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Not of This World 
John 18:33-37 

 

 You may unaware, but tomorrow afternoon NASA will land on Mars.  

If all goes according to plan, the InSight Mars Lander will descend to the 

surface to begin work on exploring the interior of the Red Planet with a 

burrowing heat probe and highly sensitive seismometers that should track 

the wobble in Mars’ rotational axis.  InSight is an acronym for Interior 

Exploration using Seismic Investigations, Geodesy, and Heat Transport, 

but it is aptly named as it will provide scientists insight into the internal 

structure, formation, and evolution of rocky planets such as Mars.  

 When I was a kid, Mars was perceived to be a strange world where 

little green men existed or the place where flying saucers originated—all 

those occasional, unexplained sightings of UFOs somewhere around Earth’s 

own skies.  Or if you are a fan of the H.G. Wells classic, “War of the 

Worlds,” it was the home base of the invading, laser-shooting marauders 

who were intent on destroying humanity until they were annihilated by 

Earth’s bacterial pathogens, for which they lacked immunity.  There are 

some who still recall Orson Welles’ infamous radio broadcast in 1938, 

which caused widespread panic among the listening audience.  For Cold 

War generations, Mars was a dark mysterious threat, stoked by fears they 

had of another “red” enemy, so along with its association with the Greek 

god of war, Mars represented something sinister and frightening.   

 Though the lines between fantasy and fright are often blurred, the 

possibility of extraterrestrial life continues to intrigue us.  In the vastness of 

the universe, it would be absurd not to assume so.  Astrophysicists view this 

as part of their scientific quest: to search for any evidence that confirms 

their expectation that intelligent life exists somewhere in the cosmos and 



2 
 

just might be found.  The discovery of exoplanets and solar systems 

possessing the essential elements of carbon, nitrogen, hydrogen, and 

oxygen—necessary to sustain life as we know it—lies near the top of the 

global scientific agenda.  Instead of fearing invaders from Mars, a present 

generation cast eyes toward the skies in hope that humanity might find a 

kindred race in the cosmos. 

 There’s a practical concern, as well.  As climate science addresses the 

long-term environmental damage done to our own planet (including the 

recently released report from the federal government), the prospects for 

another place for the human race to survive become more necessary and 

acute.  If we were to have access to the private laboratories of Elon Musk’s 

SpaceX or Richard Branson’s Virgin Galactic, or similar enterprises, we 

would likely find plans in place, not only for commercially-viable space 

travel, but also the strategic blueprints for space colonies—a need driven by 

the concern of over-population and ecological degradation on earth.  As 

strange as it may seem to us in 2018, creating a new home for humans on 

the lunar landscape or the surface of Mars may be an achievable objective 

within a lifetime.  What, then, would a child born on the Red Planet be 

called, a Martian? 

 As much as life beyond Earth seems plausible, religiously speaking, 

what does this say about the special nature of human beings within the 

cosmos, or even our relationship to the divine Presence behind it all?  Are 

humans really that special or unique?  Would God intervene before our 

extinction as a species?  And, is this how we’re to understand Jesus 

himself—as some sort of extraterrestrial being who came to save and 

redeem humanity of its ills?   
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This isn’t a novel idea.  For some, it isn’t a huge leap to assume Jesus 

must have been, in part, an alien of some sort.  Christian theology presents 

him as fully human and fully divine—a supernatural being who could do 

things that no other human could—a type of first-century prototypical 

Superman, if you will, who possessed divine power and strength that would 

match and exceed any on earth.  Given the historical distance of nearly 

2000 years, along with the authority of religious tradition, it was entirely 

believable and acceptable to sense that Jesus was unique and 

otherworldly—not human, like you and I.   

With this assumption, reading Jesus’ self-assessment in John 18 

would not be a challenge—of course, Jesus was not of this world!  His 

kingdom was not of this world.  He was from heaven (and where exactly is 

that?)—he was part of the Godhead—holy and distinct from human beings 

and certainly the corruption of sin (is sin a human pathogen?).  With no 

difficulty, we could compartmentalize our religious faith with a make-

believe world of first century Judeans who encountered a strange and 

extraordinary man who could make the blind see and the lame to walk, who 

could stroll across water and exercise power over the winds and waves.  

Was he not a supernatural Savior from another world come to save us?  He 

was unlike anyone else; he did things that no one else could!  Wasn’t that 

enough evidence to believe in him? 

 So, when he was arrested and put on trial before Pilate, it was obvious 

why Jesus’ retort to the Roman governor was this: “My kingdom is not of 

this world.  If my kingdom were of this world, my followers would be 

fighting to keep me from being handed over…”  If not his disciples, then a 

cosmic army of angels would come to his aid.   
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Of course, Jesus was not of this world!  In his world, the blind can 

recover sight and the lame are cured, the world becomes right as it should 

be—without sin, without suffering, without sorrow, without shame (all 

those human pathogens that destroy us).  In Jesus’ world, even the dead 

rise again to life, as he would soon demonstrate.  So, when he arose into 

heaven and promised to return, it was going to be with the reality of his 

world transforming the present one with all the miraculous powers and 

possibilities, or else he would return to rapture us to another place to live 

somewhere in the cosmos—a place called heaven—where nothing bad ever 

occurs in the presence of God.  Certainly, Jesus and his whole mission was 

divine and otherworldly.  He came from a place unlike this world.  He was 

not one of us.  He and his world were perfect, free of sin and earthly 

pathogens.  In my youth, I could have even called Jesus, “My Favorite 

Martian.”1 

 I’m being facetious, but this isn’t a novel belief.  I recall years ago 

reading C.S. Lewis’ imaginative space trilogy2 which suggested this 

possibility in a metaphorical way.  Along the lines of his contemporaries, 

J.R.R. Tolkien and Charles Williams, Lewis threaded Christian theology 

and tradition into the fabric of fantasy.  Still, one knew what he was 

implying: Jesus is an alien to humankind—a divine being cloaked in human 

flesh.  He came to be with us, but he is not one of us.  He is of another 

world—a world distinct from our own, beyond the realm of sin and 

corruption.  He came to save us and take us to that otherworldly place if we 

believe in him.  Fact or fiction, this was religious faith as I knew it back 

then, even if to another it might appear to be little more than a fairy tale. 

                                                           
1 Title of a 1960s television show starring Ray Walston. 
2 Out of the Silent Planet, Perelandra, and That Hideous Strength. 
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 However, if we strip away the theology and fantasy, the story reads 

quite differently.  When Jesus responded to Pilate in this telling moment, 

he was as human as you and I.  He was not from another planet, other than 

the one you and I inhabit with billions of others down through time.  But it 

is stunningly accurate to say, his realm is not of this world.  He could make 

that claim in his day; he could make that same claim today.  It is as relevant 

to us in our time as it was when Pilate interrogated Jesus, wondering what 

he was up to and why he was perceived to be such a source of unsettling 

trouble, socially, politically, religiously. 

 Pilate didn’t grasp the accusations leveled against Jesus because he 

simply didn’t get Jesus.  This man from Nazareth represented a reality that 

was alien to Pilate’s world of imperial power and institutional order.  Pilate 

understood well violent rebels that sought to overthrow Roman rule.  Give 

him an insurrectionist with a small army and he could command a legion of 

centurions to vanquish them.  But a political troublemaker that eschewed 

violence and military strategy?  What’s that?  What would a nonconformist 

like Jesus expect to achieve? 

 Pilate could also grasp religious rivalry that apparently had upset the 

Sanhedrin and temple priests.  Institutional interests were parochial, but 

high-stakes; the religious elite had their own temple guards to restore order 

and maintain the status quo.  Their authority couldn’t be easily challenged, 

especially by some relative unknown itinerant from the backwaters of 

Galilee.  The Chief Priest held the keys to the kingdom within religious 

Judaism—everybody knew that—everyone looked up to Caiaphas and his 

well-heeled supporting cast.  No one, except those allied with Caesar (i.e., 

Herod and Pilate himself), could shake the foundations of the Temple and 

its perfectly-cast, perfectly-compromised, perfectly-compliant spiritual 
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leadership.  No, this man Jesus posed no threat to the standing order or 

status quo of this world; he was nuisance at most.  His kingdom wasn’t of 

this world; it likely was only real in his own misguided musings. 

 No, Pilate didn’t get Jesus—he just couldn’t relate to him or figure 

him out.  Oddly, the same could be said of many of Jesus’ eventual 

followers, even to our present day.  In effect, many take Jesus Christ to be 

an extraterrestrial of a type—a divine being coming from another world to 

save from the sin and corruption of this world those who would believe in 

his name and supernatural mission to deliver them to a more perfect place 

somewhere in the cosmos.  Salvation is the Great Escape to eternal 

perfection.  Even some of the New Testament writers wrote as if this is all 

Jesus was about!  Perhaps they had their reasons, but it didn’t exactly 

present Jesus for who he was, based on his teachings and his prophetic 

claims. 

 For one thing, Jesus was fully and completely human.  As people of 

faith, we believe he was more than that to be sure, but we must start with 

his humanity.  That’s where the story begins for us.  It doesn’t start with 

whatever divine claims we have of him; those are confessions of faith, 

which are spiritual yearnings that sometimes appear even fantastical.  What 

compelled Jesus throughout his ministry and eventually brought him to the 

cross was not proclaiming a gospel of Great Escape, but instead one of 

Great Engagement!  He was taking on the principalities and powers of his 

time—those who held the reins of the power and controlled the law and 

order mainly to protect their institutional, political, or self-interests—and 

challenging most of everything that propped up and served the agendas of 

the status quo—who was favored, who was not; who was valued, who was 

not; who was important, who was not; who was to benefit from policies and 
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politics, who did not.  That’s what powerbrokers do. Jesus was not of that 

world; instead, he was raising the social and spiritual standing and worth of 

all people, leveling the field, where the concerns of the poor and outcast 

would be heard and acted upon, and where the priorities of leaders would 

not perpetually serve the establishment elite, i.e. the welfare of the well-off 

and well-connected.  It was his Great Reversal, where the last become first 

and the first become last.  It was revolutionary (and still is!)—a divine 

manifesto of mercy!   

Yes, Jesus was rebelling against the present order, to be sure—against 

the imperial and institutional control that resisted reform and moral 

change—the social and economic system that was callously unfair and 

inherently unjust—and the religious authorities who cast a blind eye to 

human need, forgetting their own people’s spiritual roots and story, aiding 

and abetting the oppression of entire populations, while choking off all 

prophetic outrage as being inspired by the devil.   

The religious authorities knew exactly what Jesus was up to, but 

because he campaigned in a way that didn’t demonize his enemies or repeat 

the sins and violence of the past, it was beyond the grasp of those like Pilate 

and Herod, who considered this odd-ball Galilean an impotent and 

impertinent fool.  They had no idea that Jesus’ legacy would far outlive and 

outdo theirs.  They didn’t realize the world Jesus spoke of was right in their 

midst, even though they beheld it not.  He wasn’t the god of war from Mars; 

he was the Prince of Peace from Galilee. 

In the calendar of Christendom, today is the final Sunday of the year.  

It is meant to be the day to recognize the ultimate satisfaction of the 

gospel—the day of glory, the coming to earth of God’s reign.  In ceremony, 

the day usually is muted—overshadowed as it is in the U.S. by the 
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Thanksgiving holiday on the one hand and the beginning of the Christmas 

season on the other.  It is a time appropriately wedged between 

Thanksgiving and a season of hope. 

As a spiritual experience, it is a time to pause, recognize, and 

celebrate all the places and people, moments and ministries that actually 

get Jesus—where re-valuation of people and revisioning of this world 

occurs in light of Jesus’ example and teachings.  It is a day to pray for the 

world’s great needs and to bless the stories of where healing happens, 

where those who are impoverished economically, socially, and spiritually 

are lifted up from their circumstances toward a better and more just future.   

This is a Sunday to affirm Jesus Christ as our Lord—as the true leader 

of our lives—while forsaking the celebrated idols of our time and the 

idolatrous ones who, solely out of vain self-interest, sell their souls to the 

devil to keep things just as they are in terms of power and wealth.  It is the 

end of a religious calendar year, when once again we proclaim that Jesus is 

the savior of our souls—not to provide us a great escape from this world, 

but to reorient and inspire us to engage it with all the passion, authority, 

mercy, and wisdom of heaven.   

Yes, Jesus may not reflect the spirit and character of this present 

world; but he is calling us to do our part to help make it become more like 

him.  That is our calling, that is our great hope.  For we hope when the 

kingdom of God arrives in fullness in a time we do not yet see, that it will 

heal this planet of its ills for the survival of humankind and with the divine 

spirit of justice and love, make it to be just about perfect. 

      The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
      Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
      25 November 2018  


