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On many paintings of the cross there is a sign with the
letters ‘INRI’. What does that mean?

Meaning of INRI

INRI is a short word for ‘Iesus Nazarenus, Rex
Iudaeorum’. It’s Latin. Translated INRI means: ‘Jesus the
Nazarene, King of the Jews’. The Roman governor Pilate
wrote these words in Latin, Greek and Hebrew on a
wooden sign and nailed it on the cross as a message for
all who where passing by (See John 19 :19). INRI thus is
the ‘title’ Pilate gives to Jesus, as reason why He was
convicted and crucified.

Jesus the Nazarene

Pilate wrote “Jesus the Nazarene” because most people
knew Him by that name. Jesus had lived in Nazareth for a
long time. This place was not popular in Israel. It was
situated in the region of Galilee, which was called ‘Galilee
of the Gentiles’. When Nathanael, a disciple of Jesus,



hears of Jesus for the first time, he says: “ Can anything
good come out of Nazareth? ” (John 1:46). There are no
Bible prophecies about Nazareth. That’s why some
skeptics said: “ Is the Christ to come from Galilee? Has
not the Scripture said that the Christ comes from the
offspring of David, and comes from Bethlehem, the village
where David was? ”. But they forgot that Jesus the ‘king
of the Jews’ (Matthew 2:2) was born in Bethlehem. That’s
the place where, according to Micah 5:2, the Messiah
would be born.

Jesus as ‘king of the Jews’

Jesus’ accusators, the spiritual leaders, said to Pilate that
Jesus claimed to be the king of the Jews. In the gospel
you can read that Jesus speaks very often about the
kingdom of God as His kingdom. Jesus unified Himself
with God , implicating He is the Son of Man, the Messiah.
The leaders hated Him for that.

During Jesus’ trail, Pilate asks Him if He indeed is the
‘king of the Jews’. Jesus answers: “ You say it ” and tells
him: “ My Kingdom is not of this world. If My Kingdom



were of this world, then My servants would have fought,
so that I would not be delivered to the Jews; but now My
Kingdom is not from here ” (John 18:36). He is indeed the
king of the Jews and all the nations on earth. However,
Jesus came not to rule but to serve mankind through His
live and death. He “ humbled Himself by becoming
obedient ” to God His Father “ to the point of death, even
death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted Him
and bestowed on Him the name that is above every name
” (Philippians 2: 8-9). It was God’s eternal plan that His
Son would drink this cup of suffering to make believers “
holy and blameless ” for Him (Ephesians 1:4).

Why Pilate wrote INRI on the sign

The Bible does not explicitly mention the motivation why
Pilate wrote INRI on the sign. It is likely that he wanted to
make clear how he felt about the case of Jesus. He found
Him innocent, and for several times he tried to free Him
from a death verdict. (see John 19: 6, 14). The religious
leaders didn’t accept his sympathy for Jesus. They
warned Pilate that they would call him an enemy of the



Roman emperor if he would not convict Jesus. That was a
big threat to him as a governor. If the caesar in Rome
would hear about this, Pilate could lose his career and
luxurious possessions. So, he chose to condemn Jesus.

But he took the opportunity to take revenge on the
accusers by publicly declaring that Jesus was ‘the king of
the Jews’. Not surprisingly, Jesus’ opponents were not
happy with that text. They asked Pilate: “ Do not write,
‘The King of the Jews,’ but rather, ‘This man said, I am
King of the Jews. ‘” But Pilate did not give in at this point
and simply answered, “ What I have written I have written.
” (John 19: 21-22).

So Pilate had his own reasons for having this text affixed
to Jesus’ cross. But God used this Roman governor to
publicly proclaim the truth about Jesus: He is indeed the
King—not only of the Jews but of the whole world.
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