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There is a word Irony. According to the Cambridge English Dictionary, Irony 

means “something or situation that has a different or opposite result from what 

is expected.” For example, nowadays there are great technologies developing 

effective ways to connect to others easily and share stories with them, but many 

people in the digital era find it difficult to build personal relationships so feel 

lonely, which is an irony. 

Some ironies are easily recognised, but others take time to be revealed. 

Especially, historical ironies take decades, even centuries. When I visited the 

National Museum of African American History and Culture in Washington DC., 

a man of irony welcomed us in the section of ‘The Paradox of Liberty.’ He was 

Thomas Jefferson, the principal author of the Declaration of Independence.  

 

A part of the Declaration says, “All men are created equal . . . with certain 

unalienable rights . . . Whenever any form of government becomes destructive 

of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it.” Yet over the 

course of his life, Jefferson himself owned 609 slaves, which was a big irony. 

He declared for the equality of all human beings with his lips, but in his life he 

exploited others’ freedom and rights to reinforce his personal liberty and wealth. 
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Today’s gospel reading, John 18:33-37, contains the biggest irony in human 

history. At this, Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor of Judea, interrogated Jesus. 

His first question to Jesus was ‘Are you the king of the Jews?’ because that was 

the main reason the Israel people handed Jesus over to Pilate to crucify him. 

Jesus was accused by the Israelites for the king of the Jews, and was finally 

sentenced to death for treason. John 19:19-21 record this scene clearly, “Pilate 

had a notice prepared and fastened to the cross. It read: Jesus of Nazareth, the king 

of the Jews. Many of the Jews read this sign, for the place where Jesus was 

crucified was near the city, and the sign was written in Aramaic, Latin and Greek.” 

What an irony! What nonsense! Jesus, the only son of God, the king of kings, 

was crucified just because he was expected to rule the kingdom of Israel by his 

followers. Another irony found in the story was that Jesus accepted the death 

sentence willingly, and died on the cross. That was the paradox of salvation. He 

had to suffer unimaginably and die shamefully on the cross without any sin to 

save human beings, but ironically this weakness proved his powerful love 

towards all his people. Yes, as he was the true king of the universe, he could 

willingly give up his life for the whole nations. 
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The book expressing his kingship most dramatically is the Book of Revelation. 

Revelation 1:5, today’s second reading, describes Jesus as follows: “Jesus 

Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of 

the kings of the earth.” Verse 7 contains the second coming of Christ as the 

king: “Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even 

those who pierced him; and all peoples on earth will mourn because of him. 

So shall it be! Amen.” 

You know, the Book of Revelation was written by St. John when he was 

imprisoned on the island of Patmos due to the testimony of Jesus. The content 

of the book was based on the supernatural visions that John saw himself on the 

island. The Roman authorities sent him into an isolated island to stop him 

spreading the gospel, but the island became the place of vision showing to the 

world the second coming of Christ, the end but new beginning of time.  
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This is another irony that reveals that the gospel is not a thing that we human 

beings can hide or remove; the more we try to get rid of it, the more powerfully 

it would spread. This is the vitality of truth. We cannot add or reduce God’s 

truth; no power or civilisation can outlast the good news. 
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Nicolas Poussin’s painting, Landscape with St. John on Patmos, contains this 

fact remarkably. 

  

I found this picture when I visited the Art Institute of Chicago this study leave. 

This artwork completed in 1640 was regarded as the standard of the neo-

classical landscape in the French Academy in those days. What’s more important 

is, however, the painting grasps the two cores of the Book of Revelation. 

 

On the bottom of the picture, St. John sits on the ground; an eagle standing 

beside him confirms that the man is St. John because the eagle was the symbol 

of the evangelist. What is he doing? He is writing the Book of Revelation 

revealing wildly violent visions of the end of time. But, look at the landscape.  



“Divine irony” (John 18:33-37; Revelation 1:4-8/ Nov 25, 2018) 
Rev Dr Jong Soo Park (Minister of Ocean Grove-Barwon Heads UCA) 

 

It is so peaceful; beautiful sunny day, blue sky, white clouds, and mountains and 

the ocean. This sharp contrast shows the urgency of God’s word ironically. The 

word of God comes to us suddenly in our peaceful moments. Christ will come 

again like that. Jesus said in Matthew 24, “Keep watch, because you do not 

know on what day your Lord will come. . . . So you must be ready, because the 

Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.” 

The Apostle Paul also said in the letter for the Thessalonians, “The day of the 

Lord will come like a thief in the night. While people are saying, ‘Peace and 

safety,’ destruction will come on them suddenly, as labour pains on a pregnant 

woman.” So, Paul taught that we should always be awake and sober in light.        

Another core of the Revelation this painting depicts is related to the ruins of the 

old buildings. As you see, St. John is writing the apocalypse in the remains of 

old temples or buildings. You can also see a classical Greek or Roman temple in 

the centre of the painting, but it looks in poor condition too. This means the 

finitude of power and culture. No power is eternal. 

On the other hand, God’s word is being proclaimed even now, which shows the 

eternity of the divine truth. So, the Prophet Isaiah declares, “All people are like 

grass, and all their faithfulness is like the flowers of the field. . . . The grass 

withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God endures forever.” He 

continues, “The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the 

earth. . . . those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. . . . they will run 

and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint.” 
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Sisters and brothers, 
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Christianity is full of the divine ironies. God, the creator, was incarnated into a 

baby, one of the most fragile beings; Jesus, the king of the kings, was crucified 

for high treason; God’s word sounds out of date and even has nothing to do with 

our life, but it has the eternal power to penetrate our being and transform us here 

and now; whenever people persecuted Christians not to speak and act for Jesus, 

amazing revival movements came out; as Jesus said, his power is made perfect 

in weakness and hardships. 

The island of Patmos where John wrote the Revelation is one of the symbols of 

the divine irony. The last place where God would reside became the centre for 

God’s vision and presence. If you feel like living in a remote and lonely place 

like Patmos, expect what ironies God would create in your situations. Unlike the 

ironies that human beings make, the divine irony is always for strengthening the 

weak, sustaining the poor, and supporting the marginalised. Amen. 


