man, and then told the Jews that he was following their own custom in so doing.  He should never have asked them what they wanted.  He should have told them what they were getting.  However, this man of weak character was exactly the person that God the Father needed in that position of power at that moment in order to fulfill the plan of salvation.  God not only uses the wrath of man to praise Him, but also uses the weakness of man to praise Him.

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Sensing the tenacity of the rulers in their desire to get a conviction, Pilate thought he saw a way to get around them and uphold justice by releasing the prisoner.  It was a yearly custom at Passover time for the governor to please the crowd by releasing one prisoner whom they requested.  Pilate thought that, because Jesus was very popular, the people who had gathered by this time for their annual request would seek his release.”


b.  “There is contempt and irony in Pilate’s use of the phrase ‘the king of the Jews’.”


c.  “Pilate’s weakness of character is seen from the conflict between his judgment about the innocence of Jesus and his proposition to the Jews.  In the question Do you want me to release ‘the king of the Jews,’ Pilate purposely used the title king, no doubt to show his contempt for the Jews.”


d.  “Instead of simply dismissing the case as a good judge interested in integrity should have done following his verdict of innocence, Pilate devised a scheme using Barabbas to deal with any potential fallout he thought might occur as a result. It may be that Pilate thought he could gain popularity points with the Jewish people and at the same time score a blow against the manipulative Jewish leadership.  Whatever he may have thought, it is obvious that he had not judged the situation correctly.  Pilate’s scheme involved giving the people a predetermined choice he thought they could not refuse.  Mt 27:15 and Mk 15:6 indicate that the governor had developed a custom of releasing a prisoner to please the crowd.  Mark indicates it was at ‘the feast’.  John here identifies the custom with Passover and indicates that it was their [Jewish?] custom, but it is difficult to know when such a custom arose or its source.”


e.  “Pilate had already tried unsuccessfully to rid himself of this explosive case.  In Jn 18:31 he had half mockingly said to the Jewish leaders, ‘Take Him yourselves, and judge Him according to your law.’  The Jews refused since, as they were forced to admit, ‘We are not permitted to put anyone to death.’  Pilate then tried to transfer the case to Herod Antipas, who ruled Jesus’ home region of Galilee (Lk 23:7).  But Herod merely mocked Jesus and then sent Him back to Pilate, leaving the latter still caught on the horns of a dilemma.  On the one hand, he had formally pronounced Jesus to be innocent.  According to the proud tradition of Roman justice, Pilate should have released Him.  But to do so would have infuriated the Jewish leaders, and possibly touched off a riot that could have cost him his position as governor.  Desperate to extricate himself from the tense, dangerous situation, Pilate came up with another plan.  There was a custom that the governor release someone (i.e., a prisoner held by the Romans) as a goodwill gesture at the Passover.  There is no clear reference to this practice outside of Scripture (some scholars see an allusion to it in the Talmud), but ‘the testimony of the Evangelists [gospel writers] is evidence enough for the historicity of the practice’ (F. F. Bruce, The Gospel of John [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983], 355).  Pilate accordingly said to the crowd, ‘Do you wish then that I release for you the King of the Jews?’  By referring to Jesus by that title, Pilate again mocked the Jewish leaders, who vehemently rejected Jesus as their king.  The governor’s offer appeared to be a logical solution to his problem.  By now people had gotten wind of what was happening and a large crowd had assembled outside the Praetorium (Mt 27:17).  Pilate knew that many in that crowd had hailed Jesus as their messianic King earlier in the week.  He hoped to play them off against their leaders and force the latter to agree to Jesus’ release.”


f.  “Having displayed a lack of interest in truth, Pilate then revealed a lack of commitment to justice.  He lacked the courage of his convictions.  If Jesus was innocent of all charges, then Pilate should have set Him free.  Instead, Pilate began a series of compromising moves to avoid dealing with an inconvenient truth in a difficult circumstance.  First, when Pilate found out Jesus was from Galilee, he sent Him to Herod.  Second, Pilate tried to appeal to the crowd (Jn 18:38), hoping to bypass the desire of the chief priests and elders.”


g.  “The fact that Herod had found nothing worthy of death in Jesus encouraged Pilate to confront the Jewish leaders and seek to release the prisoner.  He summoned the chief priests and rulers and told them that he found no guilt in Jesus, that Herod had found no guilt in Jesus, and that the next step would be to punish Jesus and release Him.  The Jews had already made it clear that they wanted Jesus to die (Jn 18:31), but Pilate was feebly trying to do the noble thing.”


h.  “At this point Mk 15:6-8 helps us.  New crowds augmented those already congregated before the Praetorium.  Among them must have been many friends of Jesus, and these reminded Pilate of the annual custom of releasing a Jewish prisoner at the time of the Passover festival.  Mk 15:8 shows that the multitude reminded Pilate of this custom.  Pilate was no longer functioning as a judge, dispensing justice, but as a weakling who finds himself cornered and caught and is ready to employ any and every means to escape.  Pilate uses the title ‘king of the Jews’ to mock and to insult the Jews, especially the high priests and the Sanhedrists (note the mocking of the soldiers and Pilate’s mocking repetition in Jn 19:14-15, 19).”
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