John 1:1
Luke 23:38



 is the continuative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, used to introduce background material into the narrative.  It can be translated “Now.”  With this we have the third person singular imperfect active indicative from the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: there was.”


The imperfect tense is a descriptive imperfect, which describes a continuous, past action without reference to its conclusion.


The active voice indicates that an inscription produced the state of being.


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

Next we have the adjunctive/additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “also” plus the predicate nominative from the feminine singular noun EPIGRAPHĒ, which means “an inscription.”
  This is followed by the preposition EPI plus the locative of place from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “over or above Him.”

“Now there was also an inscription above Him,”
 is the predicate nominative from the masculine singular article and noun BASILEUS, which means “the King” plus the genitive of identity or ablative of rank (over the Jews), meaning “of the Jews.”  Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular demonstrative pronoun HOUTOS, meaning “This; This One; This person.”  The subject and predicate nominatives without a verb indicate the ellipsis or deliberate omission of the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: [is].”

“‘This [is] the King of the Jews’.”
Lk 23:38 corrected translation
“Now there was also an inscription above Him, ‘This [is] the King of the Jews’.”
Mk 15:26, “And the inscription of the charge against Him had been written, ‘The King of the Jews.’”

Mt 27:37, “And above His head they put up the charge against Him which read, ‘THIS IS JESUS THE KING OF THE JEWS’.”
Explanation:
1.  “Now there was also an inscription above Him,”

a.  Luke continues with another piece of background material.  The crime of the accused person was written on a wooden board and nailed to the cross above the person’s head, so that everyone could see what the person was convicted of.  This was designed to be a deterrent to others not to commit the same crime.


b.  The creation of this inscription is explained in detail in Jn 19:19-22, “Pilate also wrote an inscription and put it on the cross.  It was written, ‘JESUS THE NAZARENE, THE KING OF THE JEWS.’  Therefore many of the Jews read this inscription; for the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city; and it was written in Hebrew, Latin and in Greek.  So the chief priests of the Jews were saying to Pilate, ‘Do not write, “The King of the Jews”; but that He said, “I am King of the Jews.”’ Pilate answered, ‘What I have written, I have written.’”

2.  “‘This is the King of the Jews’.”

a.  Notice how each gospel written condenses or expands what was written to match his own purpose, style, and audience:


Mark

The King of the Jews (The Reader’s Digest version)

Matthew
This is Jesus, the king of the Jews (the Jewish version)

Luke

This is the King of the Jews (the Gentile version)


John

Jesus the Nazarene, the king of the Jews (the full expanded version)


b.  Pilate wrote this because the Jewish leaders first brought Jesus to Pilate and accused Him of claiming to be their king, Lk 23:2, “Then they began to accuse Him, saying, ‘We found this man misleading our nation and forbidding to pay taxes to Caesar, and saying that He Himself is Christ, a King.’”  Upon interrogation of Jesus about this charge, Pilate found Jesus to be innocent of the charge three times.  Pilate recognized that Jesus was indeed a king, but that Jesus’ kingdom was not of this world; therefore, Jesus was no threat to Rome or to the Jews.  Based upon this evidence, Pilate inscribed what the Jews falsely charged Jesus with as a way to mock what the leaders of Israel claimed Jesus to be, but did not recognize Him as—their king.  Jesus was being executed because the Jews charged Him with being a political king.  Pilate charged Jesus with being a king, but not the king the Jewish leaders were thinking of.


c.  The irony of this inscription is of course that Jesus really is the king of the Jews, both their spiritual king and in the future their political king.  So the inscription is true in every sense of the words, but not recognized as such by either the Roman or Jewish leaders.  Divine Providence ensured that the truth was told on the wooden placard above the head of Jesus.

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “If the sign was written in three languages it is quite certain that Pilate himself, however well versed in Latin (his native language) and Greek (the language he used in conversing with all non-Italians in Palestine), would scarcely have been able to write in either Hebrew or Aramaic. (Jn 19:20 uses for this the adverbial form Hebraisti, which in gospel usage did not mean ‘in Hebrew’ but in the Jewish dialect of Aramaic.  We know this because wherever Hebraisti is used elsewhere, as in Jn 5:2; 19:13, 17; 20:16, the word is given in its Aramaic form, transcribed into Greek letters.)  It is quite conceivable that Pilate first wrote in Latin in brief form.  Then as he wrote beneath in Greek, he may have felt like adding the name of Jesus and the city that He belonged to, since the Greek form would be legible to all bystanders of whatever race.  The Aramaic version may have copied the Greek with the omission of ‘Nazarene.’  This could account for the variations reported in the four versions.  Mt 27:37 probably contained the Aramaic wording, since Matthew’s gospel, according to Papias, was originally composed in Aramaic.  Mk 15:26 seems to be an abridged form of the Latin wording—a reasonable supposition if indeed Mark assisted Peter in Rome and wrote down Peter’s oral teaching after Peter was martyred.  As for John, his ministry seems to have been confined to a Greek-speaking population, wherever he served.  The last decades of his life were almost certainly spent in or around Ephesus.  We might therefore expect him to have inclined to the Greek form of the title.  This indicates the following as the exact wording on the cross, following the order in Jn 19:20:

(Aramaic) 

(Latin) REX IVDAEORVM HIC
(Greek) ΙΗΣΟΥΣ Ο ΝΑΖΩΡΑΙΟΣ Ο ΒΑΣΙΛΕΥΕΣ ΤΩΝ ΙΟΥΔΑΙΩΝ.”


b.  “All the gospel writers refer to the charge written at the top on the cross giving, as was the custom, the accusation on which the criminal was condemned, with his name and residence.  Put all the reports together and we have: ‘This is Jesus of Nazareth the King of the Jews.’  This full title appeared in Latin for law, in Aramaic for the Jews, in Greek for everybody (Jn 19:20).”


c.  “A placard that revealed the charge was hung on the cross above Jesus.  Such inscriptions usually contained the criminal’s name and the charge for which he was being executed.  In Latin, this inscription was called a titulus, which is what Jn 19:19 alludes to in noting that Pilate wrote the inscription.  Both Matthew and Mark note that the inscription bears the charge.  John simply notes that the inscription is ‘on the cross.’  All these minor details are differences of summary.  The title King of the Jews indicates the main issue of Jesus’ trials.”


d.  “Matthew (writing for the Jews) would naturally give the inscription as it appeared in Hebrew; Mark (writing for the Romans) would be likely to give it as it appeared in the Latin; and Luke as it appeared in the Greek.  Presumably John gives it in the full Roman form, ‘Jesus of Nazareth’ being a full and explicit statement of who Jesus was, and the charge being His claim to be ‘the King of the Jews.’  The only thing left to account for is the difference between Mark and John.  But if we carefully read Mk 15:26 we see that Mark does not claim to give the full wording that appeared on the cross.  He simply says, ‘The superscription of His accusation was written over.’  The accusation was ‘the King of the Jews,’ and this Mark gives, and this alone.  The words ‘This is Jesus of Nazareth’ were not the accusation, but the name of the accused.”

e.  “Pilate had already rejected the view that Jesus was king of the Jews, and so had Herod.  The inscription is thus, from the Roman perspective, false, yet it constitutes for Luke and his audience an ironic affirmation of the truth of Jesus’ regal identity.”


f.  “The condemned person often carried the charge (Latin titulus) to the site of execution.”


g.  “The only charge man could bring against Jesus after thorough investigation and six trials was that He is the Messiah!  Despite the chief priests’ efforts to alter this superscription, the accusation stood, recording for all time that Jesus was crucified because He is the promised King of the Jews—the Messiah. Man could not accuse Jesus of any crime or sin; He was crucified because He is the Messiah.  Pilate’s superscription, in the three common languages of that part of the Roman Empire, was public notice that the Messiah had been crucified.  Pilate’s refusal to alter the title in his inscription was better thought through than the Jewish request.  Pilate could only justify crucifying Jesus because He was recognized as King of the Jews (and was thus a threat to Rome), and not simply on the charge that He harbored delusions of being a king.  To have admitted the latter would have brought Roman justice into serious question.  Jesus’ kingship has been carefully established in the two genealogies given in Matthew and Luke, so even if Pilate was unaware of the truth of what he had written, it was nevertheless precisely correct and true.”


h.  “This title proclaims that Jesus is innocent of any crime.  Pilate sets it down as a simple fact that Jesus is ‘the king of the Jews’; he had examined Jesus and found it even so and had also learned what kind of king Jesus was.  So he writes it for all to read, and the title is a vindication of Jesus.  But it galled the Jews—their king crucified as a criminal!  They tried vainly to change this accurate caption.  God's hand was back of this; just as they could condemn Jesus only for being what he really was, God's Son, so they are able to bring Him to the cross only as what He really was, ‘the King of the Jews’.”
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