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Preface
A small fragment of the gospel of John, p52 by its academic designation, is
arguably the earliest piece of the New Testament in existence. Popularly called the
John Rylands fragment because it resides in the John Rylands Library of the
University of Manchester, it dates to about 125 A.D. and contains portions of John
18:31-33, 37-38. In 1993, as a visiting scholar to England, I had the opportunity to
examine it for an hour or so in its vacuum sealed plates. What an irony that the oldest
existing piece of the New Testament belongs to what once was regarded by many
critical scholars to be one of the latest books in the New Testament.
The present treatment of the Fourth Gospel does not attempt to break new
ground. Rather, it aims at collecting some of the scholarly work that has been
performed in the Fourth Gospel and offering it in a readable, concise commentary.
The distance between ivory tower scholarship and the average Christian is great, and
it is my belief that there are too few bridges between them. Hence, this short work.
Any treatment of the gospels, of course, must be selective, and this one is no
exception. I have tried to maintain those distinctives which are most compatible with
evangelicalism's bibliology. This does not mean that I draw exclusively from
evangelical scholars, but it does mean that when I draw from beyond the evangelical
circle I try to avoid importing ideas which are in conflict with the authority and
infallibility of Holy Scripture. Still, since all truth is God's truth, valid insights that
come from resources beyond my own circle are still welcome.
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Introduction to the Fourth Gospel
It has been recognized from the very earliest periods of the church that the
Gospel of John is unique. Matthew, Mark and Luke are called the synoptic gospels
because of their similarities in emphasis and structure. Large sections of the
synoptics run parallel to each other. The Fourth Gospel follows a different course.
Comparatively little is common between the synoptic gospels and John, particularly
in the narratives of Jesus' public ministry prior to his passion. In the synoptics, Jesus
is largely in Galilee; in John he is largely in Judea and Jerusalem. If one read the
synoptics only, it might be concluded that Jesus' ministry was only about a year in
length, but John speaks of three Passovers which Jesus attended in Jerusalem, thus
extending his ministry to at least two and a half years and quite probably three and a
half.1
A great many critical questions have occupied students of John's gospel for
many years, and the debates are ongoing. These issues concern possible textual
displacements, possible sources, theories of authorship, the possibility of later editing,
the place of composition, possible influences from Hellenistic and Palestinian worldviews, a possible target audience, special theological issues peculiar to the gospel, and
the work's literary structure. For advanced discussions of these technical matters, the
reader is referred to the formal introductions in academic commentaries and
introductions to the New Testament. It will be sufficient for our purposes here to treat
these matters in a brief overview.

Authorship
It is a peculiarity of the Fourth Gospel that while the document describes in the
third person the witness whose record is preserved, the author is not named. Rather,
he is called "the beloved disciple" or "the other disciple" (cf. 13:23-24; 18:15-16;
19:26-27; 20:2-8; 21:7, 20-24). The traditional identification, going back to the time
of the second century fathers, is that he is John bar Zebedee, and the classical defense
has been given by B. F. Westcott.2 However, critical scholarship is inclined to
explore other possibilities, such as, John Mark, Lazarus, or a symbolic figure of an
ideal disciple.3 It is almost axiomatic among critical scholars to attribute the
authorship of the Fourth Gospel to a community of disciples rather than to the
apostle.4 Nevertheless, the traditional position is still plausible and may be the best.5

1

For an extensive discussion of this problem, see H. Hoehner, Chronological Aspects of the Life of Christ (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1977) 45-63.
2
B. Westcott, The Gospel According to St. John (rpt. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967) v-xxxii.
3
R. Brown, The Gospel According to John I-XII [AB] (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966) LXXXVII-XCVIII.
4
R. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple (New York: Paulist, 1979); O. Cullmann, The Johannine

6
We see no compelling reason to challenge the ancient tradition that the Fourth Gospel
was written by one of the twelve apostles, John the brother of James.

Place and Date of Composition
Several documents in the New Testament have historical connections, in one
way or another, with the city of Ephesus. They include Ephesians, 1 Timothy, 1, 2
and 3 John, Revelation and the Fourth Gospel. If the Apostle John is the author of the
Fourth Gospel, as the early fathers believed, then Ephesus is the natural choice, since
the patristic testimony is that John spent his final days there. Furthermore, if John's
composition was late in his life, again the common assumption, then there is little
reason to object to the traditional date in the mid-90s A.D.

Structure
The theological purpose of the Fourth Gospel is quite clear. The first half of
the work is built around a series of "signs" which all point toward the answer to a
single, implicit question, "Who is Jesus?" This section of the gospel, which occupies
chapters 1-12, is commonly referred to by biblical scholars as the "Book of Signs."6
The last half of the work, which begins in chapter 13, describes Jesus' death and the
surrounding events in Jerusalem.7 It is commonly referred to as the "Book of Glory"
and also seeks to answer the question of Jesus' identity, though not by a series of
miraculous signs. John's final answer, of course, is that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son
of God, and by accepting this conclusion, a person may have eternal life (20:30-31).
The Fourth Gospel falls into a fourfold structure which can be outlined as
follows:
Prologue (1:1-18)
The gospel begins with a hymn of the incarnation.
Book of Signs (1:19--12:50)
Here, John structures his account of the life of Jesus around the alternating
signs and discourses. While Jesus performed many miracles during his ministry, and
Circle, J. Bowden (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1975).
5
D. Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1970) 241-271; E. F. Harrison, Introduction to
the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971) 218-225.
6
In using this appellation, one need not accept Bultmann's suggestion that there was an actual literary source of
collected miracle stories which existed prior to the composition of the Fourth Gospel, cf. R. Bultmann, The Gospel
of John, trans. G. Beasley-Murray, et al. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1964).
7
Scholars do not all divide the Book of Signs and the Book of Glory the same way. Most scholars prefer to divide
them between chapters 12 and 13, see comments R. Brown, cxxxviii-cxxxix.
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the synoptic gospels record dozens of them, the Fourth Gospel confines itself to a
limited number (20:30; 21:25). In the section addressed here, only seven miracles are
recorded. They are:
Turning the water to wine (2:11)
Healing the nobleman's son (4:54)
Healing the invalid at Bethesda (5:8-9)
Walking on the Sea of Galilee (6:14)
Feeding the five thousand (6:16-20)
Healing the man born blind (9:13-16)
Raising Lazarus from the dead (11:43-44)
These miracles are interwoven with long discourses which expound on the
meaning of Jesus' person and work. The miracles are not ends in themselves, but they
are events which point beyond themselves to great truths about Jesus. The discourses
and dialogues which surround the signs explain their deeper meaning.
Book of Glory (13:1--20:31)
The latter half of the gospel is the story of Jesus' passion and the events
surrounding it. Consistently in the Fourth Gospel, Jesus speaks of his passion and
death as his glorification, the moment when he would be lifted up on the cross in
order to draw all people unto himself. Upon his arrival in Jerusalem, Jesus told his
followers, "The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified" (12:23). On the
night of the betrayal, Jesus exclaimed, "Now is the Son of Man glorified and God is
glorified in him!" (13:31). In his prayer later that same evening, Jesus prayed,
"Father, the time has come. Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you" (17:1).
The concept of glorification implied resurrection, for Jesus also spoke of being
glorified with the glory he had with the Father before the world began (17:5), a
statement pointing to an existence after his anticipated death. He prayed that his
followers would "be with me where I am" so that they might "see my glory," a
statement that surely implies resurrection not only for Jesus but for all those who
would believe in him (17:24). Only after Jesus was "glorified" did his followers
understand the full import of the prophetic writings concerning his suffering and
death (12:16). Still, death itself was the supreme moment of glorification. Even in
connection with the prediction about Peter's martyrdom, Jesus could speak of it as a
death by which Peter would "glorify God" (21:19).
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Epilogue (21:1-25)
The gospel closes with a post-resurrection appearance of Jesus to Peter and
several other disciples in Galilee. The Fourth Gospel has two closings, one in 20:3031 and the other in 21:25, so that the latter forms a kind of appendix to the whole.
One other structural/theological factor should be observed initially, the
prominence of the Jewish festivals. It has already been mentioned that no less than
three p
Passovers are recorded, and in addition to them, there are also references to the
sabbath, the feast of booths and the feast of dedication.8 The prominence of these
festivals and the way in which John structures the narratives around them imply that
he intended the reader to discern that the eschatological fulfillment of these
celebrations was in the life of Jesus. The fact that Jesus' death was at the Passover
celebration is especially significant in this regard. Jesus' death is the ultimate concern
of Passover, and Jesus is the ultimate concern of Pentecost, Dedication and the
Sabbath as well.

Theological Themes
Theologically, the Fourth Gospel is characterized by stark contrasts, so much
so that it is common to speak of Johannine dualism. These antitheses between light
and darkness (12:35-36, 46), truth and falsehood (14:6; 16:13; 17:17; 18:37-38), life
and death (12:25, 50; 14:6; 17:2-3), love and hatred (13:1, 34-35; 14:15, 21, 23-24,
31; 15:9-17; 17:26), faith and unbelief (12:37-48; 14:10-12; 16:29-31; 20:8, 24-31),
and the world and the disciples (12:31; 14:17, 19, 27, 30-31; 15:18-25; 16:2-4, 8-11,
20, 33; 17:6, 9, 11, 14-16, 18, 21; 18:36) are woven throughout the woof and warp of
the book.
The Book of Glory has a very carefully developed theology of the Holy Spirit
which is somewhat different in orientation from the way the synoptics and the Book
of Acts treat the Spirit. Jesus' extensive teachings about the Paraclete on the night of
his betrayal are unparalleled elsewhere in the New Testament. Here, Jesus anticipated
the mission of the apostles to the world after he had returned to the Father.

Historical Context
If the historical context of the Fourth Gospel and 1, 2 and 3 John are the same,
several things can be deduced about the circumstances surrounding the compositions.
The letters are clearly aimed at a heresy promoted by a group that ostensibly was
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In 5:1, there is an unnamed feast, possibly either Pentecost or trumpets, though the arguments for either cannot be
followed here.
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once a part of the Christian community (1 Jn. 2:19, 26; 3:7; 4:4-5). Enough
information is given to indicate that the essence of this heresy was a devaluation and a
distortion of the apostolic teaching about Jesus of Nazareth. Members of the
opposing party claimed to "know" Jesus (1 Jn. 2:4), and they insisted that they were
"in the light" (1 Jn. 2:9). However, they denied that Jesus was the Messiah (1 Jn.
2:22), and they refused to accept the apostolic message that he appeared in the flesh
(1 Jn. 4:2-3; 2 Jn. 7). Such a position was not only a blunt denial of apostolic
teaching, but according to John, it was a blunt denial of God's own testimony about
Jesus (1 Jn. 5:10-11). As might be expected, such controversy fostered an attitude of
hatred and created a schism (1 Jn. 2:19; 4:20).
The nature of this heresy bears important affinities with what we know of the
Johannine Community's struggles within itself as well as what we know of gnostic
ideas in the second century A.D. Both of these areas form important background
material for the study of the Johannine Letters and the Fourth Gospel.
When speaking of the Johannine community, it is necessary to delve briefly
into the structure of the church in the apostolic era. Different apostles became
recognized leaders in particular areas. While a given city might have several house
churches, each with its own leadership (cf. Ro. 16:5; 1 Co. 16:19; Col. 4:15), each
house congregation seems to have looked beyond itself to a common apostolic leader.
James, for instance, was the recognized leader in Jerusalem (Ac. 12:17; 15:13; 21:18;
Gal. 1:19; 2:9, 12). Paul was especially important for the congregations he
established in Asia Minor, Macedonia and Achaia (1 Co. 4:14-17; 9:1-2; 1 Th.
1:6-7).9 The dominant tradition of the church fathers associates the Apostle John with
Ephesus in the later years of his life, and it is from here that tradition testifies to John's
authorship of the Fourth Gospel, the Johannine Letters and the Apocalypse.10
If the Fourth Gospel and the letters 1, 2 and 3 John are to be grouped together
as having a common source and presumably as being addressed to a common
community, then we may expect them to reflect to some degree the character of the
communities to which they were addressed. Such an expectation is obvious in the
letters, but it is quite possible in the Fourth Gospel as well. In fact, one may
reasonably assume that if the four gospels were written to specific Christian
communities, then the evangelists who wrote them chose stories about Jesus and
teachings from Jesus that would relate to particular church situations. This may in
part explain the difference in subject matter between the Fourth Gospel and the

9

Scholarly explorations into the relationship of specific communities to apostolic leadership may be found in R.
Brown, The Churches the Apostles Left Behind (New York: Paulist, 1984) and R. Brown, Antioch and Rome (New
York: Paulist, 1983).
10
F. Filson, "John the Apostle," IDB (1962) II.954.
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synoptics. On the basis of these assumptions, scholars have attempted to reconstruct
the progress of the Johannine community from its inception by examining the kinds
of stories in the Fourth Gospel and the content of the Johannine letters. To the
perceptive reader, several groups of individuals are discernable in the Fourth Gospel.
Groups who did not believe in Jesus fall under the categories of the world, the
Jews and the disciples of John the Baptist.11 The "world" is the most general category,
and while Christ's mission was to the world (Jn. 3:16-19); 6:51; 8:12; 9:5; 12:47), it is
clear that the world at large rejected him (Jn. 1:10; 3:19; 7:7; 14:17; 15:18; 16:20). In
the Johannine Letters, the world continues as the alien culture opposing Christianity
(1 Jn. 3:1, 13; 5:19). The false teachers are themselves products of the world (1 Jn.
4:5).
In one sense "the Jews" may be subsumed under the world (Jn. 8:22-23), and
yet they form a special group which is addressed repeatedly in the Fourth Gospel. For
the most part, there is a severely negative tone associated with the mention of the
Jews in the Fourth Gospel. Such references should not be taken as anti-semitisms nor
can they hardly refer to all Jews, since Jesus' own disciples, not to mention Jesus
himself, were also Jews. The Jews in the Fourth Gospel refer especially to the Jewish
leaders and the Jewish culture which rejected Jesus as the Messiah. The references to
the Jews would have had special relevance in the history of the church during the
mid-80s when the synagogue authorities introduced the specially designed Birkat
ha-Minim (curse on the deviators) into their liturgies in order to identify and expel
those who confessed Jesus as the Messiah.
The sectarian "disciples of the Baptist" were those who thought John the
Baptist himself was God's promised one. Traces of them are to be found in the New
Testament (Ac. 18:24-25; 19:1-4) and in later writings which indicate that they
survived well into the Christian era and eventually became opponents of
Christianity.12 The opening chapter of the Fourth Gospel may well be an apologetic
toward the sectarian Baptist group.
The groups who claimed to believe in Jesus include those who claimed faith

11

The importance which John attaches to the categories of the world and the Jews in the Fourth Gospel can be seen
by a simple usage comparison with the other gospels.
kosmos (world): Mt. 9 times
Ioudaios (Jew): Mt. 5 times
Mk. 3 times
Mk. 7 times
Lk. 3 times
Lk. 5 times
Jn. 79 times
Jn. 71 times
The category of the Baptist and his sectarian disciples is less apparent than the categories of the world and the Jews, but
there is sufficient evidence to warrant seeing such a category, cf. R. Brown, Gospel, 1:LXVII-LXX.
12
Recognitions of Clement, I.54 and I.60.
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but refused to publicly admit their faith, those whose faith rested primarily in
miraculous signs, and those whose faith was clearly in the apostolic tradition. The
first group, those who claimed to believe in Jesus but refused to confess their faith out
of fear of being expelled from the synagogues, is mentioned in Jn. 12:42-43. John
judges them to be more concerned about human opinion than God's opinion. The
story of the blind man who publicly confessed his faith and was so expelled may be
an apologetic toward such a group of timid and private believers (Jn. 9:22, 30-38). To
such a group, if it lasted into the apostolic era, the Birkat ha-Minim of the Jewish
synagogues would have been a watershed.
The second group, those whose faith rested primarily on miraculous signs,
were distrusted by Jesus (Jn. 2:19-25; 11:45-46). They were willing to eat miraculous
bread and fish, but they were not willing to accept Jesus' exclusive claims (6:41-42,
60-66). Jesus took a dim view of using miracles in and of themselves to prove his
authenticity (7:3-6). True faith rested in believing Jesus' exclusive claims, not merely
admitting to his works of power (20:24-31). Even those who were said to "believe"
(8:31) are later shown to have inadequate faith if they rejected Jesus' claims (8:33-59).
The third group, those whose faith fit the apostolic pattern, were the ones
whose faith in Jesus included his exclusive claims (Jn. 6:67-69; 16:29-31; 17:6-10,
20; 20:31).

The Prologue (1:1-18)
Unlike the introductions to the gospels Matthew and Luke, the prologue of
John does not begin with an account of the birth narratives. Rather, John begins with
a theological hymn of the incarnation.13 This hymn concludes with the statement:
No one has ever seen God, but God the only [Son],14 who is at the
Father's side, has made him known (1:18).
While Mark begins the story of Jesus with the preaching of John the Baptist,
and Matthew and Luke begin the story of Jesus with his birth in Bethlehem, John

13

Whether or not this was a formal hymn is unknown, but that it has poetic character is generally accepted, and the
likelihood of the prologue being written as a hymn is not without support, cf. R. Brown, John, I.20-21; R. Martin,
Worship in the Early Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964) 52.
14
While there is a textual variation at this point between "God the only [Son]," "the only Son," "the only Son of
God," and "the only [Son]," the early papyri of p66 and p75, along with the Codices Sinaiticus and Vaticanus and
others which contain the first reading, justifies the NIV rendering and makes it probable, cf. B. Metzger, A Textual
Commentary on the Greek New Testament (New York/London: United Bible Societies, 1971) 198.
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begins the story of Jesus in the bosom of God. Genealogically, Matthew traces Jesus'
ancestry back to Abraham (Mt. 1:1), Luke traces it back to Adam (Lk. 3:38), but John
traces it back to the Divine Nature before the creation of the universe.
The entire prologue resonates with words and ideas which permeate the whole
gospel, such as, phos (= light: 3:19-21; 8:12; 9:5; 12:35-36, 46); zoe (= life: 3:14-16,
36; 5:24, 26; 6:33, 40, 47-48, 68; 10:10, 27-28; 11:25; 17:2-3); aletheia (= truth:
3:21; 4:23-24; 8:31-32; 14:6; 17:17; 18:37); erchomai (= coming [into the world]:
3:19, 31; 4:24; 5:43; 6:14; 7:27-29; 8:14, 42; 11:27; 12:13; 15:22; 16:28; 18:37); and
Huios (= Son [of God]: 1:34, 49; 3:16-18, 35; 5:19, 23, 26; 6:40; 10:34-36; 11:27;
19:7; 20:31).
Ironically, an element in the prologue which is not found later in the gospel is
the description of Jesus as the Logos (= the Word). John reserves this word to
describe Jesus before he came into the world, probably so that the Jews would
understand that Jesus was pre-existent with the Father, even though the idea of the
Son of God, as a personal entity within the Divine Nature, was not a clear OT
concept. After Jesus is born into the world and after he begins his ministry, however,
John shifts his vocabulary from the Logos (Word) to the Huios (Son). Jesus acts and
speaks as the incarnate expression of God's speech. As word gives body to thought,
so does Jesus give visible expression in the world to the invisible power and presence
of God.15
John does not leave his readers in any doubt as to his purpose in writing the
Fourth Gospel. He explicitly says,
Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his
disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that
you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by
believing you may have life in his name (20:30-31).
To be sure, these words are capable of meaning either that John was writing
evangelistically to outsiders in order to convert them or pastorally to insiders in order
to urge them to continue in their faith.16 Still, the basic thrust of his purpose is not in
doubt. It was that Jesus was to be accepted as the Messiah, God's Son. The prologue
is John's first treatment in the gospel of this theme.

15

L. Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986) 480.
The NIV text reads "may believe" and the alternate reading is "may continue to believe." This variation is based
on a textual variation between pisteusete (= aorist subjunctive) and pisteuete (= present subjunctive), the former
indicating "may come to believe" and the latter indicating "may continue to believe."

16
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The Meaning of the Logos
In his prologue to the Fourth Gospel, John uses an idea which requires some
explanation. He begins his gospel with the enigmatic, "In the beginning was the
Logos (= Word)," yet he is obviously not talking about mere language, for he speaks
of the Word as a personal entity. He declares that the Word was pros ton Theon (=
with God), and this expression directly implies personality. The preposition pros (=
with) indicates relationship, and it means to be near or in company with someone.17
While John does not define exactly what he means by the term Logos, he obviously
intends his readers to understand that the Logos was someone, not just something.
So, then, just what does John mean by the Logos? It is probable that John
draws his ideas from the world of Jewish thought and the Old Testament tradition.18
For the Jews, the Word of God, the debar Yahweh, was that which brought into
existence everything (Ge. 1). In was the debar Yahweh which spoke to the prophets.
In short, the debar Yahweh in the Old Testament denoted God in action, especially in
revelation and deliverance. Furthermore, the personality of the Word is at least hinted
at in the Old Testament. The creation of the heavens was made by the Word of the
Lord (Ps. 33:6). The Word of the Lord came to the prophets (Is. 38:4). God is able to
send his Word, so that the Word heals and restores (Ps. 107:20). God's Word, when it
is sent forth, will accomplish its mission (Is. 55:11). These sorts of expressions are
certainly open to the possibility of personifying the Word of the Lord, and in fact, in
later Jewish theology, this is exactly what was done. The Word of the Lord is
pictured as the messenger of death in Egypt on the night of the exodus (Book of
Wisdom 18:14-15).19 Also, in the Targummim (Aramaic translations of the Old
Testament for public reading), the Aramaic term Memra (= word) was sometimes
substituted for the divine name due to the Jewish reluctance to pronounce it. As such,
when Moses brought the people out of the camp at Sinai to meet God, the Targum

17

BAG (1979) 711. Specifically, it means to be facing someone, and quite literally, the idea in John 1:1 is that the
Logos was "face to face with God," A. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament (Nashville: Broadman,
1934) 623.
18
There are scholars, of course, who see it otherwise. Bultmann, for example, appeals to early oriental gnosticism
and the redeemer myths from the Greek philosophical tradition. For him, the Logos is an intermediary figure which
stands between God and the world, as in the Greek myths, but he believes the biblical author(s) has developed the
idea under the influence of Judaism, cf. R. Bultmann, The Gospel of John, trans. G. Beasley-Murray et al
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971) 19-31. Others make appeals to other forms of Greek thought, such as, the Stoic
use of Logos to denote the divine rational principle of the universe. The integration of Greek thought with the OT
by the 1st Century Jewish scholar Philo has convinced yet other scholars that John may have been drawing from this
tradition, so that the Greek Logos became identified with Wisdom in Jewish Wisdom Literature, cf. especially the
tables in C. Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1953) 274-277.
19
F. Bruce, The Gospel of John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983) 29-30.
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reads that they came "to meet the Word of God."20 We conclude that John's use of the
term Logos need not be sought outside the biblical tradition.21
The Preexistent Word (1:1-5)
It is no accident that John begins his Gospel with the same opening words as
the first book in the Old Testament.22 However, instead of the familiar, "In the
beginning God...," he writes, "In the beginning was the Word." This effectively sets
up the entire prologue, and the parallelism is deliberate.
The question might well be asked, "In the beginning of what?" The answer, of
course, is in the beginning of things which had a beginning, that is, the beginning of
the universe. When the universe began, the Word was already there, existing with
God. It is likely that John has in mind the personification of divine wisdom as it
appears in Proverbs 8:22-31. Here, Wisdom (feminine in the Hebrew Bible) is both
older than the creation and fundamental to it. Not a speck of matter (8:26b) nor a
trace of order (8:29) came into existence but by wisdom.23 In the creation, Wisdom
was the craftsman by God's side (30). Jewish theologizing about wisdom identified it
with the Memra, the Word of God.24
Thus, when the universe began, the preexistent Word was already there. Later
in 1 John, the similar expression appears: "That which was from the beginning...the
Word of Life...we proclaim to you" (1 Jn. 1:1). In his prayer on the night of his arrest,
Jesus affirmed that he was loved by the Father before the universe was created
(17:24) and that he possessed divine glory with the Father before the world came into
existence (17:5).
John's language is simple, but his ideas are paradoxical. The statement that the
Word was with God and yet at the same time was God seem mutually exclusive. The
paradox cannot be softened. Grammatically, the clause Theos en ho Logos must be
rendered, "The Word was God," or as one translation paraphrases it, "what God was,
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the Word was" (NEB).25 This immediately requires that the Word shares the very
nature of God, although the Word may be distinguished from God.26 The Word exists
in the closest possible association with God, partaking of the very essence of God.
The Logos is distinct, yet at the same time, he is to be identified as God. There is
both individuality (distinctness, separateness, twoness) and at the same time identity
(oneness, sameness) between God and the Word.27
This tension between unity and distinction is evident throughout the Fourth
Gospel. The Jews believed Jesus to be blasphemous because he made himself God
(5:18; 10:33). Yet John does not flinch at having one of the apostles say to Jesus,
"My Lord and my God" (20:28). In fact, one of the earliest descriptions of Christian
worship by an outsider (112 A.D.) was given by the Roman Pliny, who said that
Christians "sang an anthem to Christ as God."28 It is this one, who was with God in
the beginning and yet who somehow was God, of whom the good news is preached.
From the preexistence of the Logos with God before the creation, John then
addresses the act of the creation itself. The preexistent Word is the agent by which
God made the universe. The use of the preposition dia is quite clear on this point.29
Nothing that exists came into being apart from his direction. Thus, John asserts both
positively and negatively the creator role of the Logos. He made everything that
exists, and nothing exists that he did not make.30
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The affirmation "in him was life" may be taken to refer to either eternal life,
which was preached as the result of faith in Jesus, or creation life, which was evident
in the Genesis narratives of universal origins. Contextually, the idea of creation life is
probably better, though John may be intentionally hinting at the other as well.31 In the
Logos was the self-existent life which belongs to the Creator as opposed to the
derived life of his creatures (cf. 5:26). Furthermore, the creation of living creatures,
such as birds, fish, and land animals, not to mention humans, all have their source of
life in the Logos (Ge. 1:20-27). It was the special endowment of this life through the
breath of God that set humans apart from all other creatures, and it was through the
rejection of this life that the first humans were condemned with the words, "You will
surely die" (Ge. 2:15-17).
What then does John mean by the statement, "The life was the light of men?"
Obviously, there is an allusion to the first creative act in which God said, "Let there
be light," and light appeared (Ge. 1:3). Beyond this, however, John employs a
technique which he will use throughout the remainder of his gospel, the technique of
double entendre.32 Frequently in his gospel, John uses words and expressions that
carry double meanings.33 Light is one of these words, and it can mean intellectual
perception, faith and revelation from God (5:35; 8:12; 12:35-36, 46), physical light
and the ability to see (9:5-7; 11:9-10), and moral perception (3:19-21). Frequently,
there is a play on meanings, such as, when Jesus says, "I am the light of the world,"
just before healing the man born blind (9:3-5). Not only is he capable of restoring
sight to the man so that he can see physical light, he is the revelation of God in the
world so that men and women may perceive God. Similarly, on his way to the home
of Lazarus, Jesus says, "A man who walks by day will not stumble, for he sees by this
world's light" (11:9). The obvious meaning has to do with daylight, but the more
subtle meaning has to do with spiritual perception and a life lived according to God's
will.
In the prologue, the term light is used several times (1:4-9). When John says,
"The life was the light of men," he intends a double entendre. The Logos, God's
personal Agent of Creation in whom was creation life, was also the one who created
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light as the first creative act and the one who revealed God to women and men in the
incarnation. He dispelled the physical darkness of chaos (Ge. 1:4-5), and he dispelled
the spiritual darkness of sin, evil and ignorance through his coming into the world. It
is in both these senses that John says, "The light shines in the darkness."
Once again, John employs a double entendre. The verb katalambano is capable
of two meanings, and John probably intends both. On the one hand, it may mean "to
comprehend or grasp," and it is due to this meaning that some translations read,
"...and the darkness has not understood it" (so NIV, KJV, RV, NASB, ASV). On the
other hand, it may mean "to master, overcome or put out," or "overcome it" (so NEB,
RSV, JB, TEV, NAB, Phillips, Williams, Weymouth). While translators often
struggle over which meaning is intended, it may not be necessary to choose between
them. In one sense, the powers of darkness were not able to quench the light, and this
is true on several levels. The powers of chaos could not overpower the created light
in a physical sense, nor could they destroy the moral light even in the fall of Adam
and Eve. Similarly, any efforts to thwart the birth or ministry of Jesus were to be
defeated. In another sense, when the incarnate Light shined in the Jewish world, the
Jews did not perceive it. Their lack of comprehension led them to reject Jesus. So
both meanings are important and fit into the whole scheme of John's Gospel.
John, the Witness (1:6-9)
All four of the gospels contain stories about John the Baptist. The theological
significance of John can only be appreciated against the fact that the living voice of
prophecy was believed to have been quenched since the last of the writing prophets in
the Old Testament canon. However, in the days of the Messiah, it was believed that
the quenched Spirit would return.34 During the intertestamental period, there were
two streams of religious life which functioned in place of the living voice of
prophecy. One was scribal religion, which interpreted God's will strictly in terms of
the written Scriptures, especially Torah, and the other was apocalypticism, which
encouraged people to withdraw from the world and anticipate its end.35
John was a fresh voice. The people considered him to be a prophet (Mt. 14:5;
21:26//Mk. 11:32//Lk. 20:6), and so also did Jesus (Mt. 11:9//Lk. 7:26). John's
preaching, then, heralded the end of the so-called Silent Period. After a number of
years in the desert, away from the population centers (Lk. 1:80), John heard God's call
thrusting him into a prophetic role of public preaching (Lk. 3:2-3). Even his clothing
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was an implicit badge of prophethood (cf. 2 Kg. 1:8; Zec. 13:4).
The primary significance of the Baptist in the Fourth Gospel is his testimony
about Jesus. Just as the miracles of Jesus pointed beyond themselves to profound
truths about Jesus' identity, so John the Baptist served as a living voice who pointed
beyond himself toward Christ. His role was that of a witness (3:26; 5:33, 36a), and he
belongs to the larger theme of witness which pervades the entire gospel, a witness to
the truth of God's revelation in Jesus given by the Father (5:32, 37; 8:18b), the Son
(3:11, 32; 8:14, 18a; 18:37), and the Holy Spirit (15:26), as well as through the
miracles of Jesus (5:36; 10:25), the Old Testament Scriptures (5:39), and the disciples
(15:27; 19:35; 21:24). It is faith in Jesus, not faith in John, that is called for.
There is a very pronounced emphasis in the Fourth Gospel which subordinates
John to Jesus. The first of these subordinating statements is here in the prologue,
where it says, "He himself was not the light," but this is followed throughout the
gospel with other similar statements. Jesus existed before John and in fact surpassed
him (1:15, 30).36 John was not the messiah, he was not Elijah,37 nor was he the
prophet who would come into the world (1:19-24; 3:28).38 John was destined to
become less while Jesus would become greater (3:30). Unlike Jesus, who performed
so many miracles that the books of the world could not contain them (21:25), John
did not perform even one (10:41).
The point of this explicit subordination of John to Jesus comes against the
background of those disciples of John who did not follow Jesus and who, in fact, felt
some antagonism toward those who did (3:22-26). In later years, long after John was
dead, his followers still were loyal (Ac. 18:25; 19:3), and there is some evidence that
they survived well into the Christian era.39 It is not impossible that Baptist groups
came into conflict with Christian groups in the time that the Fourth Gospel was being
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written.40 In any case, the Fourth Gospel makes abundantly clear that John and Jesus
must not be confused. Jesus was the true light; John was only a witness to the light.
To be sure, he was a burning lamp insofar as his preparatory work for Jesus was
concerned (5:35), but he was not the Light of the World.
Grammatically, it is possible to understand 1:9 in two ways, either as referring
to humans who are born into the world or as the true Light which was coming into the
world through the incarnation. This variation is not due to a manuscript discrepancy,
but rather, to the ambiguity of the grammar itself.41 On contextual grounds, the idea
of incarnation fits somewhat better, and on stylistic grounds, the expression "coming
into the world" is consistently used of Jesus, not of humans (cf. 3:19; 6:14; 11:27;
12:46; 16:28; 18:37).
The preaching of John, then, was the unimpeachable testimony that the true
light was even then coming into the plane of human history. Jesus, of course, was
already grown by the time John began preaching, but he was still in the carpenter's
shop at Nazareth and had not yet been inaugurated into his messianic ministry, nor
would he be until his baptism by John in the Jordan. The image of the messiah as
light coming into the world is especially to be found in the Book of Isaiah (Is. 9:2;
42:6; 60:1-3); though it also appears elsewhere (Mal. 4:2). What the prologue
affirms, then, is the anticipation of what the Fourth Gospel will develop in more depth
later: Jesus is the Light of the World!
The Logos in the World (1:10-14)
The cue for this next section of the prologue is taken from the final phrase in
1:9, the statement that the True Light was "coming into the world." Here the
evangelist describes the nature of that coming, particularly in terms of the polarization
among people which resulted from his presence.
The Logos who was with God in the beginning and who was God, who created
all things as God's agent of creation, who was both life and light, came into the world
which he had made. Some comment is in order on the Johannine concept of the
kosmos (= the world), since in John this term is much more frequently used than in
the synoptic gospels.42 In general, John uses the term kosmos to refer to the world of
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people, and in particular, the society which rejected him. His mission was to the
world (3:16-19; 6:51; 8:12; 9:5; 12:47) though the world did not recognize him (3:19;
7:7; 14:17; 15:18; 16:20). Throughout the gospel, the world continues as the alien
culture opposed to Jesus and his disciples. Here, of course, John not only says that
the Logos was in the world, but he was in the world that he had created. This seems
to include the entire universe, though of course, it is the world of humankind that is
especially in view.
Not only was the Logos rejected by the world, he was rejected by his own
people, the Jewish nation. Again one encounters a special Johannine category, the
Jews.43 This should not be construed as an anti-Semitism, for John was himself a Jew,
as was Jesus and the other earliest disciples. In the Fourth Gospel, "the Jews" refers
not to all Jews, but to the Jewish religious leaders and those who sided with them in
rejecting Jesus.
There is some disagreement as to what time is specifically in view in these
statements. Some interpreters understand that the Logos was already in the world
from the creation prior to the incarnation. Yet the world did not accept this general
revelation (cf. Ro. 1:19-21, 28), and though the Jews were privileged to have the
Logos in law, prophecy, wisdom, and God's mighty acts, they did not accept this
special revelation either (cf. Je. 7:25-26).44 Others view the entire sequence of 1:1014 as referring to the incarnation.45 Once again, it may not be necessary to choose
between the options, since both are consistent with John's other intentional
ambiguities and double entendres. Perhaps the phrase "he was in the world" is
deliberately broad enough to include both ideas. In any case, the knowledge of God,
both in general and special revelation,46 was rejected by human society at large and
Israel in particular, both in the Old Testament and New Testament eras.
If Jesus was rejected at large, he was accepted by a remnant of faith. As is
typical of the Fourth Gospel, the critical factor is belief.47 To all who received him
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and believed in him he gave authority48 to become children of God. In biblical and
ancient Near Eastern thought, a name is not merely a label of identification but an
expression of the essential nature of its bearer. Hence, to know the name of God is to
know God as he has revealed himself (Ps. 9:10). The expression "to believe in the
name" is found only in the Johannine literature, where it occurs five times (Jn. 1:12;
2:23; 3:18; 1 Jn. 3:23; 5:13). It is used synonymously with believing in Jesus himself
(e.g., 3:18). The name of God is a synecdoche for God himself.49
Those who received the Logos and believed in him were begotten of God.
This birth, which John will later describe in more detail (chapt. 3), is to be carefully
distinguished from natural birth. The one who is a child of God is begotten by God,
that is, he/she is begotten through a spiritual activity that can be performed by God
alone. It is not a birth by natural procreation,50 and hence, it cannot come merely by
the lineage of Abraham and Sarah. In fact, Jesus would later challenge his detractors
upon this very point. In attempting to kill Jesus, they were following the lead of their
father, who in spite of their protestations to the contrary, was neither God nor
Abraham but the devil (8:33a, 37-44). Those who are born of God are begotten by a
divine act, not by procreation. They are not products of sexual desire51 nor a
husband's will. What John has in view here are two orders, one natural and the other
spiritual, and in the conversation with Nicodemas, Jesus explains these two orders
more thoroughly (3:3-8). The metaphor is also developed further in 1 John.52
The statement of incarnation in 1:14 is perhaps the most explicit in the New
Testament. It describes not a dwelling christology, that is, a christology in which God
adopts a human being already existing in which to live, but it describes the Logos
who became flesh. This is much more than simply saying that the Logos took a body.
It is not unlikely that John may have had specifically in mind a refutation of the
docetic views which held that Jesus had not actually come in the flesh (cf. 1 Jn. 4:2-3;
2 Jn. 7).53 In any case, it is clear that John here describes the Logos as both fully God
and fully human, and "it is this scripture, more than anything else in the New
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Testament, that provided the foundation for the doctrine of the person of Christ
formulated in the Creed of Nicaea (AD 325) and the Definition of Chalcedon (AD
451)."54
The Logos who became flesh lived temporarily among humans. The temporary
nature of his earthly appearance is stressed by the verb skenoo (= to pitch a tent) and
could legitimately be rendered as "had His tent for a time in our midst" (Weymouth,
mg.).55 Beyond the temporary nature of the life of Jesus on earth, there is probably a
deliberate allusion to the Tent in the Desert in which Yahweh lived among his people,
enthroned between the cherubim (Ex. 25:8). In fact, the messianic age was described
by the prophets as a time when God would make his dwelling in Zion (Eze. 43:7; J1.
3:17; Zec. 2:10). Just as Yahweh had formerly lived among his people, so now in
Jesus, the Logos made flesh, he also lived among them.
Those who knew Jesus personally observed his glory, reminiscent of the kavod
(= glory, heaviness) of Yahweh in the Most Holy Place of the ancient Tent of
Meeting.56 It was the glory of the one and only Son57 who came from the Father. The
fact that the Son came from the Father reinforces the earlier statement that from the
beginning he was with God (1:1-2), and his being sent by the Father into the world is
a common assertion in the Fourth Gospel (3:13, 17, 34; 4:34; 5:36, 38; 6:62; 7:29;
8:26; 9:4; 11:42; 16:28; 17:3). The coming of the Son from the Father into the world
was characterized as being full of grace and truth, a characterization repeated in 1:17.
The Primacy of the Son (1:15-18)
The prologue concludes with a short section emphasizing the uniqueness and
priority of the Son of God. He has primacy over John the Baptist, primacy over
Moses, and in fact, is the single, unique revealer of God, the Father, proceeding from
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the very Being of God.
Earlier in the prologue (1:6-8) the role of John the Baptist as the witness was
introduced. Though commissioned by God, John was not to be confused with the
True Light who was coming into the world. Rather, his role was to testify concerning
that True Light. Here, now, is part of John's testimony (1:15).
John's preaching, as we know from the synoptic gospels, included a variety of
subjects. He called for men and women to turn to God and to express this change of
heart by being baptized with a view toward God's forgiveness (Mk. 1:4). His sermons
carried ethical injunctions to his hearers, whether citizen (Lk. 3:10-11, tax collector
(Lk. 3:12-13), or soldier (Lk. 3:14). John was no timid lecturer, but he boldly
denounced sin all the way to the tetrarch himself (Lk. 3:19-20). But all of the
synoptics agree with the Fourth Gospel that John's primary message was about
someone who would follow him. As Mark succinctly says, "This was his message:
'After me will come one more powerful than I, the thongs of whose sandals I am not
worthy to stoop down and untie'"(Mk. 1:7).
Twice John records a similar saying of the Baptist: "He who comes after me
has surpassed me, because he was before me" (1:15, 30). The Greek of this statement
is especially emphatic. It is not merely that Jesus is before John chronologically, but
the nuance of the phrase is that "he was first in respect of me" or "he had absolute
primacy over me" or, as the NEB renders it, "Before I was born, he already was."58
We know from Luke's Gospel that John was born some six months prior to Jesus (Lk.
1:36), so the statement that Jesus was prior to John can only refer to his deity as the
Logos from the beginning, being both God and with God (1:1-2). It is similar in kind
to the statement later made by Jesus to the Jewish leaders, "Before Abraham was, I
AM" (8:58).
From the testimony of the Baptist, the Fourth Evangelist turns to the fullness of
grace and truth which Jesus brought (cf. 1:14). John certainly spoke words of grace
and truth in his proclamation of the gospel, but the maximum level of grace and truth
was resident in the one who came after John (1:16).
The syntax of this verse is difficult to reproduce in English except through
dynamic equivalencies, though the general idea is clear enough. Quite literally, it
reads, "Because of his fullness, we have all received, and grace after grace." This is a
way of describing the inexhaustible graces which all believers receive through Jesus,
and translators have found a variety of dynamic equivalencies to express this thought,
i.e., "gift after gift of love" (TCNT), "blessing after blessing" (Goodspeed), and "one
grace after another" (Berkeley).
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The use of the word pleroma (= fullness) is similar to the expressions of Paul
regarding Christ's fullness, where this same word also appears (Col. 1:19; 2:9-10; Ep.
3:19).
John has deliberately led his readers to a climax in the prologue. He has
postponed his introduction of the actual name "Jesus Christ" until now. This
technique has served to heighten the impact of Jesus' identity. The reader so far has
been left with a series of implicit questions:
"Who is the Logos who was with God yet who was God?"
"Who is the one through whose agency God created the universe?"
"Who is the True Light who was coming into the world?"
"Who is the one who was rejected by most but received by the few?"
"Who is the one who through faith gives the authority to become the children
of God?"
"Who is the one who became flesh and lived for awhile among men and
women, displaying for them the fullness of grace and truth?"
"Who is the one and only Son who came from the Father?"
The answer is now given: He is Jesus Christ!
If Jesus is greater than John he is no less greater than Moses. The old order
and the new order are set in contrast. Moses was the channel of revelation through
whom God gave the Torah, which in turn controlled the entirety of Old Testament
life. Yet while there was grace and truth even in Torah (cf. Ex. 34:6; Ps. 25:10),59 the
fullness of grace and truth came only in Jesus Christ.
Now John arrives at the climax of the Prologue. Jesus is the full revelation of
God!
John asserts that no one has ever seen God in his purest form. This assertion is
in keeping with the Old Testament dictum that no one could see God and survive (cf.
Ex. 33:20). To be sure, God had revealed himself in limited ways, through
theophanies and epiphanies. Moses himself caught a fleeting glimpse of God's glory
(Ex. 33:23). Still, these appearances were always partial and occasional. Jesus,
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truth," cf. B. Lindars, John, 97.
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however, is not merely someone from the outside. Rather, he is God the only Son60
who is at the Father's side--the Son who is both with God and who is God. He, the
Son, knows the Father intimately, and he has revealed God to us.
The preexistent intimacy of God, the Son, with God, the Father, is everywhere
expressed in the Fourth Gospel. Jesus claimed a unique and complete knowledge of
the Father (6:46; 8:55; 10:15; 17:25). A mutual love existed between the Father and
the Son before the creation of the world (14:31; 15:9; 17:24). Jesus' words and works
on earth were merely a reflection of what he had seen and heard in the Father's
presence (5:19-20, 30; 8:26, 38). Their purpose was one (6:38-39; 10:30), their work
was one (8:29; 10:37-38), their honor was one (5:23; 13:31-32; 17:1, 5), their witness
was one (8:16-18), their ownership was one (17:10), and their teaching was one
(7:16-17; 8:28; 12:49-50; 14:24). A unity of essence existed between the Father and
the Son, so much so, that Jesus could say that to believe in the Son was to believe in
the Father, to see the Son was to see the Father, and to know the Son was to know the
Father as well (12:44-45; 14:7-13, 20). The declaration that the Son was "at the
Father's side," literally "into the bosom of the Father," indicates that Jesus has access
to the innermost being of God. Later, John will describe this intimacy as an
interpenetration between the Father and the Son (14:10-11, 17:21).
This One, the Logos who was with God and who was God, who created the
universe, who came into the world incarnate in flesh, who was greater than John or
Moses, and who is the very fullness of grace and truth, this One--God the only Son-has made God known to us.61 That is the story of John's gospel! Between the
prologue and the epilogue, John's portrait of Jesus has the fundamental purpose of
leading the readers to faith so that they might "believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son
of God, and that by believing they might have life in his name" (20:31).
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The Book Of Signs (John 1:19--12:50)
Jesus and John (1:19-51)
All four gospels agree that the ministry of Jesus was initiated through the
preaching of John the Baptist. The emphasis in the synoptics is upon John's moral
preaching and his call to baptism. In the Fourth Gospel, on the other hand, the
emphasis is upon John's witness concerning Jesus as the Coming One (cf. 1:6-8, 15).
The testimony of John was sharpened when he was interrogated by a delegation from
the temple about his own ministry. Given the repeated efforts of rather large groups
of Jewish freedom fighters to take up arms against Rome and the consequent
retaliation of the Roman military,62 it was important to them to know whether John
considered himself to be a messianic figure. John spoke clearly to them that he was
neither the Messiah, Elijah redivivus63 nor the Prophet like Moses (1:19-21).64 Instead,
he chose to speak in the words of the lonely desert voice which long ago had called
the exiled Jews in Babylon back to their homeland (1:22-23; cf. Is. 40:3). This
ancient call was a prophetic double entendre. Its original meaning, of course, was that
there was a returning highway from Babylon to Jerusalem. In the longer view,
however, the Christians in the New Testament saw striking overtones in this passage
concerning the events surrounding the coming of Jesus, the Messiah (Mt. 3:3//Mk.
1:2-3//Lk. 3:4-6)--a perspective which they derived from Jesus himself (Lk. 24:4447).
Since John did not claim to be Moses, Elijah nor the Messiah, he was
questioned concerning his authority to baptize converts (1:24-25). Proselyte baptisms
were common enough when non-Jews became Jews,65 but to call for members of
God's chosen people to be baptized was an insult. John responded that his baptisms
were an anticipation of the Coming One, and furthermore, that the Coming One was
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already among them, though he as yet had not been identified (1:26-28).
The public identification of the Coming One occurred on the very next day.
Jesus came to the place where John was preaching, and John singled him out as the
"Lamb of God who takes away the world's sins" (1:29). This description must have
been startling. To be sure, lambs were sacrificed at the Jewish Passover, but the
Passover was not a celebration of forgiveness for sin. Rather, it was a memorial of
the exodus from Egypt. Yom Kippur was the national Day of Atonement for sin, and
the sacrifices specified were a goat and a bull (Lv. 16). It may be that John had in
mind the Servant of Yahweh, who was to be slaughtered like a lamb as a sin offering
for others (Is. 53:7, 10). In any case, his identification was a creative cause for
reflection. He had been promising that the Coming One was near, though at first he
did not know who this one was either (1:30-31). However, at the time of Jesus'
baptism, he saw the sign that God had promised him. It was the descent of the Holy
Spirit in the form of a dove upon Jesus (1:32-33).66 This convinced John that Jesus
was the Son of God (1:34), the same announcement in Luke's Gospel at the birth of
Jesus through the power of the Holy Spirit (cf. Lk. 1:35).
The importance of the Baptist to the mission of Jesus is further indicated in that
Jesus' first disciples were followers of John before they became followers of Jesus.
More to the point, they began to follow Jesus precisely because John indicated that
Jesus was the Coming One (1:35-39). Word began to spread through the community
of the Baptist that the Coming One was now known. Andrew brought to Jesus his
brother Simeon bar-John (1:40-42), and Philip brought Nathanael (1:43-45). When
Jesus met Simeon, he nicknamed him Kephas (Aramaic for "rock"), though the more
familiar form is the Greek Petros, also meaning "rock." Nathanael, for his part, was
unimpressed with the identification of Jesus as the Coming One, especially when he
heard that Jesus was from Nazareth (1:46). That Jesus was called the son of Joseph
was not an issue (cf. 1:45b), since it is unlikely that the story of the virgin birth would
have been known to either man. That Jesus was from Nazareth, however, was not
very promising, since Nazareth was a rather second class village in a second class
province. This doubtful opinion was sharply challenged, however, when Nathanael
met Jesus personally. Jesus seemed to know Nathanael, even though he had never
met him, and in particular, Jesus seemed to know something of a particular moment in
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Nathanael's life which no one else knew (1:47-48). Jesus' awareness of this incident
immediately dismissed Nathanael's doubts, and he affirmed the same conclusion as
did the Baptist: "Rabbi, you are the Son of God" (1:49).
Twice, then, the conclusion has been reached that Jesus was "God's Son" (1:34,
49), and Nathanael adds the further messianic title "King of Israel." Both titles were
messianic, since both were poetic designations for a monarch from David's family (cf.
Ps. 2:6-7; 2 Sa. 7:12-14; Ps. 89:26-29). Probably at this time, Nathanael meant no
more than this. However, in the mind of John, Nathanael surely spoke more than he
knew! In the prologue, John has already identified Jesus as God's one and only Son,
pre-existent before the universe (1:1-2), the agent of creation (1:3), the source of life
and light (1:4-5), and the full expression of the Father's glory (1:14) who is ever at the
Father's side (1:18). In the Fourth Gospel, the title Son of God will become more and
more significant, not merely as a pedigree from David's family, though that was
important also, but as describing his deity. Jesus, also, knew that the full nature of his
identity was still to be revealed, and he indicated as much to Nathanael (1:50). In the
end Nathanael and the others67 would come to know Jesus as Bethel, the house of
God, the bridge between the heavens and the earth (1:50-51). By directly identifying
himself as the ladder in Jacob's dream at Bethel (cf. Ge. 28:10-19), Jesus implied that
he was himself the gate of heaven, the abode of God, and the mediator between God
and humans. His pronouncement was solemn and emphatic, beginning with the
untranslated Hebrew, "Amen, amen."68

The First Sign and the First Passover (2:1--4:42)
An important depiction of Jesus' teaching in the Fourth Gospel is his use of
striking metaphors to illustrate spiritual concepts. Whereas in the Synoptics Jesus'
teaching is characterized by parables, in the Fourth Gospel his teaching is
characterized by metaphors.69
These metaphors serve as bridges toward
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understanding the spiritual meaning of Jesus' person and work. In the section from
2:1 to 4:42, the cohesive metaphor is water. It begins with the miracle of turning
water to wine, moves to the teaching on being born of water and the Spirit, describes
the water baptisms performed by John the Baptist and Jesus' disciples, and climaxes
with Jesus' conversation with a Samaritan woman about the water of life. Other
metaphors are also used, such as temple and wind and light, but water is the repeating
metaphor. In this metaphor, Jesus teaches that every human person has spiritual thirst
which can only be quenched by spiritual water--and he is that water!
Three days after John had designated Jesus as the Lamb of God (cf. 1:35, 43;
2:1a), Jesus and his new friends attended the celebration of a home-taking in Cana, a
small village within walking distance of Nazareth (2:1-2).70 The celebration typically
consisted of great merriment, with feasting and wine, and Jesus' family and friends
participated heartily. On this occasion, the wine was expended rather quickly, and
Mary approached Jesus about the problem (2:3). Her approach to her son
immediately raised the issue of Jesus' mission, if not in Mary's mind, certainly in his.71
His response indicated that whatever Mary thought about his mission, Jesus had a
very clear idea of what was appropriate and what was not (2:4). It was certainly too
early to announce his messianic role by a bold miracle, so he chose to perform one
quietly (2:5-10). Only Jesus' new disciples and the servants who had filled the large
water pots actually realized what had happened. A large quantity of water had been
turned into very excellent wine! This miracle was the first of the seven signs, and in
this sign, the disciples saw the glory of the Coming One and put their faith in Jesus
(2:11; cf. 1:14).
The spiritual meaning of this first sign comes from an implicit parallelism. Just
as Jesus held the solution to the thirst of the wedding guests, at a deeper level, he held
the solution to the human thirst to know God. His mission was to reveal God's glory
(cf. 1:14), for no one had ever seen God (1:18). This concept of glory is important in
the Fourth Gospel, and it will arise repeatedly, culminating in the cross (12:23-28).
John described the glory of God in Jesus as the full expression of grace and truth
(1:14, 16-18). The sign of turning water into wine became a catalyst for faith, and
this also is paradigmatic for all the other signs in the gospel. The signs are works of
God, expressions of his power which call people to faith in Jesus. They legitimate
Cambridge University Press, 1968) 134ff.
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Jesus' claims to be the One who came from the Father. At the same time, John will
take care to point out that faith which is grounded in signs alone, and particularly the
faith which does not move beyond the personal benefits of a miracle, is superficial
and short-lived (cf. 2:23-24; 4:48; 6:26-27; 12:37).72
From Cana, Jesus descended from the mountains with his family and disciples
to the fishing village of Capernaum (2:12).73 There they joined the many pilgrims
headed south to Jerusalem for Passover (2:13). At the temple, Jesus drove the money
exchangers and animal hucksters from the Court of the Nations,74 an act which
reminded the disciples of an ancient phrase in Ps. 69:9 where David experienced a
similar plight of rejection and persecution because of his fervor for God (2:14-17).75
The temple authorities76 were understandably incensed by Jesus preemptive purge.
They demanded from him a miraculous sign to validate his action, but Jesus refused
(2:18). Instead, he retorted with the ambiguous claim that if they destroyed "this
temple," he would raise it in three days (2:19). Such a statement was a double play on
words. "This temple" referred to Jesus' own body (though the authorities thought he
meant the sanctuary), and the verb "raise" referred to resurrection (though the
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authorities thought it meant a reconstruction of the edifice). This sort of double-talk
served to separate the sincere from the insincere in the same way as the parables in the
Synoptics (cf. Mk. 4:10-12). Furthermore, the fact that Jesus referred to his own body
as the temple implied that he considered himself to be the sanctuary of God.77 In the
Prologue, John had explained the incarnation as the "tenting" of the Logos in the
world, an expression that recalled the glory of Yahweh in the Tent of Meeting (cf.
1:14).78 Now, he claimed to be the temple itself, the sanctuary of God.
The temple authorities did not perceive Jesus' play on words (2:20-21). Later,
they even used Jesus' statement as evidence against him in his trial (cf. Mk. 14:58).
Already, the problem of a faith based on miracles begins to appear. Jesus' disciples,
of course, were first stimulated to faith because of the sign at Cana (2:11). Here,
however, Jesus was not willing to perform a sign in order to convince the temple
authorities of his legitimacy (2:18-19). Finally, though Jesus apparently performed
other miracles in Jerusalem which brought him into the public eye (2:23), he was
unwilling to put confidence in the enduring loyalty of those who were attracted to him
for this reason (2:24a). His ability to evaluate human motives did not depend upon
conventional sources. He genuinely knew the internal thoughts and motives of the
people who surrounded him, and therefore, he knew that a faith grounded only in
miracles was not a solid foundation (2:24b).
While still in Jerusalem, a member of the Sanhedrin came to speak with Jesus
(3:1-2a). Here again, the interrelationship between miraculous signs and faith are
central. Nicodemas had been impressed by the signs (cf. 2:23), and he frankly
admitted that they had convinced him Jesus was a legitimate prophet (3:2b).
However, Jesus immediately challenged this entry level faith with the assertion that
what was necessary was to be born anew.79 Only in this way would one be able to
participate in (idiomatically "to see") the kingdom of God (3:3). Such a statement
must have sounded very odd to Nicodemas. That the Jews were already God's people
and heirs of his eternal kingdom was assumed in Jewish theology. Yet Jesus seemed
to imply, much as did the Baptist earlier (cf. Mt. 3:7-10//Lk. 3:7-9), that Jewish birth
and heritage were insufficient. It was not enough to simply accept Jesus as a prophet
because he performed miracles.
Nicodemas was confused, and as is often the case in the Fourth Gospel, his
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misunderstanding created the opportunity for further explanation. The birth of which
Jesus spoke was not a natural birth, but rather, a spiritual one (3:5-6).80 It was not like
Jewish birth at all. It was an internal work by the sovereign God, and like the wind, it
was not outwardly observable (3:7-8). Its origin was not to be found in the
conventional religious structures of Judaism. As John had said earlier, it was not
humanly controlled (cf. 1:13). As a teacher of his people, Nicodemas might have
been expected to know that such spiritual realities do not always fit into institutional
categories (3:9-10). Nevertheless, Jesus was willing to explain more fully this new
birth.
Jesus, along with others, functioned as a witness to God's work in the world,
even though that witness was largely rejected (3:11).81 Though Jesus declined to
entrust his full message to those who were interested only in the signs (cf. 2:24), he
now entrusted much more to Nicodemas. God's work in the world, however difficult
for Nicodemas to understand (3:12), was fully known by Jesus, the One whose origin
was heavenly (3:13; cf. 1:1-2).82 His work on earth was to be lifted up (on the cross,
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cf. 12:32-33), and in this work, he would provide forgiveness of sins for the people,
just as the bronze snake was erected for the same reason during the plague of serpents
in Moses' time (cf. Nu. 21:4-9). Those who saw the Son of man lifted up (on the
cross) would be given eternal life (3:14). God's purpose in the world was not
condemnation, but salvation for all who would believe in his Son (3:16-18), and since
it was a universal purpose, it was not confined to Jewish limitations. With the coming
of God's Son into the world, the true Light was now shining in the midst of spiritual
and moral darkness (3:19a; cf. 1:4-5, 9). Those who rejected this witness by God
stood condemned (cf. 3:11b), because they did not wish to change their sinful
behavior (3:19b-20). Those who were willingly open to the scrutiny of God's truth in
Jesus would be transformed by God's power (3:21). This is what it means to be "born
anew." John does not use Paul's forensic metaphor of justification by faith, but in his
own way, he witnesses to the same truth!
Following the description of Jesus' conversation with Nicodemas, John returns
to the testimony of the Baptist. Jesus and his disciples left Jerusalem but stayed in
Judea, where they engaged in the ministry of baptism (3:22). Thus, both Jesus and
John conducted parallel ministries of baptism for a time, John apparently continuing
until he was imprisoned (3:23-24).83 Jesus did not personally perform baptisms, but
his disciples represented him in doing so (cf. 4:1-2). He eventually suspended this
baptismal ministry when he discovered that more people were coming to him than to
John (cf. 4:3). Inevitably comparisons would be made, and the danger of a rift
between the followers of Jesus and those of John was increased by agitators who used
Jesus' success as a foil against the disciples of John (3:25-26). John's disciples were
naturally concerned, and his response to them is a remarkable example of true
humility! He faithfully repeated to them that he was not the Messiah. By analogy, he
compared himself to a groom's attendant who felt joy for the marriage of his friend
(3:27-30). Likewise, John consistently deferred honor for himself so that he might
point to the Coming One. Once more, John called their attention to his own human
origin as contrasted with Jesus' divine origin (3:31; cf. 1:29-30, 34, 36). Like Jesus,
John also realized that the testimony of heaven's true representative would be rejected
by the masses, though of course, a few would accept it (3:32-33; cf. 1:11; 3:11).
Jesus came from heaven where, in the intimacy of the Father's presence, he had seen
the Father's works (cf. 5:19-20; 6:46; 8:38). In his earthly incarnation, he was given
the Holy Spirit without limit (3:34).84 The unity and relationship between the Father
Father and the phrase should be taken as an editorial comment (so NAB).
83
Aenon near Salim cannot be located with precision, cf. M. Avi-Yonah, IDB (1962) I.52. The Fourth Gospel is the
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(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987) 81-84.
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and the Son were complete, for all the dominion of God had been given to the Son
(3:35). He is the object of faith. To believe in him is to participate in eternal life,
while to reject him is to reject eternal life and to remain under divine wrath (3:36).
John concluded his description of the Baptist's witness by narrating Jesus' return to
Galilee (4:1-3).
Declining the normal route of Jews traveling north, Jesus took the more direct
route through Samaria (4:4).85 Near Sychar at Jacob's well, he sat down during the
noon hour to rest (4:5-6). The disciples had gone into the village (4:8), and in their
absence, Jesus was confronted by a Samaritan woman (4:5-6).86 He asked her for a
drink (4:7), a bold transgression of social protocol risking ceremonial defilement
(4:9).87 The woman was surprised, and Jesus used the occasion to speak of "living
water," an expression currently in usage to denote spring water or running water as
opposed to water collected in a cistern (4:10).88 Of course, he used this expression as
a play on words implying eternal life (4:11-14). The woman's failure to understand
Jesus' word-play was comparable to Nicodemas' failure to understand the saying
about new birth (4:15). So, Jesus took up a new line by asking her to call her husband
(4:16). Surprised at such a personal question, she attempted to shrug it off with the
noncommittal, "I have no husband." Yet, this stranger knew more about her than was
possible of any ordinary traveler. When he told her exactly the circumstance of her
several marriages, much like Nathanael earlier, she was immediately convinced that
Jesus was a prophet (4:17-19).89 If he were a prophet, then he could settle one of the
great vexing questions separating Jews and Samaritans concerning the proper location
for a temple, whether Mt. Gerizim or Mt. Zion (4:20).90 Jesus announced to her that,
though the Jews were God's channel for salvation, the question was now irrelevant
since a new order had arrived (4:21-22). The future had become the present. That
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which was coming had come (4:23a). The question was no longer "where" to
worship, but "how" to worship.
The kind of worship for which God now called was worship "in Spirit and
truth" (4:23). Since Jesus was both the bearer of the Spirit (1:33) and the baptizer
with the Spirit, the life-giving water he offered issued forth in a new intimacy with the
Father which did not depend upon the formal structures of time and location.91 Since
God is himself pure Spirit, this kind of intimacy is only appropriate (4:24). However,
such intimacy is dependent upon the incarnation of the Son, who alone has seen the
Father (cf. 1:18). If the woman asked about the coming of the Messiah, who would
make all these religious problems clear, Jesus declared that he was the Messiah (4:2526)!
When the disciples returned, they were naturally surprised (4:27). The woman,
for her part, returned to Sychar to announce to the village that she had met a man with
supernatural knowledge who might well be the Messiah (4:28-30). The disciples
apparently had brought back some food from the village, but Jesus declined to join
them, only saying that he had food which they knew nothing about. Once again, he
used a play on words which his disciples misunderstood. They thought he meant
normal food, but he spoke of his mission to do the Father's will (4:31-34). His
mission was to bring in a harvest of those who would believe, and the harvest had
already begun (4:35)!92 The reapers were already gathering grain (possibly referring
to the Baptist along with himself and their disciples). Both sowers and reapers would
be amply rewarded, for both were truly laboring for the same harvest (4:36-38). Jesus
remained in the area for two days, and many Samaritans came to believe in him as the
Savior of the world, some because of the woman's witness and others because they
heard him themselves (4:39-42).

The Second Sign (4:43-54)
After the two days Jesus spent in Samaria (4:40, 43), he continued north into
his own home region of Galilee. John takes the trouble in advance to warn his readers
that Jesus' work in Galilee would not receive full honor (4:44), and indeed, the crowd
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who welcomed Jesus was more interested in the sensationalism of his powers than in
his identity as the Messiah (4:45, 48).93
Once again he visited Cana, where his first miracle had been performed. While
there, he encountered a basilikos, an official attached to the service of Herod Antipas,
whose son was at the point of death (4:46-47). Apparently, the entire crowd was
eager to see another miracle, and Jesus' terse comment implies that the people's faith
had not yet risen to the appropriate level (4:48). Once again, as in 2:18 and 2:23-25,
the danger of superficial faith surfaces, a faith which fastens itself only upon
sensational signs. It is not that the signs have no value, else Jesus would not have
performed them. Rather, it is that the signs are not ends in themselves.
The official persisted in his plea for his child, and Jesus gave the word that the
child would be healed (4:49-50a). Accepting Jesus' promise, the man left for home,
and while still enroute, he received news that his son had been restored at precisely
the time Jesus had spoken (4:50b-53b). This sign became the threshold for the
official's faith, for when he and his family realized that Jesus had healed the child,
they all believed in Jesus (4:53b). This narrative and Jesus' comments about faith
help the reader to understand the phrase used earlier about believing in "his name"
(1:12; 3:18). To believe in Jesus only in the sense that one accepts his power to do
miracles is not the level of faith which leads to eternal life. Rather, the faith which
leads to eternal life is faith in "his name." This higher level of faith is that which goes
beyond the miracles to include Jesus' claims to be the Son of God, the one who came
from heaven from the Father to bring light and salvation into the world. It is his
identity as Messiah and Son of God that is the object of saving faith.
John concludes the narrative by numbering this miracle as the second of the
signs (4:54). While he mentions that Jesus performed many miracles, just as do the
Synoptics (cf. 2:23; 4:45), he only describes seven. From this point on, the signs will
not be numbered as were the first two (2:22; 4:54).

The Third Sign and the Sabbath (5:1-47)
There are actually two holy days that form the background for the next sign.
One was an unnamed feast of the Jews (5:1)94 and the other was the Sabbath (5:16).
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While Jesus often healed people who came to him, this occasion, like the others
which occurred on the Sabbath (cf. Mk. 3:1-6; Lk. 13:10-17; 14:1-6), describes Jesus
as taking the initiative (5:2-6).95 It suggests that when Jesus healed on the Sabbath, he
did so intentionally rather than incidentally, and his intention seems to have been to
demonstrate that he was the master of the Sabbath. On this occasion, he discovered a
longtime invalid at Bethesda, one of the pools in Jerusalem. Confronting the man,
Jesus asked him if he wished to get well, and having heard the man's dilemma,96 he
cured him (5:6-9a). Since the miracle occurred on the Sabbath, Jesus immediately
came under suspicion of Sabbath-breaking inasmuch as he had instructed the man to
carry his bedroll when he left the pool (5:9b-10). The restored man, for his part,
simply reported to his inquisitors that he was only doing what he had been told, thus
shifting the question back to Jesus (5:11). Since the man did not even know Jesus,
other than through this brief encounter, he was at a loss to say more (5:12-13). Later,
however, Jesus found the man in the temple precincts. Confronting him again, Jesus
told him to stop sinning or something worse than blindness might happen to him
(5:14). The man abruptly left to identify Jesus to the Jewish authorities (5:15).
Three theological issues immediately arise from this incident. One is the
obvious disregard which Jesus had toward the Jewish technicalities in keeping the
Sabbath. It was not that he was anti-Sabbatarian so much as he was against the
rigidity of regulations which forbade showing mercy on the Sabbath. Second, the
issue of faith in the context of miracles again arises. Not only was the faith of those
who observed miracles often insufficient (cf. 2:18, 23-24; 4:48), the faith of one who
had received a miracle was sometimes superficial. The restored man seemed to
demonstrate little gratitude for what he received, but instead, he reported Jesus to
those who were his enemies (5:15). Finally, there is the question of why the man was
disabled in the first place and the meaning of Jesus' statement, "Stop sinning, or
something worse might happen" (5:14). This suggests that the man's disability was a
judgment upon him. While it is clear that sickness and trouble are not always a
judgment (cf. 9:1-3), sometimes they are, and Jesus let the man know that he knew
this to be the case here. The "something worse" might be another malady, but it
might also be eternal judgment!
As before, the sign sets the stage for a larger discussion. Who was this man
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who so boldly went against the Sabbatarian laws of the Jewish establishment? As
might be expected, Jesus received severe criticism for his actions (5:16), and even
worse, the Jewish authorities were incensed by his explanation that he was only doing
the work of his Father (5:17). Jesus' answer implied that the Father continued to do
his work on the Sabbath, that is, that God plainly continued his providential care of
the universe.97 In restoring the invalid, Jesus was only following the example of his
Father. It was clear that when Jesus spoke of God as his Father, and of the Father's
work as his own, he was claiming a relationship which made him on a level with God
(5:18). This, in the Jewish mind, was blasphemous and worthy of death. The
remainder of the narrative is taken up with a lengthy monologue by Jesus explaining
his role as the Life-giver and Judge followed by the authenticating witnesses to his
divine person and work.
Jesus began his explanation by asserting the close relationship between himself
and the Father. He was not acting independently of the Father, but rather, he acted in
full accord with the Father who loved him and openly shared with him his full work
(5:19-20). The full extent of what the Father planned to do was even greater than
what he had already begun.98 It is interesting that Jesus here speaks of himself in the
third person (i.e., "the Son" rather than "I"), just as in the Synoptics he regularly refers
to himself as the "Son of Man."99 In doing so, Jesus introduces the confessional
language which became the heritage of the church. Just as the Father holds the power
of life over death, so also does the Son (5:21). In fact, the full judgment of all humans
had been delivered to the Son so that the Father and the Son might fully share the
honor of divine sovereignty (5:22-23). Thus, a person's response to Jesus is, by
definition, his response to God. The sovereignty and work of the Father and the Son
are one.
This, then, is the essential faith that leads to eternal life. It is to believe in the
Father who sent his Son into the world. This is the kind of faith which results in
eternal life and saves one from condemnation (5:24; cf. 1:12-13; 3:16-18). While
there will be a resurrection of the dead at the end of the ages, spiritual life is already
being given to those who are spiritually dead (5:25).100 The Son, just as the Father,
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has the power of life resident within himself (5:26). It is not a derived power of life,
but rather, it is uncreated, innate life.101 As the Son of Man, the one whom the prophet
Daniel described as coming from heaven with sovereign authority over the nations
(Da. 7:13-14), Jesus held the authority of final judgment over all (5:27). He is the one
who would call the dead from the grave at the end of the ages (5:28-29). His
judgment would be in full accord with the Father, for he would not judge
independently of the Father, but he would only judge "what he heard," that is, what
was commonly shared between himself and the Father (5:30). In all these sayings,
Jesus does not counter the accusation that he had made himself equal with God (cf.
5:18). If anything, he goes a long way toward emphasizing that this was exactly the
case!
Now, Jesus follows his amazing claims with the testimony of witnesses who
substantiate his validity. He did not simply depend upon self-assertion (5:31), for the
validity of his claims rested upon the testimony of others (5:32-34). John witnessed
to those questioning him that Jesus was "God's Son" (cf. 1:34; 3:35), pre-existent
(1:30), one whose sandals he was not worthy to unstrap (1:27). He did not hesitate to
identify Jesus as the one who came from heaven (3:31) endowed with the words of
God and the Spirit without limit (3:34). For a time, John had been accepted as a
prophet (5:35). However, John's testimony did not stand alone. The miraculous signs
which Jesus performed, as Nicodemas admitted (3:2), verified that Jesus was sent by
God, the Father (5:36). Furthermore, the Father himself gave testimony in sending
the Spirit like a dove upon Jesus at his baptism (5:37a; cf. 1:32-34). At the baptism,
the Father had boldly announced from heaven, "This is my Son" (Mt. 3:17//Mk.
1:11//Lk. 3:22). While the Jews acknowledged that they had never seen the form of
God (as had Moses, cf. Ex. 33:18-23), they prided themselves that they had heard his
voice (Ex. 19:16-25; Dt. 4:11-12, 33). Jesus now says they have done neither, for
they have rejected God's Son of whom the Scriptures testify (5:37b-40). They did not
truly love God in spite of their many religious actions (5:41-42). Jesus had come to
reveal to them the Father,102 and they would not accept him (5:43a), though they
would quite willingly accept others who had no more verification than their own selfassertions (5:43b).103 The weakness of Jewish theology was that it depended too much
eschatological resurrection in the end (5:28ff).
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upon the esteem of one's peers (5:44; cf. 12:43). In the end, however, the greatest
accusation against Jewish theology would be Moses (5:45). Moses, whom the Jews
looked to as the head of their religion, wrote about Jesus,104 but they did not believe
Moses either (5:46-47).

The Fourth and Fifth Signs and the Second Passover (6:1-71)
The fourth sign in John's Gospel, the feeding of the 5000, is one of the few
events and the only miracle which is described in all four gospels. Once again, John
places the event in the context of a Jewish feast, the Passover (6:4). Jesus had crossed
to the eastern side of the lake with a great crowd following him (6:1). It is not
unlikely that the crowd contained many pilgrims who were already preparing to make
their way toward Jerusalem for the feast. As before (cf. 2:23; 4:45, 48), they were
primarily interested in Jesus because of the miracles he was performing (6:2). The
setting of this miracle in the Passover context, even though Jesus was not at
Jerusalem, probably suggests that the Passover, the miracle of feeding, and later, the
Lord's Table have an inner theological connection. The specific descriptions of Jesus
taking the bread, giving thanks and distributing the pieces have eucharistic overtones
as do Jesus' explanations about eating his flesh and blood.105
From his vantage point on the hillside (6:3), Jesus could observe the curious
crowd coming toward him. He already knew what he intended to do when they
arrived, but nevertheless, he challenged Philip with the question of how to feed them
(6:5-7). After Andrew had presented the offer of the lad's small lunch (6:8-9), Jesus
gave instructions for seating the crowd on the grassy slope (6:10). Taking the bread
and then the fish, he gave thanks and had the food distributed to the seated crowd
until all had eaten, after which twelve baskets of fragments were gathered to avoid
waste (6:11-13). This miracle of feeding, like the miracle of the water changed to
wine, demonstrated that Jesus was the source and sustenance of life.
The people in the crowd were understandably impressed, and they began to
suggest to each other that perhaps this was the prophet like Moses (6:14; cf. 1:21, 25;
In particular, the Bar-Kokhba revolt in 132-135 A.D. was just such a messianic movement, cf. Y. Yadin, BarKokhba (New York: Random House, 1971).
104
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4:19; Dt. 18:15).106 However, John makes it clear that this opinion was not the kind of
faith for which Jesus was looking, since it was motivated by a political agenda.
Those in the crowd were on the verge of accepting Jesus as the eschatological
Prophet, but on their own terms, and those terms were to meet their own political
ends. In fact, so intent were they on such political hopes that they were on the verge
of kidnapping Jesus and forcing him into a popular kingship (6:15a). Just as earlier
Jesus would not entrust himself to those who sought him for the sake of miracles (cf.
2:23-24), so now he withdrew into the mountains by himself (6:15b). Once more,
faith in Jesus as a miracle-worker is shown to be susceptible to distortion. The signs
are real miracles, but belief in them does not automatically lead one toward true faith.
The fifth sign, also a nature miracle, was performed only in the presence of the
inner circle of his disciples. Jesus was now in the high mountains which arise
abruptly from the north shore of the lake. The disciples were attempting to cross back
toward Capernaum in the gathering darkness (6:16-17). A heavy wind blew against
them, and after rowing a considerable distance, they were terrified to see a figure
walking toward them on the surface of the lake (6:18-19). It was Jesus, and he
allayed their fears as he stepped into the boat (6:20). Suddenly, they reached the
shore (6:21). The crowd, for its part, was disappointed at not finding Jesus or the
disciples, so they took boats back to Capernaum to search for them (6:22-24).
Jesus' feeding of the crowd and the people's subsequent search for Jesus in their
desire to force him into a political uprising sets the stage for the long discussion to
follow. Jesus immediately confronted those seeking him with the fact that their
motives were misdirected (6:25-26). They were oblivious to the signs as signs. They
only saw the sensationalism of the miracles, not the truth toward which these miracles
pointed. For them, the miracles were only a means to personal benefit, not a means to
recognize Jesus as the one sent by the Father for salvation. Thus, Jesus challenged
them to work for the food that endures eternally. Like the metaphors of new birth and
living water, the food that Jesus gives is eternal life, for he is the one authenticated by
the Father (6:27). To their question about what works God requires, Jesus replied that
God requires faith in the one he sent (6:28-29).
The people rightly understood that Jesus was speaking about himself, so they
asked him for further miraculous verification, such as the renewal of the gift of manna
from heaven (6:30-31). Perhaps they believed that in the messianic age the gift of
manna should be renewed.107 What they did not understand was that the bread from
heaven had already been given in Jesus himself. It was not earthly bread for an
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earthly subsistence, but heavenly bread for spiritual life (6:32-33). Jesus was the
bread of spiritual life, and the only way to receive this bread was to come to him and
believe in him as the one sent from the Father (6:34-35).108 It is apparent, of course,
that Jesus did not yet consider the people to have believed in him at this level,
regardless of what they thought about his miracles (6:36). Such faith is a gift, for it
arises in the hearts of those whom the Father promised to give to his Son for
preservation (6:37).
There is paradox here, for while the Father gives to the Son those who are to be
saved, yet the promise of salvation is for "whoever comes." The fundamental error of
both Calvinism and Arminianism is the same--the insistence upon removing paradox
from the doctrine of election. Each emphasizes one side of the paradox to the
exclusion of the other. The nature of salvation embraces both the pull of God upon
people as well as their response of faith. God's drawing is neither selective nor
irresistible, but rather, he wills to save all who will come to him in the manner he has
prescribed, that is, through faith in his Son (1:12-13; 3:16, 18, 36; 4:42. 53; 6:40,
47).109 They cannot come to him under their own power, of course, but only as the
Father draws them (6:44, 65). This, then, was God's will for his Son: that he would
preserve and raise to life again at the resurrection all those who had been given to him
(6:38-40).
Jesus' self-claims were offensive to his listeners, especially his claim to be the
bread that came from heaven (6:41). As local Galileans, they knew his family, and it
is apparent that either they did not know the story of the virgin birth, or more likely,
had rejected it (6:42). Thus, they complained about his sayings. They were willing to
accept his miracles for personal benefit, but they were reluctant to accept the higher
truth toward which his signs pointed--that he was, in fact, God's unique Son who had
come from heaven. In the face of their grumbling, Jesus continued his discourse,
asserting that to listen to God and to learn from him was to come to his Son (6:43-45).
They had never seen the Father (cf. 1:18; 5:37); only the Son had seen the Father
(6:46). Thus, they must look to the Son in faith as the bread of life (6:46-48). So
long as they were primarily interested in earthly bread, such as the manna given to
their forefathers which had not saved even their ancestors from death, they would be
turned away from the true bread that could give eternal life (6:49-51). The true bread
which gave eternal life was the incarnation of Jesus in the world so that through his
death he might draw to himself all who would come (6:51b; cf. 1:29, 36; 3:14). Of
course, the Jews could hardly have been expected to understand the full meaning of
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this metaphor (6:52). Nevertheless, in seeking for miracles without putting their faith
in Jesus as God's incarnate Son, they closed to themselves the full meaning of Jesus'
mission.
So, Jesus concluded, in order to eat the true bread from heaven and drink the
true water of life one must "eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood"
(6:53-55). This shocking and brutal metaphor presupposes the coming violent death
of Jesus.110 For Jews, it was a particularly offensive metaphor, since the law of Moses
forbade drinking blood of any kind. Cannibalism certainly was no less offensive to
them. As in the Synoptic parables, this difficult metaphor was intended to test the
spiritual sincerity of the crowd. Would they open their minds and hearts to the deeper
meaning of Jesus' words, or would they persist in following their own political hopes?
The real issue was not whether there would be more miracles, but rather, it was how
the crowd would respond to Jesus, the Father's Son. True union with God and true
spiritual life were not in miracles, even in authentic miracles like the manna which
fell from heaven in the time of Moses (6:56-57). All who participated in that ancient
miracle died in any case. In order to have eternal life, one must feed on the true bread
from heaven, that is, one must put his/her faith in the one whom God had sent into the
world (6:58-59).
This sermon on the bread from heaven was a watershed in the Galilean
ministry of Jesus. It is at this point that Jesus' popularity collapsed. Now comes the
justification for the earlier statements that those who followed Jesus only for the sake
of miracles did not have proper faith (cf. 2:23-24; 4:48; 5:14-15; 6:26). Though
aware that his metaphor had deeply offended his listeners (6:60), Jesus did not
attempt to lessen its force. Instead, he pressed even further that the one who had
come from the Father into the world would also return to the Father where he had
been before (6:61-62). Jesus' difficult metaphors, which pointed toward the true
nature of his person and work, would lead all who would believe him into spiritual
life, but he knew that many would not believe, and one would even betray him (6:6366; cf. 2:24-25). Furthermore, no one could come to true faith without divine
enablement (6:65). The result was that many rejected Jesus and abandoned his
mission (6:66).
Turning to the Twelve, Jesus asked where they stood in light of the mass
defection. Peter, in a bold confession analogous to the confession he made following
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the transfiguration in the Synoptics, asserted the full loyalty of the group (6:67-69).
Yet even here Jesus was fully aware of the coming treachery of Judas (6:70-71).

The Feast of Booths (7:1-52)
The Synoptic Gospels describe at length Jesus' ministry in Galilee, but John
confines himself to the brief summary in 7:1. From this point in the Fourth Gospel,
Jesus will not be seen in Galilee again until his post-resurrection appearances (cf.
21:1). Leaving Galilee, he traveled to Jerusalem for the Feast of Booths, the last of
the three great annual festivals which all male Jews were expected to attend each year.
Due to the antagonism of the Judean religious hierarchy over his healing of the
invalid on the sabbath, Jesus had been avoiding Jerusalem (7:1), and the question on
the minds of many was whether he would now go south. Jesus' brothers echoed this
same question by urging him to quit operating in the relative seclusion of the north so
that he might display his miracles once more in the holy city. Their sarcasm,
motivated by unbelief, was biting (7:2-5).111 Once more, the issue of faith and the role
of miracles is raised. Jesus' brothers did not deny that Jesus had miraculous powers,
yet still they did not accept him as the Messiah, God's Son. As in the earlier account
at Cana, where Jesus had been similarly urged on by his mother, Jesus responded to
his brothers that it was not time to make a full revelation of himself (7:6; cf. 2:4).
Doubtless there was tension between Jesus' self-understanding of his
messiahship and the popular notion that the messiah would be a political liberator of
the Jews. This tension probably lies behind the statement, "The world cannot hate
you, but it hates me" (7:7).112 Jesus' brothers probably held the popular, ethnocentric
viewpoint. Jesus, on the other hand, not only rejected this viewpoint, he taught that
the Jews themselves stood under divine condemnation, along with the rest of the
world. It was not a welcome idea! So, Jesus sent his brothers along ahead of himself
(7:8). Later, he traveled to Jerusalem privately and without fanfare (7:9-10). The
pilgrims in Jerusalem were anxiously watching for his appearance, though they held
mixed opinions about him, the most vehement being the murderous antagonism of the
Jewish hierarchy who had already decided that he must be killed (7:11-13; 5:18; 7:1).
The feast, which lasted for a whole week, was half over when Jesus finally showed
up at the temple and began to teach in the courtyards (7:14).
Jesus' teaching was
undeniably impressive. Though he had studied under none of the great rabbis, he had
mastered well the theology of the Hebrew Bible (7:15). In response to their
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amazement at his theological acumen, Jesus explained that his teaching was not the
product of professional study, but instead, it came from God who had sent him into
the world (7:16). Only those who diligently sought to follow God would truly
perceive that his teaching was not self-generated but came from God (7:17).
Normally, rabbinical studies were conducted by exhaustive reference to the collected
wisdom of preceding rabbis. A disciple who excelled in this kind of learning gained
immense status. Jesus, however, was not interested in status. Instead, he only sought
to honor the Father who had sent him into the world (7:18). By contrast, the religious
authorities, who took great pride in their theological training, were at that very
moment plotting to murder Jesus, an action which violated the commandments of
Moses. Jesus was not backward about confronting them (7:19).
The crowd protested that Jesus must be having delusions of persecution to
speak about someone trying to kill him (7:20), but Jesus knew that the mindset of the
religious leaders, ever since the previous exchange months earlier, was to destroy him
(cf. 5:16-18). The one miracle when he had healed the invalid had astonished them,
for it put into irreconcilable conflict their regulations concerning sabbath-keeping
against the obvious fact that a supernatural event had occurred (7:21). Once more
addressing this problem, Jesus challenged them with the fact that even circumcision
was performed on the sabbath, for the laws of circumcision took precedent over the
laws for sabbath (7:22).113 If this was so, why was it not appropriate for Jesus to
perform a cure on the sabbath (7:23)? Such sabbath legalism was tendentious and
superficial (7:24).
Apparently some among the crowd were perceptive enough to realize that
Jesus' life was indeed in danger, and they were surprised that though he was speaking
publicly, no overt action was taken against him (7:25-26). Some idly speculated that
perhaps even the authorities had been swayed in his favor (7:27), though it is apparent
that the authorities themselves did not favor such a turn. They had concluded that
Jesus was not the Messiah, since they knew about his origins in Galilee, something
that in their view was not supposed to be known.114
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Jesus, who knew the thoughts of all people (cf. 1:50; 2:24; 4:17, 29; 5:14),
responded to their objections. Essentially, he said that they both knew yet did not
know his origins. They knew he was from Galilee, but they did not know the Father
who had sent him into the world (7:28-29). His response angered them, and they
attempted to seize him, though they were not able to do so (7:30).115 While many of
the pilgrims put their faith in Jesus because of his miracles, and apparently their faith
was of the sort which saw beyond the signs to the true identity of Jesus (7:31), the
efforts of the authorities to apprehend him did not cease. They ordered the temple
guard to arrest him (7:32), but again to no avail (7:45-46). In the context of this
opposition, Jesus explained that his mission would be short. After it was completed,
he would return to the Father, a place where normal humans could not go (7:33-34).
Once more, Jesus' words were misunderstood. What did he mean? Would he
seek out disciples among the Diaspora (7:35-36)? It is apparent that the crowds at
large knew no more about Jesus' destiny than about his origins, and their speculation
that he might go to the Greeks has more than a touch of irony, since after his
ascension back to the Father, Jesus' followers would, in fact, go to the Diaspora and
the Greeks.
At the end of the festal week, Jesus loudly announced to his listeners that
anyone who was thirsty could come to him and drink (7:37). It is not unlikely that his
statements were made as a reflection upon the ritual libation connected with the Pool
of Siloam. It had become a custom for the pilgrims at the Feast of Booths to go by
procession to the pool and return with some of its water, which was then poured out
as an offering to God. It may well have been that Jesus made his proclamation in
association with this ritual.116 In any case, his proclamation has the same inner
meaning as the miracle of transforming water to wine, the teaching about new birth,
the metaphor about living water, and the teaching about the bread from heaven. This
inner meaning is that all humans have a spiritual hunger and thirst, and it can only be
satisfied by Jesus.117 The quenching of this spiritual thirst comes by faith in Jesus and
through the gift of the Holy Spirit which he gives (7:38). The gift of the Spirit would
be like an inner well flowing from the indwelling residence of the Spirit, which had
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been promised by the prophets (cf. Joel 2:28-29; 3:18; Zec. 12:10; 14:8).118 John
parenthetically adds, of course, that the gift of the Spirit as yet had not been given
inasmuch as it necessarily must occur after the glorification of Jesus through the cross
and resurrection (7:39). Jesus would explain this sequence more fully to the disciples
in Chapters 14-16. Still, since Jesus was both the bearer of the Spirit without limit
(cf. 3:34) and the one who would baptize with the Spirit (cf. 1:33-34), it was only
appropriate for him to make such a proclamation.
Jesus proclamation created considerable speculation. Some were ready to
accept him as the eschatological prophet like Moses, and others were ready to accept
him as the Messiah (7:40-41a). Still others were dubious, since Jesus had come from
Galilee, not Bethlehem, and apparently they were unfamiliar with the birth narratives
(7:41b-42). So, the opinions varied. While there were those who wished to
apprehend Jesus, no one took action (7:43-44). Even the temple guards who had been
sent to arrest Jesus were taken back by his teachings (7:45-47). The Pharisees were
adamantly opposed to him, of course (7:48-49), though Nicodemas was willing to
offer a somewhat timid effort for his defense (7:50-51). He was quickly rebuffed for
his efforts (7:52).119

An Ancient Account of Jesus' Forgiveness (7:53--8:11)
Though not an original part of John's Gospel, the story of the woman taken in
adultery is probably a true account in the ministry of Jesus.120 It appears here, more
than likely, as an illustration of Jesus' words, "I pass judgment on no one" (cf. 8:15).
The scribes and Pharisees had brought to Jesus a woman taken in the act of adultery
(7:53--8:3). It is apparent that they wished to manipulate Jesus into a conflict with
the law of Moses. Moses not only forbade adultery, he commanded adulterers to be
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executed (Dt. 22:22; Lv. 20:10). It is also apparent that the Pharisees were implicitly
shielding the man, for if the two had been caught in the act, they had brought only
her. The Mishnah, the Jewish code of rabbinical oral interpretation, called for
strangulation of the man and stoning for the woman.121 So, ignoring the man, they set
the woman before Jesus and asked for a public opinion (8:4-6a).
It would seem there was no safe answer. If Jesus called for mercy, he could be
accused of opposing Moses. Almost certainly he would be accused of condoning or
even encouraging adultery. If he called for stoning, his judgment would seem to go
against his teachings of love, mercy and forgiveness. Never again would he be called
the "friend of sinners." Also, since the Roman government did not allow the Jews the
right to execution without a Roman hearing, Jesus might very well get himself into
difficulty with the Procurator. After hearing the accusation, Jesus stooped and wrote
in the dirt (8:6b).
No completely satisfactory answer has ever been given as to what Jesus may
have written. An Armenian translation (5th century) contains the following
interpolation, "He himself, bowing his head, was writing with his finger on the earth
to declare their sins; and they were seeing their several sins on the stones." While this
explanation is plausible, it is certainly not part of the original story. In the end, the
reader does not know what Jesus wrote; however, what he said was certainly
effective, and the accusers left one by one (8:7-9). The story demonstrates Jesus'
compassion for sinners. He did not abandon judgment and say, "O, it is quite alright.
Don't worry about it." Rather, he deferred her sentence and offered to her
forgiveness, giving her the freedom to begin over again. His final word required that
she leave her lifestyle of sin (8:10-11).

Jesus and the Father (8:12-59)
Earlier, Jesus had angered the hierarchy in Jerusalem, because he claimed a
unique relationship with God as "his Father" (5:17-18). At that time, he explained
that this unique relationship included the authority of the Son to do the works of the
Father (5:19), such as raising the dead (5:21, 25), to execute judgment (5:22, 27), and
to receive equal honor along with the Father (5:23). Now Jesus returns to this issue.
He begins his dialogue with the assertion, "I am the light of the world" (8:12),
something which he had implied earlier, when talking to Nicodemas (cf. 3:19-21).122
Such a statement, by any standard, is shocking. It is the sort of statement which, if
not true, consigns one to the categories of insanity or grandiose deception. The
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Pharisees immediately confronted Jesus on the grounds that he was a self-inflated
braggart (8:13). Once more, the discussion revolves around the concept of valid
testimony (cf. 5:31ff.).
Jesus defended his self-testimony because it was based on his own experience
of coming from the Father into the world and his knowledge that after his mission to
the world he would return to the Father (8:14a). The Pharisees were in no position to
pass judgment on him, because they had no knowledge of Jesus' heavenly origin.
Their condemnations were made on the basis of conventional wisdom (8:14b-15a).
Jesus, by contrast, had not come into the world on a mission of condemnation (8:15b;
cf. 3:17), though of course, if he chose to do so, his judgment would be righteous, for
he stood at one with the Father (8:15b-16). Whatever judgment Jesus would make
would be precisely the same judgment that the Father would make. Nevertheless,
Jesus challenged his detractors with the fact that he did not depend entirely on selftestimony. His claims were validated also by the testimony of God the Father (cf.
5:37), thus establishing two witnesses in conformity to the Torah (8:17-18; cf. Dt.
17:6). The Pharisees retorted, "Where is your father?", a question which, as earlier,
implied that Jesus was illegitimate (cf. 7:27; 8:41). But Jesus simply charged them
with ignorance of both himself and his Father, a charge that they knew indicted them
for ignorance of God (8:19). As before, they were unable to arrest him (8:20; cf.
5:18; 7:30, 32, 44).
Referring to his eventual return to the Father, Jesus declared that he was going
where they could not come (8:21; cf. 7:33-34). Earlier, they speculated that he might
be going to the Diaspora; now they speculated that he might be contemplating suicide
(8:22). Ignoring their speculation, Jesus declared that they were from two different
worlds, he from the heavenly world and they from the earthly world (8:23). Their
response to him would, in fact, be decisive, for if they did not come to faith in him for
who he claimed to be, they would die in their sins (8:24; cf. 8:21). Here, of course, is
the higher level of faith that has been at issue all along in the context of the miracles
Jesus performed. It is faith in Him that is critical, not merely the affirmation of his
sensational healings and works of power. It is Jesus as the water of life, the bread
from heaven, the light of the world, the Messiah, and the Son of God that is the
fundamental issue--those things that Jesus had been claiming all along (8:25).123 His
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claims were no more than what the One who had sent him had commissioned him to
say (8:26). His listeners did not yet understand that the One who sent Jesus was, in
fact, God the Father (8:27), nor would they until the time of his death. The answer to
the question, "Who are you?", would only become clear in the crucifixion of Jesus,
when he would be lifted up on the cross (8:28). In the meantime, his ministry was
confirmed by the Father who stood with him (8:29).
Many in the crowd were moved by the power of his words and put their faith in
Jesus (8:30). Though there had been a defection in Galilee (cf. 6:66), there were a
growing number of people in Jerusalem who were becoming convinced (cf. 2:23;
7:12, 40-41, 45-49). Jesus, however, warned them that they must remain steadfast to
his teaching (8:31). Only by an unyielding loyalty to truth would they be free from
the bondage of false belief (8:32). Yet, this saying also was difficult for them. As the
descendants of Abraham, they believed that they had always been free, at least
spiritually, if not politically (8:33). Jesus, however, responded that sin is slave-master
to all (8:34).124 To be a slave to sin is to be excluded from free access to the Father's
house, for slaves are not privileged to participate in the family (8:35). It is only a
free-born son that has this privilege, and it is only by coming to God's unique Son that
such standing of sonship can be gained (8:36; cf. 1:12).
Though many in the crowd were on the verge of faith, others were skeptical
because Jesus' words seemed too fantastic (8:37).125 Yet, Jesus was only saying and
regarded as a mistake. Undoubtedly, these translators were theologically influenced by passages such as John 1:1
and 1 John 1:1, both of which contain the word amen in reference to the beginning of time and the universe.
Unfortunately, their theology was better than their grammar. These mistranslations read:
[I am] the beginning, and I told you so. (Ethiopic)
[I am] the beginning, that which I am saying to you. (Vulgate)
[I am] the beginning, even I who speak to you. (Gothic)
Not only is the attempt to read ten amen as a nominative in error, it compounds the error by adding the expression
ego eimi as a predicate nominative construction, which is not possible given the accusative case.
Since the earliest manuscripts did not have word divisions, the earliest Greek text does not distinguish
between ho ti and hoti. Later Greek texts go in both directions. The split reading can be taken either as an
exclamation (similar to the Hebrew mah (= "That I speak to you at all") or as an affirmation supplying ego eimi ("[I
am] from the first what I am telling you" or "[I am] what I have told you from the first.") The reading without the
split functions as a question with an adverbial accusative, i.e., "Why do I speak to you at all?"
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then the difficulty remains.
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doing what he had observed in the Father's presence, whom he had been with since
the beginning (8:37; 1:1-2, 18; 5:19). By contrast, those who were trying to kill him
were simply mirroring the things that their father did (8:38), implying, of course, that
their father was someone other than God. When they once more asserted that
Abraham was their father, Jesus said that this could only be true if they behaved like
Abraham. It was not a natural relationship but a moral one that would prove the
identity of their father (8:39). Since they were trying to murder Jesus, something
Abraham would never stoop to do, they could not claim Abraham as their spiritual
father, regardless of the natural relationship (8:40). Instead, their murderous
intentions suggested that their father was someone else. Jesus' enemies retorted that
the only father they had was God--and they added the stinging sarcasm that they were
not illegitimate, implying that Jesus was (8:41).
The debate continued. Jesus asserted that if God were truly their father, they
would love him, for he had come from God (8:42-43). As it was, they betrayed their
identity to their true father by their murderous intentions. Their true father was the
original murderer and liar, Satan (8:44). In Eden, Satan had lied to Eve (Ge. 3:4), and
in doing so, he incited her to rebellion against God which led to her death. In
deceiving her, he had committed an act of murder (cf. Ge. 2:17). The religious
leaders had accused Jesus of the double sins of sabbath-breaking and blasphemy (cf.
5:18), but after lengthy argument, they still had not been able to effectively argue
their case (8:45-46). The reason that they were adamant in their rejection of Jesus
was that God was not their father; they did not belong to him (5:47).
The Jewish leaders retorted with the racial slur that Jesus was a demonpossessed Samaritan, since Samaritans were considered to be racially defective and
heretics as well (8:48). The accusation about demon-possession is similar to the
accounts in the Synoptics (cf. Mt. 12:24//Mk. 3:22//Lk. 11:15). Jesus responded that
in his mission his only motive was to honor the Father, while their motives were to
discredit him (8:49). However, though Jesus did not seek to promote himself,
ultimately he would be glorified by the Father, the judge of all, and that was why
obedience to Jesus was so important (8:50). Only in this way could a person find
eternal life (8:51). So, they continued to press the accusation of demon-possession
and asked if Jesus were greater than Abraham or the prophets, all of whom had died
(8:52-53). Bluntly they queried, "Who do you think you are?" Of course, that is the
fundamental question of the whole gospel, "Who is Jesus?" This is the question that
underlies the crisis of faith and the one that must be answered if one is to come to
genuine faith.
Jesus responded again by stating that, far from only giving self-authentication,
he had the witness of God, the Father, who verified that he was who he claimed to be
(8:54). Jesus certainly could not deny the truth of his relationship to the Father (8:55).
Even Abraham, who the Jews claimed as their ancestor, had looked ahead to the time
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of Jesus with glad anticipation (8:56).126 Jesus spoke of Abraham almost as though he
knew him, and this prompted the stinging jab that he was not even fifty years old, so
how could he speak as though he knew Abraham (8:57)! Jesus' response was the
most bold yet, for he said, "Before Abraham was, I am" (8:58)! It was clear that Jesus
was claiming to have been alive in Abraham's time, and even more, to have been the
God of Abraham. They immediately began to collect stones for a lynching, the
penalty to be exacted upon a blasphemer (Lv. 24:16), but Jesus escaped by slipping
away from them through the temple courtyards (8:59).
Special comment is in order regarding Jesus' use of the expression Ego eimi (=
I am). In the Fourth Gospel there is a group of unique sayings which are statements
in the first person form ego eimi.127 Some are without a predicate (i.e., 8:24, 28, 58;
13:19), some are with an implied predicate (i.e., 6:20; 18:5), and some have an
explicit predicate (i.e., 6:35, 51; 8:12, 18, 23; 9:5; 10:7, 9, 11, 14; 11:25; 14:6; 15:1,
5). Those with predicates or implied predicates (i.e., "I am the bread of life," "I am
the light of the world," "I am the door," "I am the good shepherd," "I am the
resurrection and the life," "I am the way, the truth, and the life," "I am the true vine")
are profound enough, but those without predicates are even more profound inasmuch
as they are direct affirmations which connect Jesus with the "I AM" of the exodus (cf.
Ex. 3:14). The implication is that Jesus is himself God. He is the Yahweh who spoke
to Moses from the burning bush. The Jews who heard Jesus say, "Before Abraham
was, I am," were not slow in reading the implications of his statement. They were
ready to lynch him as a blasphemer.128

The Sixth Sign and Another Sabbath (9:1-41)
Earlier, it was pointed out that Jesus took the initiative in his sabbath miracles
(see discussion at 5:2-6). Here, the reader encounters another such occasion. It was
another sabbath (9:14), and Jesus and his disciples passed a man who had been blind
from birth (9:1). It was typical in Jewish theology to assign all maladies to a divine
judgment on sin. A person blind from birth, of course, raised a rather difficult
theological issue. How could a newborn be accused of sin? Some rabbis advocated
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the possibility of prenatal sin, while others, on the basis of certain passages in the
Torah (Ex. 20:5; 34:7; Nu. 14:18), held that the affliction was an indirect judgment
due to the sin of the parents.129 It is on the grounds of this theological issue that Jesus'
disciples asked him about the case of the man who was blind from birth (9:2). Jesus
responded that the traditional arguments were not right. While it might be true that
some maladies are forms of judgment, as was implied in Jesus' statements to the
invalid (cf. 5:14), it is too sweeping to generalize that all suffering is a direct
judgment due to sin. There is suffering in the world, but it comes from indirect as
well as direct causes. In this case, there was no direct judgment whatsoever (9:3a).
Instead, the man's blindness, like much of the other suffering in the world, was simply
the product of a fallen universe, waiting for the redemptive work of God to be
performed (9:3b). This redemptive work was the mission of God's Son, and he was
determined to fulfil his mission while he had the opportunity (9:4-5). The time would
come when the chance to work would be at an end. He was the world's light, and he
must shine brightly while he had the chance.
The account of the healing is straightforward. Jesus made mud from saliva and
dirt, created a small pack for the man's eyes, and directed him to go to the Pool of
Siloam and wash. When the man did so, he could see (9:6-7). The cure created a
sensation among those who formerly had known the man, some even doubting that he
was the one they had known as a blind beggar (9:8-9). They questioned him closely,
and he told them how Jesus had healed him, though he did not even know where
Jesus was to be found (9:10-12). As in the healing of the invalid on the sabbath, the
initiative for the miracle lay completely with the Lord, but when the miracle had been
performed, Jesus stepped into the background (cf. 5:13; 9:12). The signs which
called for faith were duly performed, but after they were performed, Jesus seemed to
expect serious effort on the part of those who had either seen or benefited from the
signs. Those for whom the signs were only ends in themselves were to be
distinguished from those for whom the signs were doorways to faith in the person of
Jesus. The invalid (John 5), and later the crowd who ate the bread and fish (John 6),
both encountered Jesus some time after the miracle. Both had the opportunity to put
their faith in Jesus. The healed invalid instead reported Jesus to the authorities (5:15),
while the crowd who had been fed bread and fish defected (6:60, 66). In the story of
the man born blind, we have the story of one who came to true faith when he found
Jesus again.
Once more, the Pharisees serve as the foil to sharpen the issue of faith and
unbelief. The former blind man's acquaintances brought him to the Pharisees,
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probably since the cure had occurred on the sabbath, and they knew that this was
already a bone of contention due to the previous sabbath controversy (9:13-14). So,
the Pharisees cross-examined the former blind man concerning the miracle (9:15).
They flatly contradicted Jesus' claim that he came from God, since he had broken
their sabbatical regulations (9:16a). Some of the neighbors who were listening to the
polemics countered by asking the obvious question, "Can sinners do such signs"
(9:16b)? Once more, the Pharisees questioned the former blind man about his
opinion of Jesus, to which he replied that Jesus must be a prophet (9:17). At first the
Pharisees were not even convinced that the man had been blind at all, and it was only
after they had questioned his parents that they were willing to concede that the whole
affair was not a hoax (9:18-21). The parents, for their part, were not a little
intimidated by this interrogation, for the Pharisees, whose domain was the
synagogue,130 had already made it clear that to accept Jesus was to warrant
disfellowship (9:22-23).
Finally, the former blind man was recalled. He was instructed to give praise to
God for his healing while at the same time he was reminded pointedly that Jesus was
a sinner, and therefore, unworthy of commendation (9:24). The former blind man
artfully responded that he had no knowledge about Jesus' personal life--he only knew
that at one time he had been blind and now he wasn't (9:25). Once more, the
Pharisees interrogated him concerning the procedure of the cure, and he angered them
by asking if their repeated questions indicated that they wished to become Jesus'
disciples (9:27). To this, they responded with the same language that had been used
earlier. They were disciples of Moses, and as for this Jesus, his origins were unclear
(9:28-29; cf. 6:42; 7:27; 8:19, 41). The former blind man, now more bold in the face
of their insults, responded with the irrefutable logic that if Jesus had performed a
miracle of healing, his origin must surely have been God himself (9:30-33). So, the
Pharisees expelled him from the synagogue (9:34).
The story climaxes when Jesus once more found the former blind man. As in
the healing of the invalid and the feeding of the 5000, Jesus' inaccessibility after the
miracle gives time for those who see the signs to contemplate its deeper meaning.
Now, he confronts the former blind man, asking him if he believes in Jesus, the Son
of Man.131 The high point is the man's frank confession, "Lord, I believe," followed
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by his worship of Jesus (9:35-38). This, then, is genuine faith. It is not faith for
miracles but faith in Jesus as the one whom the Father sent into the world. The signs
have their place. They become a threshold for true faith. However, one must go
beyond this threshold to the person of Jesus to reach the true faith that gives new
birth, new water, eternal life, and spiritual light.
At the man's confession of faith, Jesus declared that his mission in the world
was to bring about separation between those who have true faith and those who have
superficial faith (9:39). This is the meaning of the metaphor of light, for it plays upon
the difference between natural blindness and spiritual blindness (cf. 9:5). Some of the
Pharisees heard his declaration, and they sarcastically asked if they were blind also.
Jesus responded with a further play on words. Blindness (physical) is not due to the
guilt of sin (cf. 9:3), but rather, the guilt of sin is the claim to be able to see
(spiritually), while at the same time rejecting the one God has sent (9:40-41).

The Good Shepherd (10:1-21)
Both Matthew and Mark in the Synoptics regard the death of Jesus as the
fulfillment of Zechariah's prediction that the Shepherd, the representative of Yahweh,
would be struck down, scattering the flock of Israel so that only a remnant would be
left (Mt. 26:31; Mk. 14:27; cf. Zec. 13:7-9). After the fires of purification and
refinement, the remnant of the flock would call upon Yahweh's name, so that the
relationship between God and his people would be restored (Zec. 13:9). Jesus'
comments about his role as the Good Shepherd who would lay down his life for the
sheep follows a similar theme and, in fact, may be an intentional commentary on this
prophecy. The metaphor has overtones of other passages from the prophets, also.
Zechariah denounced the false shepherd of Israel who would desert the flock and flee
in time of danger (Zec. 11:17), and Ezekiel equally denounced the shepherds of Israel
who did not properly care for the flock (Eze. 34:1-10). Only God himself, according
to Ezekiel, is the Good Shepherd who truly cares for his sheep (Eze. 34:11-31; cf. Ps.
23). Thus, when Jesus used the metaphor of the Good Shepherd to describe himself
and his mission unto sacrificial death, he implicitly claimed for himself the role about
which these ancient oracles spoke.
Those who claimed to be shepherds but who gained their positions by means
other than legitimate ones could only be expected to brutalize the sheep, since they
were thieves and robbers (10:1). There is more than a hint, here, of censure against
the synagogue officials who expelled the man born blind (cf. 9:34) and who
Synoptics, it is one of the most important ways, cf. G. Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1974) 147-158. In the Fourth Gospel, this same title is used, although the apocalyptic nuance is played
down, cf. Ladd, 244-246. In the present saying in 9:35, it is hard not to assume, from the nature of the question, that
Jesus intends a messianic connotation for the title.
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threatened to expel anyone else who confessed Jesus' messiahship (cf. 9:22). Jesus
goes on to claim that he is himself the gate to the sheep pen, that is, he is the
legitimate means by which the true sheep enter. If the synagogue rulers had thrown
out the former blind man, he had been received into the true sheep fold by the one
who was the true gate, Jesus himself (10:2-3; cf. 9:35-38). True sheep hear the voice
of the true shepherd (10:4-6). They enter by the true gate. While there had been other
pretenders to the messianic role (cf. Ac. 5:35-37), they had all been frauds (10:7-8).
Now, however, the true gate into the sheep pen of God's kingdom had been declared
(10:9). All others brought destruction and death, but Jesus, the true gate, offered full
life (10:10).
Now the metaphor shifts slightly, for Jesus offers another ego eimi statement,
"I am the good shepherd" (10:11a). Unlike false shepherds, who are primarily
motivated by self-interest, Jesus' concern was for the sheep themselves, a concern that
was to be demonstrated in his willingness to die on their behalf (10:11b). Mercenary
shepherds, who have no true interest in the flock, will abandon the sheep, just as the
synagogue rulers had abandoned the man born blind (10:12-13). By contrast, the
Good Shepherd knows his sheep and his sheep know him. There is an unbreakable
bond between the two, just as there was this same bond between Jesus, the Son and
God, the Father (10:14-15). Besides the sheep in the Jewish pen, Jesus had other
sheep as well, a statement that envisions the universal message of the gospel to the
nations.132 In the end, there would not be two flocks, but rather, a single flock under a
single shepherd (10:16). The bond of love between the Father and the Son was due to
the Son's willingness to offer himself in this redemptive work for the sake of his
sheep. As the Son, Jesus not only had the authority of his Father to lay down his life,
but he also had authority to rise from the dead, just as the Father commanded him
(10:17-18).
This whole discourse, couched in the metaphor of shepherding, was not
understood by the crowds in Jerusalem (cf. 10:6). The teaching polarized the listeners
(10:19), some judging Jesus to be insane and demonic (10:20) and others willing to
listen further because of his words and the recent miracle (10:21).

The Feast of Hanukkah (10:22-42)
Hanukkah, also known as the Feast of Dedication and the Festival of Lights,
was a relatively recent addition to the Jewish religious calendar. It celebrated the
Maccabean revolt against the aggressive Syrian attempts to Hellenize the Jews. In
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this revolt, on December 25, 165 B.C. (three years to the day from the time the temple
had been desecrated by Antiochus Epiphanes), the temple was cleansed, re-dedicated
and its worship restored (Maccabees 1-4). Jesus had been in Jerusalem for some time
now, and during the celebration of Hanukkah, while walking in the temple courtyards,
he was confronted by those Jews who were opposed to him (10:22-23). That this
confrontation occurred during Hanukkah suggests that Jesus should be recognized as
the true Liberator, of which Judas Maccabeus was a type. The authorities demanded
that he make a clear declaration as to his messiahship (10:24). It is certain that their
interest was to find a way to destroy him. So far, Jesus had not used the term Messiah
of himself while in Jerusalem, though earlier he had admitted as much to the
Samaritan woman (cf. 4:25-26). Others, however, had certainly come to this
conclusion (cf. 1:41), and there was considerable speculation about it (cf. 7:26-27, 31,
41-42; 9:22). Jesus had come close to such an admission in Jerusalem, especially in
his teaching about the Good Shepherd (cf. 10:1-2, 11-13), but because his teaching
had been couched in an extended metaphor, the authorities would not be happy until
they had a plain statement. Jesus continued to avoid such a plain statement,
especially since the messianic concept among most Jews was so thoroughly political
and militaristic.
Thus, Jesus responded with the ambiguous, "I did tell you, but you do not
believe" (10:25a). What he means, of course, is that he has told them of his
messiahship in his signs, though not in words. His miracles spoke for him, and in
fact, this was the purpose of the miracles in the first place (10:25b). However, the
authorities did not believe, because they were not the true sheep (10:26). This
concept of the true sheep parallels the Old Testament concept of a remnant of faith, or
in the explanation of St. Paul, "Not all who are descended from Israel are Israel" (cf.
Ro. 9:6b). Earlier Jesus said that no one could come to him unless drawn by the
Father (cf. 6:44) and everyone whom the Father gave him would come to him (cf.
6:37). Now he states the inverse--those who were not of the true remnant of faith
would not accept him (10:26). The true sheep know the voice of the true shepherd,
and they are eternally safe in his care (10:27-29). To be in the protective hands of
Jesus, the Son, was equally to be in the protective hands of God, the Father, for the
Father and the Son were one (10:30).133
This elevation of Jesus to equality with the Father incited his enemies to a near
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lynching (10:31-33), just as had happened on two previous occasions (5:17-18; 8:5859). Jesus, however, deflected their antagonism by quoting from Psalm 82:6, where
the traditional Pharisaic interpretation was that humans were called gods (10:34). If
mere humans could be called "gods," surely it was not worthy of death for Jesus to
speak of himself as God's Son (10:35-36).134 Of course, the issue was double-edged.
Jesus was not merely claiming to be God's Son in some secondary sense, but in a
unique way, and they knew it. The larger issue, however, was how the authorities
would respond to the signs which Jesus had performed. Even they could not deny
that in healing the man born blind a notable miracle had been performed (cf. 9:18-23).
So, Jesus challenged them to believe in him because he performed the same
restorative work as did his Father (10:37-38). If they would evaluate him, not so
much on the technical grounds of his verbal claims, but more on the evidential
grounds of the miraculous signs of restoration, they would realize that the Father was
in him and he was in the Father. For their part, Jesus' enemies were preoccupied with
the theological issue of titles, while passing over completely the practical issue that
Jesus was able to perform deeds only to be credited to God (cf. 3:2). Surely the work
of evil was not to miraculously restore anything or anyone! The unity of the Father
and the Son was so close as to be an interpenetration of the one with the other, and the
restorative signs which Jesus performed should have been ample proof. This
statement, however, only inflamed them even more, and they tried to seize him,
though he escaped as before (10:39; cf. 7:30).
After this confrontation, Jesus once more left the immediate vicinity of
Jerusalem. He did not return to Galilee, however, but went to the transjordan (Perea),
where John the Baptist had formerly ministered (10:40). Crowds continued to seek
him as they recalled the witness John had given earlier about Jesus (10:41). Though
now dead by the hand of Herod, John was still considered a prophet. Though he had
done no miraculous signs as had Jesus, his testimony about Jesus had proved to be the
truth, and many people came to faith in Jesus (10:42).

The Seventh Sign (11:1-57)
It is probably too much to attempt to identify a precise escalation in the seven
signs, one by one. Still, there is the general observation to be made that from the first
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sign, the turning of water into wine, to the final sign, the raising of Lazarus from the
dead, there is at least a general escalation in the magnitude of the miracles. Jesus had
been in Jerusalem from the Feast of Booths in Tishri/September (7:14) until his
withdrawal to the transjordan after Hanukkah in Chislev/December (cf. 10:40). He
knew very well that to return to Jerusalem was to put his life in imminent danger,
since more than once attempts had been made in Jerusalem to apprehend and kill him
(cf. 5:18; 7:19, 30, 32, 44-46; 8:20, 37, 59; 10:31, 39).
In the end the event that brought Jesus back to Jerusalem was the death of a
close friend. Lazarus and his sisters, Mary and Martha, were friends with whom
Jesus stayed on occasion (cf. Lk. 10:38-39), and Mary, in particular, seemed to have
been a very sensitive woman whose love for Jesus was deep and caring (11:2; cf.
12:1-3; Lk. 10:39-42). Their home in Bethany was less than two miles from
Jerusalem (11:18). When Lazarus became deathly ill, the sisters naturally sent word
to Jesus (11:1, 3). Since there were miracles for many others, surely there would be
one for this close friend whom Jesus loved deeply (11:5)! However, when Jesus
received the message, he simply remarked that this sickness would not result in death,
but like the malady of the man born blind, it would become a means for glorifying
God's Son (11:4; cf. 9:1-5). Instead of setting out for Jerusalem, Jesus deliberately
delayed for two days (11:6-7). The delay seemed only appropriate to the disciples,
since they knew Jesus' enemies in Jerusalem were seeking his life. Lazarus might be
quite ill, but if Jesus returned, he would be killed! So, when Jesus announced his
intention of returning, the disciples protested vigorously (11:8). Jesus, however,
answered them with one of his frequent word-plays. Since he knew what the future
held, he was walking in daylight instead of at night (11:9-10).
Jesus' delay seems to have been a deliberate action so as to allow Lazarus to
die. In spite of his statement that the situation would not result in death, Lazarus
would die, and Jesus knew it (11:11-14). What would now happen would be a
foreshadowing of the death and resurrection of all believers, whom Jesus said would
not die if they believed on him (cf. 5:24; 6:50; 8:51). Of course, what Jesus meant is
not that they would be exempt from natural death, but rather, that they would not die
eternally (cf. 5:21, 25). The death and raising of Lazarus is a paradigm, both of the
death and resurrection of believers to eternal life and also of the death and
resurrection of Jesus himself. Of course, the disciples could not understand all of this
at the time, though later the meaning of Jesus' words must surely have been clear
enough. Jesus himself said that the death of Lazarus was allowed so that the disciples
might believe (11:15). So, they set out for Jerusalem once more. Thomas, whose
inclination to doubt has earned him considerable bad press (cf. 20:24-25), here
demonstrated his deep loyalty to Jesus by his willingness to die with him, if necessary
(11:16).
It was about a two-day walk to Jerusalem, and when Jesus arrived, his friend
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had already been in the tomb for four days (11:17).135 Friends had gathered to comfort
Mary and Martha (11:19),136 and when the sisters heard that Jesus was coming, each in
turn confronted him over the delay. Martha met him on the road (11:20), and there is
more than a hint of bewildered disappointment in her greeting, "Lord, if you had been
here, my brother would not have died" (11:21). Still, her faith in Jesus did not waver
(11:22). Jesus assured her that Lazarus would rise again, and though Martha only
understood his words in an eschatological sense, Jesus assured her that he was (ego
eimi) the resurrection and the life (11:23-26)! Martha's response is the confession of
true faith to be emulated by all believers (11:27). Her words have almost a creedal
quality, and it is in keeping with Jesus' egalitarian attitude toward women that such an
important confession, every bit as potent as Peter's (Mt. 16:16), was made by
Martha.137
After Martha had called her sister, Mary went to greet Jesus on the road with
the same despairing words as Martha, "Lord, if you had been here..." (11:28-32).
Without even going to the house, Jesus asked directions to the tomb, expressing deep
anger at death and grief over his friends' loss (11:33-35).138 The friends who were
nearby, while also genuinely concerned for the situation, speculated about Jesus'
power to heal Lazarus had he been there earlier (11:36-37).
At the tomb and against the protests of Martha, Jesus commanded that the
stone be removed (11:38-40). With a short prayer, more for the benefit of the
listeners than anyone else, Jesus called out in a loud voice to the dead man, "Come
out" (11:41-43). The dead man came out, still bound with the winding strips of linen
(11:44).
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It is apparent that this account is intended to prepare the reader for the account
of Jesus' death and resurrection. Some have even called it a dress rehearsal,139 and
while this way of describing it seems crass, the fact remains that there are striking
parallels between the raising of Lazarus and the account of Jesus' resurrection. This is
the final sign of the seven before the passion of Jesus, and in both this account and the
passion account to come, there are parallel details, such as, the mourning women, a
rock-hewn tomb covered with a stone, the strips of grave wrappings, the facecloth, a
role for Thomas, and an unbelieving body of Jewish leaders. The parallels are too
precise to have been incidental.
There are two other significant meanings in this story for the early church. At
the time the Fourth Gospel was written late in the first century, many Christians had
already died. This story was a call to face death with courage and faith. The life that
is in Jesus transcends death, not by avoiding it but by passing through it.
Furthermore, since the popular idea that Jesus would return in the lifetime of the first
generation disciples had by this time become untenable (cf. 21:22-23), this story was
an encouragement to maintain faith in Jesus, even in his absence. If Jesus was absent
when Lazarus died, but in the end, all was set right, then the same would be true for
believers who lived near the end of the first century. Jesus was still the resurrection
and the life, even when absent, and the one who believed in him would see the glory
of God, even though he died (cf. 11:25-26, 40). The absence of Jesus did not mean
that death was final, either for Lazarus or anyone else who put his/her faith in Jesus!
The consequence of this last sign was that even more people put their faith in
Jesus (11:45). At the same time, when the matter was reported to the Pharisees and
temple authorities, a hurried meeting of the Sanhedrin was called (11:46-47a). There
was grave concern among them that if Jesus were accepted as the messiah by the
ever-patriotic zealots, an uprising might invite a crushing retaliation from Rome
(11:47b-48). Caiaphas, the current high priest and overseer to the session,140
recommended that they allow Rome to destroy this one man rather than let him go
free and endanger the whole nation (11:49-50). Whatever he intended to say, John
saw something even deeper in Caiaphas' words, and credited them with prophetic
significance (11:51-52). The alternative meaning of the words indicated that Jesus
would die for the Jewish nation as well as God's other scattered children, the Gentiles.
His sacrificial death would be the divine act which would break down the racial
divisions between Jews and non-Jews, bringing them together (cf. 10:14-16).141 It is
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clear that John sees the sovereign will of God superimposed upon the human will of
Caiaphas. The effort by the Sanhedrin to kill Jesus now became even more calculated
than before (11:53).
For Jesus, the result was that he was no longer free to move about publicly, and
once more, he withdrew from the vicinity of Jerusalem (11:54).142 He remained away
until the next passover (April). While the many pilgrims who made the trip early to
Jerusalem to prepare for the passover looked intently for Jesus to show himself
(11:55-56), just as they earlier had looked for him at the Feast of Booths (cf. 7:11),
Jesus did not come early. The members of the Sanhedrin, for their part, had put out
the word that they wanted Jesus located when he came (11:57).

The Final Trip to Jerusalem (12:1-50)
The transition between the Book of Signs and the Book of Glory consists of
Jesus' final trip to Jerusalem. The last of the seven miracles was the raising of
Lazarus at Bethany, just two miles from the Holy City. The official reaction to this
miracle and Jesus' increased popularity was severe. The Sanhedrin, who perceived
the Jesus movement as a genuine political threat, determined that it would be better
for Jesus to die than for the wrath of Rome to descend upon the whole community
(11:45-53). The upshot was that Jesus no longer could move uninhibited near
Jerusalem, so he spent a short time in the village of Ephraim (11:54).143 The crowds
debated whether he would show up at all, given the dangers (11:55-57). Still, it was
required that all males appear to celebrate the three great pilgrim festivals, one of
which was Unleavened Bread and Passover (Dt. 16:16). Finally, less than a week
before Passover, Jesus returned to the Jerusalem area, arriving once more at his
friends' home in Bethany (12:1).
The anointing at Bethany (12:1-8), also recorded in the synoptic gospels (Mt.
26:6-13//Mk. 14:3-9),144 forms a prelude to Jesus' approaching death. At a dinner,
where Jesus and the others were reclining in the formal fashion,145 Mary anointed
Jesus' feet with about a pint of nard, a very expensive perfume imported from India
(12:2-3). It was worth about a year's wages (12:5).146 In a very unusual gesture, since
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Jewish women did not appear in public with unbound hair,147 Mary wiped Jesus' feet
with her loosened hair. How much Mary perceived about the significance of her act
is unknown, but Jesus certainly understood it to be a prelude to his coming death and
burial (12:7-8).
Judas Iscariot objected, and while earlier in the gospel it was noted that he
would eventually betray the Lord (cf. 6:71), here is the first occasion which indicates
that his treachery had begun with petty thievery from the group's common fund (12:46). It was now known that Jesus was in the vicinity of Jerusalem, a fact that soon
made its way to the ears of the Sanhedrin. Its members determined that both Jesus
and Lazarus should be killed (12:9-10). The raising of Lazarus was the sort of
miracle that could not be ignored, and many of the Jews were convinced (12:11).
The next day, Jesus began his final approach to the Holy City, riding on a
donkey, the symbol of peace (12:12, 14). The ascent to the city was accompanied by
pilgrims chanting Hoshia-na (= "Save, now!") from the last Psalm of the so-called
"Egyptian Hallel" (Psalms 113-118) which were sung to celebrate Passover (12:13;
cf. Ps. 118:25).148 They waved palm branches, the national symbol, to signify their
heightened expectation of imminent liberation.149 Later, the prophetic significance of
this moment dawned upon the apostles as they read the oracle of Zechariah 9:9 in
light of it (12:15-16). Meanwhile, Jesus' popularity continued to grow while the
frustration of the Pharisees smoldered (12:19).
When some visiting Greeks asked to see Jesus (12:20-22),150 Jesus used the
occasion to speak of his upcoming glorification. "The hour has come for the Son of
Man to be glorified," Jesus announced (12:23). It is clear that this glorification was to
be closely connected with his coming death, for he illustrated it first as the "death" of
a grain of wheat (12:24-25) and later as his being lifted up on the cross (12:32-33).
Earlier in the gospel, it was pointed out that Jesus' "hour" had not yet arrived (2:4; 7:6,
8, 30; 8:20). Now, however, it was time (cf. 12:31; 13:1; 17:1).
Jesus introduced the grain of wheat metaphor with the solemn, "Amen, Amen"
(12:24). This usage, always in doubled form in John's Gospel, is without parallel in
the whole of Jewish literature, for Jesus used the formula to preface his solemn
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sayings rather than as a concluding affirmation.151 His coming death and resurrection
would be the ground for "many seeds."
The saying about loving or hating life equally applies to Jesus and those who
follow him (12:25-26). It is the counterpart of the synoptic sayings about taking up
the cross and following Jesus. The hyperboles of love and hatred are intended to
emphasize priorities. To "love life" is to put the highest value on one's present,
temporal life. To "hate life in this world" is to put the values of the kingdom of God
first. In the end, the saying is a paradox, for to love life is to destroy it, while to hate
life is to keep it eternally.
The prospect of the cross was very distressing for Jesus.152 The natural
inclination was to pray for deliverance, and from a human viewpoint, this is what
Jesus wanted to pray (12:27). He knew, however, that the cross was his divine
appointment, so instead, he prayed, "Father, glorify your name" (12:28a)! The pattern
of this prayer for those who follow Jesus is apparent (cf. 12:26). The disciples, also,
would have to forego intercessions for deliverance in order to glorify God, some even
to death (cf. 21:19). This saying is the Johannine counterpart to the synoptic prayer,
"Father, let this cup pass; nevertheless, not my will but thine," and still later, to the
apostolic interpretation of Psalm 40:6-8, "Here I am....I have come to do your will, O
God" (He. 10:7, 9).
There was an immediate response from the heavens to Jesus' prayer, for a
celestial voice declared that the divine name had been glorified and would yet be
glorified (12:28b). Earlier, God had been glorified in the incarnation and public
ministry of his Son (cf. 1:14; 2:11; 11:4, 40). Now, he would be glorified in his Son's
death. The crowd heard something, though they could not identify it clearly. Still,
even though the content was not understood, the sound from heaven validated the
authenticity of Jesus' prayer (12:30).
In the cross, Jesus would encounter the full power of evil headed up by "the
prince of this world" (12:31; cf. 14:30; Lk. 22:53b). The cross would be a judgment,
and the evil one would be driven out. This driving out of Satan must refer to his loss
of authority over God's children (Col. 2:15; 1 Jn. 2:13; He. 2:14-15). (It can hardly
mean, for instance, that Satan no longer had any power in the world, cf. 1 Jn. 5:19).
So, while the cross was the casting down of Satan, it was the lifting up of the Son of
Man on the cross by which all people would be drawn to him (12:32-33; cf. 3:14;
8:28). John's use of the verb hypsoo (= to be raised, to be exalted) is probably a
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double entendre, referring both to the physical raising of the cross and to the
glorification of the Son.
The crowd, for its part, understood the implied departure in Jesus' saying about
being lifted up, and to them, it introduced a contradiction if Jesus considered himself
to be the Messiah (12:34). Would not the Messiah-Son of Man have an eternal
kingdom? By "the law," the reader should understand the Hebrew canon, not the
Torah (cf. 2 Sa. 7:16; Ps. 89:27-29; Is. 9:7). The people had made an identification
between the title "Son of Man" and the title "Messiah," a connection probably based
on Daniel's vision of "one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven" who
was to be given authority, glory and sovereign power over the world (Da. 7:13-14).
In John, as in the synoptics, the title Son of Man is used by Jesus to describe himself,
and if he were truly the supernatural regent who should come to earth in apocalyptic
glory to rule the world, how could he die? Such an idea seemed preposterous!153
Hence, they asked, "Who is this Son of Man?" What they could not understand was
that his death would also be his enthronement.
Jesus, however, did not answer their question directly. Instead, he offered
them an enigmatic saying about light and darkness. The light would be available only
for a little longer. They must make use of the light while it was still with them,
putting their trust in it so that they would be "sons of light."154 The double entendre on
the word light refers both to Jesus, who was the true light (1:4-5, 9; 3:19-21; 8:12;
9:5), and his message, which was the truth (3:21; 8:12; 11:9-10). This was to be
Jesus' last public discourse (12:36b). From now on, he would talk only to his
apostles.
Now, John adds an editorial comment about the stubborn resistance evident
among the crowds and the Jewish leaders. In spite of the signs, and in spite of the fact
that the miracles led to a minimal level of faith (2:23-25; 6:14-15, 41-42, 60-66;
11:45-46), the end result was superficial and fell short of full commitment (12:37).
Some who were said to believe (8:31) are later shown to have inadequate faith when
they rejected Jesus' self-claims (8:33-59). Some secretly believed but were
intimidated by their fear of the religious authorities (12:42-43; cf. 9:22-23). For John,
such vacillation was no more than Isaiah had predicted (12:38-41; cf. Is. 53:1; 6:10).
Genuine faith was not merely the acceptance of miracles; it was faith in Jesus' self-
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claims and in the Father who had sent him into the world (12:44-46).
In refusing to give full commitment to Jesus, the people, in effect, were judging
themselves. Still, Jesus had not come to pass sentence upon them, but to offer them
salvation (12:47; cf. 3:17). In refusing him, however, they were liable to judgment at
the end of the age when their failed opportunity would be measured against Jesus'
teachings--teachings that had come directly from God (12:48-50). If to accept Jesus
meant accepting the Father, then to reject Jesus meant rejecting the Father! Raymond
Brown and others have pointed out that Jesus' words in this section may be intentional
parallels to the Deuteronomic warnings about listening to the eschatological prophet
like Moses whom God would send (Dt. 18:18-19). If so, the passage gives particular
insight into Jesus previous words that Moses would accuse them in the judgment
(4:45-47).155

The Book Of Glory (John 13-20)
The Last Meal (13:1-38)
All four gospels describe Jesus' last meal with the disciples on the night of his
betrayal. However, while the synoptic records are very similar, the Gospel of John
follows a unique course. The following graph points out some of the most important
differences.
Common to Synoptics & John

In the Synoptics Only

In John Only

Disciples prepare the room
Farewell meal
Washing of feet
Prediction of betrayal
Institution of Eucharist
Teaching about servanthood
New commandment
Prediction of Peter's denial
Teaching on the Paraclete
Departure for Gethsemane

Three important questions should be addressed here regarding chronology, the
sacraments and the calendar. First, John appears to have the disciples leaving the
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scene of the meal twice (14:31; 18:1). The traditional explanation is that Jesus left the
upper room in 14:31, while the lengthy discourse and prayer in chapters 15-17
occurred in the street.156 However, this scenario does not explain the rather specific
statement in 18:1, "When he had said these things, Jesus went forth with the
disciples..." Another explanation is that John's gospel contains two independent
accounts of the last supper discourse, each ending with the statement that the group
left the upper room. John included both accounts without trying to conflate them.157
Yet another is that there may have been a dislocation in the text.158 The simplest
explanation is that the text should remain as it is--that Jesus announced his intention
to leave the room at 14:31 but did not actually leave until 18:1.
The second question arises from the larger issue of how John regarded the
sacraments. It has often been pointed out that the Fourth Gospel contains no explicit
teaching concerning baptism and Eucharist as do the synoptics. Some have
concluded that John's Gospel is anti-sacramental, while others see the sacraments
symbolically implicit in several teachings and events (i.e., water changed to wine,
water of life, bread from heaven, washing feet).159 With regard to the last supper, the
question arises as to why John does not record the institution of the Eucharist as do
the synoptics and Paul. It may be that John felt the inner meaning of the Eucharist
already was well-defined in Jesus' discourse on the Bread from heaven (chapt. 6).
Whatever the reason, there is not sufficient cause to think that John objected to
baptism and the Lord's table. Rather, the entire gospel seems concerned with inner
meaning, not merely the event itself. Even when John does describe events, such as
the seven signs, the narratives move quickly to the inner meaning of the sign. We
may suppose that this same approach holds true for the sacraments.
Finally, there is the issue of why the synoptic gospels show the last supper as a
Passover meal (Mk. 14:1-2, 12-16//Mt. 26:17-19//Lk. 22:7-8, 11-15), while John's
gospel seems to put it a day earlier, since he views the crucifixion as occurring before
the Passover was eaten (Jn. 13:1; 18:28; 19:14).160 Could Jesus have celebrated

156

In Robertson's popular harmony of the gospels, for instance, he labels this section as "The Discourse on the Way
to Gethsemane, Possibly on the Street," cf. A. Robertson, A Harmony of the Gospels (New York: Harper & Row,
1950) 198.
157
G. Beasley-Murray, John [WBC] (Waco, TX: Word, 1987) 223-224.
158
Bultmann's rearrangement of the text is as follows: 13:1-30; 17:1-26; 13:31-35; 15:1--16:33; 13:36--14:31;
18:1ff., thus making 14:31 and 18:1 fit together, cf. Bultmann, x-xi, 459-461. However, there is no textual evidence
whatsoever for such a rearrangement.
159
For a somewhat longer discussion concerning the sacraments in the Fourth Gospel, see R. Kysar, John, the
Maverick Gospel (Atlanta: John Knox, 1976) 105-109.
160
The date has more consequence than simply the problem of harmonization. The western church, for instance,
follows the synoptic calendar (and eats unleavened bread), while the eastern church follows the Johannine calendar
(and eats leavened bread).

68
Passovers on two consecutive evenings? Was Jesus' final meal with the Twelve a
private, irregular paschal meal held a day early? Was more than one liturgical
calendar in force so that both the synoptics and John are correct, even though they
seem to be at variance? A well-developed argument exists that the Pharisees and the
Sadducees followed different calendars, and this accounts for the apparent
discrepancy, since the synoptics follow one, and John follows the other. This solution
seems the most satisfactory, though the question cannot be considered closed.161
The Washing of Feet (13:1-17)
The pericope about Jesus washing the disciples' feet begins with John's
statement that Jesus knew his time had come to leave the world, and as a parting
gesture, he demonstrated to them the full extent of his love by his act of humility
(13:1).162 It is fully in accord with the Hebrew viewpoint that love is expressed in
concrete action.163 In the Johannine version of the evening meal, there are two
dominant themes. One is Jesus' act of humility and loyalty, the other the threat of
betrayal and denial by Judas and Peter. These two polarities sharpen the tension of
the scene. Judas was already contemplating betrayal (13:2), his disaffection apparent
by his earlier comments at Jesus' anointing in Bethany (cf. 12:4-6).
Jesus' humility did not arise from a sense of weakness but of strength. With
full consciousness of his divine origin, sovereignty and coming triumph (13:3), Jesus
assumed the role of a slave and washed his disciples' feet (13:4-5). The washing of
feet was a hospitable gesture to be assumed for honored guests (cf. Lk. 7:44), but it
was not usually performed by the host.164 So, Peter was reluctant at first (13:6-9). The
key to the meaning of Jesus' action comes in the dialogue between Jesus and Peter. It
is obvious that Jesus intended his gesture to be more than a simple act of hospitality,
for he indicated that Peter would not realize its full significance until later (13:7).
Furthermore, Jesus made the blunt comment, "Unless I wash you, you have no part
with me" (13:8). Thus, it is clear that the gesture of washing and the concept of
cleansing is another Johannine double entendre, referring not only to the cleansing of
feet, but beyond that to Jesus' ministry of cleansing from sin. Jesus' humiliation in
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washing feet was a symbol of his coming humiliation in vicarious death for sin.165
The saying about the bath and subsequent washing of feet extends the
metaphor. If this meal was a Passover meal, the disciples already would have had a
full ritual bath in preparation for it (cf. Nu. 19:19). Now, it only remained for them to
wash their feet after walking to the site of the farewell meal (13:10). This bath, in
turn, symbolized the once-for-all cleansing from sin, and afterwards, one only needed
the regular cleansing from incidental defilement (cf. 1 Jn. 1:8-10). The disciples were
clean, except for Judas, who had decided to betray Jesus. The Lord's act of humility
was lost on him (13:11)!
When finished, Jesus instructed the disciples that they should follow his
example (13:12-17). If he, the Lord of the universe, could take the part of the servant,
then his disciples, also, should cultivate the same attitude. If he was willing to lay
down his life for others, than his followers should be willing to lay down their lives
for their brothers (cf. 1 Jn. 3:16).166
The Defection of Judas (13:18-30)
The defection of Judas was foreshadowed in the experience of other righteous
people of the past who had experienced betrayal (Ps. 41:9; cf. Ps. 69:25//109:8//Ac.
1:16-20; Mt. 26:15//27:3-10//Zec. 11:12-13). All along, Jesus had known that Judas
would be unfaithful (cf. 6:64, 70-71). Now, in warning the group ahead of time, the
fulfillment of Jesus' prediction about betrayal would support his claim of oneness
with the Father (13:19-21).167 Peter motioned to the beloved disciple, who was sitting
between him and Jesus, to find out the betrayer's identity. Since they were reclining
side-by-side, the disciple had only to lean backward to pose the question (13:22-25).
Jesus' answer must have been given in a low tone, and the sign was to be the dipped
bread given to Judas (13:26). Up to that point, the die was not cast for Judas, but at
that moment that the man steeled himself to carry out the betrayal (13:27a). When
Jesus saw that Judas had made his final decision, he urged him to carry it out with
expediency (13:27b). No one else understood this byplay (13:28-29).
Various psychological defenses and explanations of Judas have been offered,
but John does not offer one. He simply ends the pericope with the ominous, double-
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edged saying, "It was night" (13:30)!
The Prediction of Peter's Denial (13:31-38)
With the departure of Judas, Jesus once more turned to the theme of his
upcoming glorification. He speaks in the past tense because he has already fully
accepted the cross.168 He would be glorified by being lifted up on the cross, the Father
would be glorified by his Son's willing submission to death, and in the end, the Father
would consummate this glorification by receiving his Son alive in the heavenlies
(13:31-32; cf. 17:5).
With all this in view, Jesus frankly told his apostles that his remaining time
with them would be short. Through death and resurrection, he would move to another
dimension which was inaccessible to them in the present life (13:33), though of
course, later they would make the same transition after their own deaths and
resurrection (13:36b). In the meantime, Jesus delivered to his disciples a new
commandment which would be their rule of life after he was gone. They must love
each other as he had loved them, for their love would be the most powerful testimony
of their authentic discipleship (13:34-35). By contrast, quarreling Christians well
may have been the greatest detriment to the gospel witness through the ages.
Peter was bold to ask where Jesus was going (3:36a), courageously offering to
lay down his life for his Lord (13:37). Without doubt, Peter sincerely meant what he
said, and later in the garden, he would demonstrate his loyalty by attacking one of the
arresting party (cf. 18:10). However, Jesus knew more about Peter than Peter knew
about himself. He knew that Peter would disavow his friendship with Jesus before
morning (13:38)!169

The Last Great Discourse (14:1--16:33)
After the departure of Judas from the farewell meal and Jesus' prediction that
Peter would deny him, John recounts a long discourse, the longest in the Fourth
Gospel. During this discourse Jesus instructed his disciples about his departure from
the world to return to the Father, his unity with the Father, the promise of the Holy
Spirit who would minister to them after Jesus left, and the prospect of the disciples
living in a hostile world.
Before working through the discourse, it is theologically important to notice
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the setting for this teaching by addressing the question, "Who is Jesus' intended
audience?" At first glance, the answer may seem obvious, but there are significant
issues at stake. It is obvious that Jesus' remarks were made to the apostles. The
synoptic gospels are clear that the last supper was attended only by Jesus and the
Twelve (Mk. 14:17//Mt. 26:20//Lk. 22:14). With Judas now gone, there were eleven
left who listened to Jesus' final teachings before his arrest.
How did Jesus address this group? Did he speak to them as his apostles who
constituted a unique category, men who had been with him in his earthly ministry
(Mt. 10:2-4//Mk. 3:14-19//Lk. 6:13-16; Ac. 1:21-22) and now were to serve as
witnesses of his death and resurrection (Ac. 2:32; 3:15; 10:39-42; 13:30-31)? Did he
speak to them as representatives of the entire future church, so that, what Jesus said to
the eleven he equally says to all believers of all times? The critical logia in this
regard revolve around two themes. One has to do with the performance of miracles
(cf. 14:12-14; 15:7, 16b; 16:23-24), and the other with the teaching role of the Holy
Spirit (14:26; 16:13). Jesus said, "You may ask me for anything...and I will do it." Is
this promise an open-ended pledge for any believer who has enough faith? Jesus also
said, "The Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send, will teach you all things." Was
the promised teaching role of the Paraclete intended for the apostles, whose memories
of Jesus finally would be collected in the four gospels, or was it a broader reference to
subjective, immediate revelation apart from the tradition of the church. Today, such
questions divide mainline evangelicals from Pentecostals and Charismatics, and they
have divided Christians in the past as well.
Pentecostal-charismatic Christians tend to argue that the apostles represent the
whole church in germ, so the promises are for all believers of all times. Miracles,
especially instantaneous healing miracles, should be the common experience of the
church just as it was the common experience of Jesus during his earthly ministry.
Certainly the New Testament records miracles performed by Christians other than the
apostles (cf. Ac. 6:8; 8:6; Ga. 3:5). James advocates prayer for the healing of the sick
(Ja. 5:13-16), while Paul mentions gifts of healings as part of the ministry of the
church (1 Co. 12:9, 28, 30). Furthermore, John later writes, "The anointing you have
received...remains in you, and you do not need anyone to teach you" (1 Jn. 2:27), a
statement that seems very much like the promise of Jesus that "the Spirit...will teach
you all things" (14:26).
Mainline evangelicals may or may not accept the ongoing legitimacy of such
spiritual gifts as instantaneous healing. Still, they tend to argue that the promises
about miracles and the teaching role of the Spirit, at least in this discourse, were made
to the apostles as a unique group, not as symbols for the whole church. On the one
hand, if the teaching role of the Spirit is open to everyone unmediated by Scripture or
tradition, what is to prevent extra-biblical revelation on the order of Ellen G. White,
Charles Taze Russell, Joseph Smith and a host of others? On the other hand, the
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divine healing movement with its showmanship, general lack of verifiable miracles,
and tolerance for gullibility seems to be unhealthy, even dangerous.
In the end, the reader may not reach as conclusive an answer as might be
hoped. It must be conceded that some of the logia seem generally applicable to
Christians of all times and eras, such as, the promise about being taken to the Father's
house (14:1-3) or the new commandment that the disciples should love each other
(15:12; cf. 13:34-35). Christians of all persuasions have no hesitation in quoting
Jesus' words, "I am the way, the truth and the life," as generally applicable. On the
other hand, some of Jesus' statements are necessarily restricted to the apostles, such
as, his statement about their special role as witnesses, because, as he said, "You have
been with me from the beginning" (15:27). The warning that the disciples would be
expelled from the synagogue could hardly refer to Christians in any era except the
first century (16:1-4). Again, the grief the disciples would experience during the days
between Jesus' crucifixion and resurrection must apply directly to the apostles, not to
Christians in general (16:17-22). So, also, must Jesus prediction that at his death they
would all be scattered and abandon Jesus (16:31-32). More to the point, it was
because Jesus had chosen them as his apostles that they would be given whatever they
asked of the Father in Jesus' name (15:16; 16:22-23). If it is true that the Spirit would
teach them in Jesus' absence (16:13-15), it is equally true that this promise was made
to the apostles who had been with Jesus from the beginning (15:26-27). When Jesus
said, "The Spirit...will remind you of everything I have said to you," grammatically
we ought to take the two pronouns "you" to refer to the same group, not the first to
refer to the whole church and the other to refer to the apostles only. Since the phrase
"what I said to you" is restricted to the apostles, then the other phrase should be
equally restricted.
In the end, some logia seem to have general application. However, the primary
audience seems to be the apostles as a unique group, not as symbols of the whole
church. If a statement has wider application than for the apostles, something in the
context should point in that direction.
The Way to the Father (14:1-14)
The discourse begins with the encouragement to trust the Father and his Son
(14:1). The theme of trust points to yet another double entendre, for the events of the
weekend would mirror the church age. Jesus would be absent from his disciples after
his death, but joined to them again at his resurrection. Similarly, Jesus would be
absent from the community of disciples after his ascension to the Father, but he would
come back to receive them as well. Throughout the discourse, the various phrases, "I
am going away," "I will come back," "in a little while you will see me no more," and
"after a little while you will see me" all carry this same double meaning. What the
disciples would experience over the weekend would be recapitulated in the larger
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experience of the church. The disciples must trust in Jesus now, and the church must
trust in him later.
Jesus was going to the Father's house, a metaphor for heaven. However,
heaven was not a place exclusively for the Father and the Son. Rather, it was a place
of "many rooms,"170 a place which also would accommodate Jesus' disciples. In going
there, Jesus would make it possible for his disciples to follow him later (14:2-3).
Already they knew the way, for it was not in a map but in a person, Jesus himself
(14:4-6). If he went away, he would come again for his followers to take them
personally to the Father's house. There was no other way. The way to the Father was
through Jesus alone!
This talk of Jesus returning to the Father raised the issue of his relationship to
the Father. Jesus was the full expression of the Father's nature. When the disciples
saw Jesus, they saw the Father, too (14:7-11). There was mutual interpenetration
between the Father and the Son (14:10a, 11a), so that Jesus could say, "I am in the
Father and the Father is in me."171 In this saying, Jesus claims full deity. He says, in
effect, that he is himself divine, just as the Father is divine. In this saying, however,
Jesus does not teach that he is indistinguishable from the Father. Jesus may say, "I
and the Father are one" (cf. 10:30), but he never says, "I am the Father." Rather, the
testimony of the Fourth Gospel is that Jesus is "the only Son," that is, he is God's Son
in a unique way (1:14, 18; 3:16, 18).172 He came from heaven, sent by the Father into
the world (3:17, 34; 4:34; 5:36, 38; 7:29; 8:26; 9:4; 11:42; 17:3). Full knowledge of
the Father is only mediated through his Son, for only the Son knows him fully (1:18;
6:46; 10:15; 17:25).
Now follows the first of the sayings about the disciples petitioning the Father
in Jesus' name (14:12-14). This command to "ask in my name" does not refer merely
to a verbal formula using the name "Jesus," as is strikingly evident in the story of the
Jewish exorcists who parroted Jesus' name as though it were a magic word (cf. Ac.
19:13-17). Rather, Jesus' command rested on the fact that he was returning to the
Father after his earthly mission was complete. Only he who had come from the
Father and was returning to the Father had the authority to offer immediate access to
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God (cf. 3:13). So, if the apostles were to ask the Father for anything, they must do
so through his Son (cf. 15:16b). Before Jesus returned to the Father, completing his
incarnational work, it had not been possible to petition the Father in this way (16:2324, 26-28). After he had returned to the Father, however, the disciples would be able
to "ask for anything," even things greater than Jesus did, and their request would be
granted.
What are these "greater things," and just how open is the invitation to "ask for
anything?" It is hard to imagine miracles greater than those described in the Fourth
Gospel. Jesus walked on water, restored sight to a man blind from birth, and created
bread and fish on one occasion and wine on another. He raised from the dead a man
who had been in the tomb for four days. So, there is reason to doubt that Jesus had in
mind more spectacular miracles. John says that if all Jesus' miracles had been
recorded, the books of the world could not hold them, so the issue can hardly be
quantity (cf. 20:30; 21:25). Earlier, Jesus used the expression "greater things" to refer
to his role as mediator between earth and heaven (1:50-51) and to refer to God's
revealed will that the Son had authority over life (5:19-21). This suggests that the
"greater things" that the disciples would do were not simply more sensational acts of
power, but the more profound mission that they would take the message of Jesus to
the whole world. During his lifetime, Jesus and the apostles were limited to Palestine.
After Jesus' return to the Father, the work of the disciples would be unlimited, and
therefore, greater.
Closely connected with the idea of "greater things" is the idea of "asking for
anything." Later, the "ask anything" phrase is associated with the metaphor of
fruitfulness (15:7-8, 16). We should assume some implied conditions for this
statement, otherwise, a person could ask for preposterous, even destructive, things,
and they would happen. Furthermore, even God cannot do what is intrinsically
impossible, and he certainly will not do things that violate his moral character. Here
lies the importance of asking "in Jesus' name." This Semitic idiom denotes "in the
interests of" or "for the sake of" or "in the authority of." The phrase "in Jesus' name"
restricts self-aggrandizing requests. It limits the "anything" to those things in
harmony with God's will in Christ Jesus. To pray "in the name of Jesus" is to pray in
union with Jesus as prompted by the mind of Christ and in accord with his
character.173 Later, John will write, "If we ask anything according to his will, he hears
us," which directly implies that if we do not, he will not answer us (1 Jn. 5:14).
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The Promise of the Holy Spirit (14:15-31)
In the context of love and obedience, Jesus promised the coming of the Spirit
(14:15). In some sense, of course, the work of the Spirit was active throughout the
ministry of Jesus (cf. 3:5-8; 4:23-24). Still, it is clear that the full messianic gift of the
Spirit had not been bestowed as yet (cf. 7:38-39). Since Jesus was now about to
return to the Father, he announced that in his absence the disciples would be given
"another Parakletos" (14:16).174 By "another," he obviously means that he was their
present Parakletos, but there was one yet to come. Paradoxically, the Paraclete would
be both similar to yet different than Jesus. In one sense, the coming Holy Spirit
would be the same Spirit which now anointed the Christ (14:17a). However, the
promised Spirit would not have a body like Jesus had, for he would live "in them,"
not merely alongside them in the person of Jesus (14:17b). This manner of speaking
indicates that, just as between Jesus and the Father, there also would be both unity and
distinction between Jesus and the Spirit. It was important for the disciples to know
that they would not be abandoned after Jesus returned to the heavenlies. In typical
Johannine fashion, Jesus' words, "I will come to you" (14:18), and "You will see me"
(14:19), are intentionally ambiguous, suggesting his brief post-resurrection
appearances, the coming of the Paraclete, and his second coming at the end of the age
(cf. 14:3). The coming of the Paraclete would make clear to them the relationship
between Jesus and the Father and between Jesus and the disciples (14:20). Once
again, the context of the Spirit's coming would be obedience and love (14:21).
Authentic love must be coupled with obedience (14:22).
In this context of love and obedience, the Spirit would come, and his coming
would be both a coming of the Father and the Son (14:23-24). The trinitarian
implications are profound in this paradoxical language of unity and distinction
between the Father, Son and Spirit. The traditional language of "one God in three
persons" may not be entirely adequate, but the terms are probably the best available.
St. Augustine (354-430 A.D.) said he was not entirely satisfied with the term Person,
but he used it, "...not in order to express it [that is, the relationship of the Father, Son
and Spirit], but in order not to be silent."175 In this passage, it should be observed that
the pronouns used for the Spirit are personal, not impersonal. Thus, it is proper to
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speak of "him," not merely "it."176
In the end, Jesus' teachings would not stand unsupported. They would be
reaffirmed by the coming of the Spirit who would quicken the memories of the
apostles so that they might be faithful witnesses of everything Jesus had taught
(14:25-26). Because of this promise, the disciples could be at peace, even as they
anticipated Jesus' return to the heavenlies (14:27).
If the disciples could only grasp the implications, Jesus' return to the Father
was a good thing, something about which they could be glad (14:28). The return to
the Father would be the culmination of Jesus' mission in death and resurrection, and
ultimately, it was the event toward which the disciples faith must be directed (14:29).
The Father's eternal purpose was not merely to send his Son to live on the earth, but
rather, through the incarnation of his Son to bring the human family to live in the
heavenlies. If the disciples could understand this greater purpose, they would be glad
that Jesus was returning to the Father!
In the meantime, Jesus' teachings now would draw to a close, for the hour of
his passion was upon him, and his confrontation with the power of evil was
impending (14:30). Still, he knew that Satan had no claim upon his life, and as he had
said earlier, he had the authority to lay down his life and the authority to take it up
again (cf. 10:18). By subjecting himself to death, Jesus would demonstrate to the
world that he truly loved the Father and was unequivocally committed to the Father's
redemptive mission (14:31).
It was now time to leave the upper room, though apparently Jesus' stated
intention was not acted upon for yet some time (cf. 18:1). This, in itself, is not
unusual for anyone who has had the experience of trying to get a group to leave a
certain place.
The Teaching on the Vine (15:1-17)
In both word and action, Jesus implied that he was initiating a new Israel. The
choosing of the twelve apostles (cf. 6:70a), a parallel with God's choice of the twelve
sons of Jacob, hardly could have been coincidence. The temple, the center for
worship in old Israel, was now to give way to a new center (cf. 4:21-26). The true
bread from heaven was not manna in the desert, but God's Son who would give life to
the world (cf. 6:31-33). The Feast of Booths, with its annual celebration of harvest
and vintage, had its highest fulfillment in Jesus, the one to whom all could come to
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receive the gift of the Spirit (cf. 7:37-39). So, when Jesus described himself by the
metaphor of the vine (15:1), which traditionally was the symbol of the Israelite nation
(cf. Is. 5:1-7; Je. 2:21; Eze. 19:10-14),177 he was announcing that the new community
of faith must be vitally connected to him. It may well be that he intentionally
reflected upon Psalm 80, which described the Israelite exile as the ravaging of the
vine, and offered a plea to God for the nation's restoration by "the man at your right
hand, the son of man you have raised up for yourself" (Ps. 80:16-17).178 It is less clear
that the vine metaphor had any eucharistic intent. Still, even though John does not
describe the eucharistic words and actions of Jesus at the last supper, if this
conversation immediately followed what was described in the synoptic gospels, the
disciples naturally might have connected his statement, "I am the vine," with his
eucharistic words, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood."
The primary meaning of Jesus' teaching, however, was relational and task
oriented. If the disciples were to succeed in their calling, Jesus must remain central in
their lives and ministry. Their calling was to bear fruit. Branches which did not do so
would be cut off, and even fruitful branches would be pruned (15:1-4). No one was
authorized to start an independent movement. The vine was Jesus, while the disciples
were only branches. (Too many Christian groups have adopted the attitude that their
group is the vine and all other Christians are branches, whereas, according to the
Lord, only he is the vine, and we all are branches.) This theme of absolute
dependence upon Christ was critical if they were to accomplish the mission for which
they had been chosen as apostles.
There is a play on words in 15:2-3, where the verb kathairo (= prune, make
clean) and the adverb katharos (= clean) are from the same root. Earlier, Jesus said
that not all of them were clean (cf. 13:10), speaking of Judas. Judas, then, would be
the first branch to be cut clean from the vine (15:5-6).
Once more, there appears an "ask anything" phrase (cf. 14:14). Here, it is
conditioned by the clause, "If you remain in me and my words remain in you" (15:7).
It is apparent that the "ask anything" clause is aimed at fruit-bearing, not general
requests for personal benefit (15:8). The disciple who is in full harmony with the
message of Jesus surely would not ask for anything inappropriate. Rather, such a
disciple would ask to bear much fruit for the cause of the Lord.
The context of all fruit-bearing is love--the Father's love for his Son and the
Son's love for his disciples (15:9). This love, which existed between the Father and
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the Son before the creation of the universe (cf. 17:24), was fully demonstrated in the
obedience of the Son to the Father's mission. Such love also was to be demonstrated
in the obedience of the apostles to Christ (15:10-17). If Jesus' love was such that he
would lay down his life for his friends, the disciples love for each other must be no
less intense (15:12-13). Now, because of Jesus' teachings, the disciples were full
partners in God's mission to the world. They were friends, not servants (15:14-15).
Jesus chose them as his apostles so that they would be fruitful, and it is in this context
that they could "ask for anything," and it would be done (15:16).
The Apostles in a Hostile World (15:18--16:4)
If it was true that the apostles were now friends of the Lord and partners in his
heavenly mission to the world, it was equally true that the world into which he was
sending them was hostile. The disciples had yet to experience the full measure of this
hostility, but within the next few hours, they would see it in all its malignancy. As
they faced this hostility, they must remember that the world hated their Lord before it
hated them (15:18).
When John speaks of the kosmos (= world), a term that is found throughout the
Fourth Gospel, he refers to the realm of those who are estranged from God. It is a
world under condemnation because of its antagonism toward God and love for evil
(cf. 3:17-20; 12:31). It is a world that did not recognize the messiah (cf. 1:10). Those
who opposed the heavenly Father's mission, and in particular those who rejected his
Son from heaven, belonged to this negative polarity which Jesus described as "below"
as opposed to "above" (8:23-24; cf. 7:7; 14:17; 16:20). The leader of this darkened
world is Satan, the "prince," and he, too, is a rebel under judgment (cf. 12:31; 16:11).
So, it was to be expected that the world would hate the followers of Jesus. The
disciples had not joined the world's antagonism against God and his Son (15:19).
Therefore, so long as they showed allegiance to Jesus, they opened themselves to
persecution from those who were alienated from God (15:20-21; 1 Th. 2:14-16).
Ignorance may have been excusable in the past, but no longer (15:22; cf. 9:3941; cf. Ac. 17:30-31; Ro. 2:12-16). The greater the privilege, the greater the
responsibility. The generation to whom the Messiah appeared had the greatest
privilege of all (cf. Lk. 11:30-32). To reject him was to reject the Father as well
(15:23). In the presence of such authenticating signs, to reject Jesus was inexcusable
(15:24). So, as the Hebrew canon states, "They hated me without reason" (15:25; cf.
Ps. 35:19; 69:4).179
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If the disciples could expect harsh treatment from the world, they could also
count on the presence of the Holy Spirit to uphold and defend them. The Spirit would
be their Advocate, and repeatedly, this work of the Spirit was demonstrated in the life
of the early church (cf. Ac. 4:8, 31; 7:55; 11:24; 13:9-10). The saying that Jesus
would send the Spirit from the Father refers to the Son's authority as the bestower of
the messianic gift of the Spirit after his ascension (15:26; cf. 14:26; 16:7; cf. Ac.
2:33).180 Jesus' assurance of the coming of the Paraclete was crucial in view of his
own return to the Father. They must depend upon the Spirit to hold them steady
(16:1, 3-4). Persecution, even to the point of death, was the solemn forecast (16:2).
In retrospect, the tradition of the church indicates that all the apostles, save John,
suffered death by martyrdom, and while the authenticity of these traditions has been
questioned, certainly they were true in some cases (cf. 21:19; Ac. 12:2).
The Coming Work of the Holy Spirit (16:5-15)
Resuming the theme of the coming Paraclete, Jesus again remarked that he was
returning to the Father (16:5a; cf. 13:3; 14:2, 12, 28). His statement, "Yet none asks,
'Where are you going?'" (16:5b), seems in conflict with the earlier questions by Peter
and Thomas (13:36; 14:5), but their questions were much earlier in the dialogue.
Now, after his further explanations, it would have been natural for them to question
Jesus intently about his return to the Father, yet none of them seemed to perceive its
deep significance. The earlier questions were, in one sense, more of a protest against
Jesus' leaving than a true inquiry about his destination. The disciples were
preoccupied with the grief of his departure (16:6), while they ought to have realized
the benefit. Only by returning to the Father could Jesus send to them the Spirit (16:7),
and only by the coming of the Spirit would the greater mission of Jesus to the world
be accomplished.
This greater mission would be accomplished through the Spirit's work as both
the "defender" for the disciples and as the "prosecutor" against an unbelieving world
(16:8-11).181 The world had rejected the Spirit in Jesus (cf. 14:17), had shown hatred
for him and his followers (15:18-22), had extended this hatred to the Father himself
(15:23-24), and now stood under indictment by the prosecutorial work of the
prophecy does not always follow a prediction/verification model, but also follows the model of a recapitulation of
the experience of other righteous people in the past.
180
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phrase, "...who proceeds from the Father and from the Son." This dispute has never been resolved and still divides
the church. Protestants generally recite the western form of the creed, though the weight of theology and history
favors the eastern form.
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Paraclete.182 So, when the Spirit came, he would indict the unbelieving world for its
sin and unbelief (16:8-9). The Spirit would vindicate Jesus' righteousness, in spite of
his sentence of death, by the ongoing testimony of the resurrection (16:10; cf. 1 Ti.
3:16; Ro. 8:11). The Spirit would convince the world of the condemnation of Satan,
who was defeated by Jesus' triumph over death (16:11; cf. Col. 2:15).
This matrix of ideas--Jesus' return to the Father, the sending of the Spirit, the
hostility of the world, and the Spirit's role as defender and prosecutor--was too
complex for the disciples to assimilate in a single evening (16:12). However, when
the Spirit came, he would make clear the full meaning of Jesus' death, resurrection,
ascension and what these events would mean for the future (16:13). The role of the
Spirit would be to testify to Jesus' messianic work. The Spirit would not "speak on
his own," that is, the role of the Spirit was not independent of Jesus' mission. Rather,
it was to testify about that mission. The Spirit would glorify Jesus, taking the
meaning of Jesus' work and illuminating it to the minds of the disciples (16:14).
Once again, the trinitarian nature of God's mission to the world is evident. The
mission was the Father's, who gave it to his Son. When the Son appeared, he did not
teach out of his own initiative; rather, he taught only what the Father gave him to
teach (cf. 5:19, 30; 8:28; 12:49). After the Son had returned to the Father, the Spirit
would be sent to Jesus' followers to make clear this mission (16:15). The Spirit has
no message but what is already given in the incarnate Logos. The Spirit's role is to
make clear the meaning of Jesus' person and work and to convince the disciples of its
truth. Far from a call to mysticism for its own sake, the promise of the Paraclete was
essential for the internal verification of the truth claims of Jesus.
The Return to the Father (16:16-33)
Jesus' death and return to the Father would mean the disciples could see him no
more (16:16). This theme of "seeing Jesus no more" (cf. 14:19; 16:10) is the
background for Easter faith, when Jesus would no longer be visible to the disciples.
More to the point, the theme is important in light of the men and women who would
be called upon to believe in Jesus without seeing him at all (cf. 17:20; 20:29, 31).
Jesus' comments about returning to the Father and not being seen any longer,
comments that earlier had not elicited the proper response (cf. 16:5), now incited a
flurry of questions (16:17-18). In typical Johannine fashion, Jesus' statements, "You
will see me no more...then, you will see me" are double entendres, referring both to
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the interval between his death and resurrection and the interval between his ascension
and second coming (see comments at 14:1).
In explaining the meaning of his words, Jesus spoke first of all about the
interval between his death and resurrection (16:19). For the world which had rejected
him, his death would seem like a total defeat. For the disciples, it would be an
experience of wrenching grief (16:20a).
However, the overwhelming loss
experienced between Jesus' death and resurrection would be akin to the anguish of
childbirth followed by the joy of having a newborn infant (16:20b-21). Now, the
disciples were beginning to feel the first sting of sorrow in Jesus' prediction that he
would be taken from them. However, their temporary grief at this loss would be
erased by the permanent joy to come because of his resurrection (16:22)! The
unrestricted power and grace of the resurrected, ascended Christ meant that full access
to the Father would be possible through Jesus. At the present, their participation in
Christ's mission was limited; afterward, their participation would be unlimited, and
they could ask the Father anything in his Son's name, and he would respond (16:2324).183 As noted earlier (see comments at 14:13-14; 15:7-8), the "ask anything" phrase
is directly associated with the Father's mission to the world. Later, the disciples'
requests will be explicitly connected with the prayer for forgiveness of sin (cf. 20:23).
Up to the present, Jesus' teachings about the impending crisis and the future
beyond had been illustrated with figures of speech (16:25a), such as, the metaphor of
the Father's house with many rooms (cf. 14:1), the metaphor of the vine (cf. 15:1ff.),
and the metaphor about the pain of childbirth and the joy to follow (cf. 16:21). Now,
however, Jesus would dispense with all such figures. His final conversations with
them, and later, the illuminating work of the Spirit who would be sent from the Father
to them, would communicate plainly without such figures of speech (16:25b). Their
requests to the Father in Christ's name could be made directly, since by his return to
the Father, Jesus had made such intimate access possible (16:26-27; cf. He. 4:14-16;
10:19-22). Because of their love and loyalty to Jesus, the Father was only too ready
to hear their requests! Now, the incarnational mission was almost complete. Jesus
had come from the Father into the world, and now he was returning from the world
back to the Father where he was before (16:28; cf. 6:62).
At last, the full implications of Jesus' farewell teachings began to dawn upon
the disciples (16:29). Not only had he answered their questions, he had anticipated
them before they were even asked. They were ready to accept without reservation his
heavenly claims (16:30)! Still, their faith, even though sincere, was about to meet a
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test more severe than they could have imagined.184 Earlier, Jesus had predicted the
defection of Judas and the denial of Peter (cf. 13:21, 38). Now, he says that the entire
group would be scattered, abandoning their Lord (16:32a; cf. Mt. 26:56//Mk.
14:50).185 Only the presence of the Father would remain with him through his crucible
(16:32b; cf. 8:29). The beloved disciple and Peter would follow at some distance, of
course (cf. 18:15-16; 19:26), but neither of them could provide the necessary spiritual
support for such a trial. So, rather than depending upon his followers for support,
Jesus depended entirely upon the Father. Yet he anticipated the events of his passion
and shared them with his apostles so that, when the events occurred, the apostles
could be at peace, knowing that such trouble was bound to come in the world
(16:33a). They must rest in his promise that his victory over the world was a certainty
(16:33b)!186

Jesus' High Priestly Prayer (17:1-26)
The traditional title of this chapter, "Jesus' High Priestly Prayer," goes back to
the 16th century.187 It probably owes more to the theology of the Book of Hebrews,
with its description of Jesus as both High Priest and sacrifice, than it does to the
Gospel of John, but the title is appropriate, nonetheless. Here, Jesus offers his prayer
of consecration to the great task before him. Earlier, he had predicted that the time for
his glorification had come (cf. 12:23), and he explained that this glorification would
be accomplished when he was lifted up on the cross (12:32-33). In the upper room
discourse, Jesus repeatedly announced that he would be "going away" and that for a
little while they would see him no longer. Judas, his betrayer, was already dismissed.
Now, he turned his face toward his Father with a final prayer of commitment.
The prayer should not be confused with the Gethsemane prayer recorded in the
synoptic gospels. However one pieces together the chronology of the final discourse
in chapters 14-16, John is clear that Jesus did not cross the Kidron Valley until after
the prayer was complete (cf. 18:1-2).
Jesus' prayer falls into three parts, the first being about himself and his
glorification, the second being his intercession for the apostles, and the third being his
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prayer for the community of faith who would believe the testimony of the apostles.
The fact that Jesus addressed God by the familiar title of "Father" is significant, both
because it is the unanimous testimony of all four gospels that Jesus did this at all
times, and also because the use of Abba (= the child's word for father in Aramaic) as
an address for God is without parallel in the whole of Jewish literature. If the
Aramaic abba underlies the Greek pater (= father), as most scholars believe, then
Jesus demonstrated a unique and exceedingly intimate form of address. This form
was repeated in the earliest Christian communities (cf. Ro. 8:15; Ga. 4:6).188
For Himself (17:1-8)
In the prayer, Jesus lifted his face toward heaven, presumably with his eyes
open (17:1a; cf. 11:41).189 He knew that the time for his glorification had come, and
he prayed to that end, not simply for his own sake, but in order to honor the Father
(17:1b). His acceptance of the cross was a sign of his authority over the whole human
race, and his death was to be a death for all (17:2a; cf. 1 Jn. 2:2). Unlike the authority
that is so desperately sought in the world, Jesus' authority was to offer his life in
behalf of others (cf. 10:14-18). In this sacrificial gift, he would give eternal life to all
whom the Father had given him (17:2b). The language of the Father "giving" humans
to Christ has occurred earlier (cf. 6:37-40). Both there and here, John uses a neuter
form when we might expect a masculine, a form which emphasizes the collective
aspect of the Father's gift of believers. It is doubtful, then, that the interpreter should
use this passage in support of the double predestination of individuals. What Jesus
has in mind is the collective body of believers, not the aggregate of individuals
chosen one by one. As to individuals, the Fourth Gospel is clear that whoever comes
will not be rejected (cf. 6:37). Furthermore, God's love is toward the whole world (cf.
3:16-17; 6:40).190 Barnabas Lindars is surely correct when he says that "those whom
the Father gave" are the same as "those who have been receptive" (cf. 1:12).191
Throughout the Fourth Gospel, the theme of eternal life has been central. Its
essential definition is a relationship of faith in the true God and his Son, Jesus (17:3;
cf. 3:15-16, 36; 4:14; 5:24; 6:40). Now, the completion of Jesus' incarnational
mission, by which he had demonstrated his Father's glory in his earthly life (cf. 1:14,
18), was as certain as if already finished (17:4; cf. 4:34-36).192 It was now the time of
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his glorification. Through death, resurrection and his return to the Father he would
resume that place of exaltation which he had with the Father before the creation (17:5;
cf. 1:1-2; 6:62; 16:28). He had fully revealed the Father to his disciples (cf. 1:18;
14:8-10), and they now understood that his mission was not independent, but entirely
dependent upon the Father's purpose (17:6-8).
For the Apostles (17:9-19)
Jesus' prayer now continued for the apostles (17:9). He had shared the truth
from the Father with them, and in their faithful discipleship, they had brought glory to
him (17:10). Though Jesus would now return to the Father, they would remain in the
world, a world they could expect to be hostile (cf. 15:18ff.). Because of this hostility,
Jesus committed them into the care of the Father, praying that they would be unified,
just as the Father and the Son were unified (17:11). The protective power over them
would be the Father's name, which he also had bestowed upon his Son. Here, the
divine name stands for God's sovereign power and authority, a metonymy familiar
from the Old Testament (cf. Ps. 20:1; 54:1; Pr. 18:10).193 This same power inherent in
God also had been bestowed upon Jesus, his Son (cf. 5:43; 10:25). The power of
divine protection was not directed toward alleviating persecution, however. Jesus
was quite clear that persecution was to be expected (cf. 15:20; 16:2; 21:18-19; 1 Th.
2:14-16; 3:2-4). Rather, this protection was to preserve the disciples from falling
away from their faith (17:12; cf. 6:39; 10:28-30). Only Judas, who defected, had
been lost.
That Judas is here described as the "son of destruction" once more raises the
question about predestination and free will. Does this passage mean that someone
(not necessarily Judas) would perform the task of conscious rejection and betrayal,
and that Judas willingly filled such a role, or does it mean that Judas personally was
selected by God so that his human will was bound to a previous divine decision?
Calvinists and Arminians have debated the question for centuries without resolution.
We agree with the conclusion of Merrill Tenney that this Semitism denotes someone
abandoned to evil, not as a helpless victim against his will, but as one who, when his
decision was final (cf. 13:27), had passed the point of no return.194
Though Jesus knew that his followers would face severe opposition, his
warnings were not given to frighten them, but rather, to assure them of the Father's
love in spite of their distress. He told them about the future so that, as Paul would say
later, they could be "joyful in hope" and "patient in affliction," and in the end, they
of a past event.
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could "bless those who persecute" (17:13; cf. Ro. 12:12, 14; Mt. 5:11). The same joy
that was in Jesus as he faced the cross could be theirs as they faced a hostile world
(17:13-14)! So, Jesus did not pray for their removal from the world, but for their
protection from the evil one whom he expected to face that very night (17:15; cf.
14:30). They did not belong to the unbelieving world who had rejected him (17:16).
Rather, they belonged to him and his mission of grace to the world. It is in this sense,
then, that Jesus prayed for his disciples to be set apart by the truth of his mission to
the world (17:17).195 The Father had sent his Son into the world, and now, the Son
would send his apostles into the world (17:18; cf. 20:21). They were friends joined in
the same mission (cf. 15:15-16). For their sake, Jesus now sets apart himself for his
sacrificial work on the cross, and in doing so, his disciples would become holy
instruments of his divine mission (17:19). The cross was not forced upon Jesus, but
he willingly set himself apart for it (cf. 10:11, 15, 17-18; 12:27).
For the Church (17:20-26)
The final portion of the prayer stretches ahead to those who would come to
faith because of the apostles' witness (17:20; cf. 15:27). Jesus prayed for their unity,
for their unity would be a direct confirmation of their testimony about Jesus (17:21).
Christian disunity undermines the witness that Jesus is God's Son from heaven, and it
was important that the apostles maintained solidarity with each other as they formed
the eyewitness link between the future church and the historical life, death and
resurrection of the Lord. The glory of the Father had been revealed in his Son. The
Son had passed on to the apostles the task of bearing testimony to this glory (17:22).
They must be unified in their mission just as the Son and Father were unified in the
same mission. The full purpose of this mission was to announce to the whole world
God's redemptive love (17:23; cf. 11:51-52).
In the end, those who accepted Christ would go to the Father's house (17:24; cf.
14:1-3), where they would see the full, unrestricted glory of the Son that now was
partially concealed by the incarnation. Now they could see momentary glimpses of
this glory (cf. 1:14; 2:11), but in the Father's house, they would see the heavenly glory
of the Son such as was his even before the creation of the universe. In the Revelation,
John expresses this same idea when he says of the New Jerusalem, "The glory of God
gives it light, and the Lamb is its lamp" (Rv. 21:23).
So, though the hostile world had rejected the Father when they did not receive
his Son (cf. 15:23), the apostles had received both the Father and his Son whom he
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sent into the world (17:25). Now, as Jesus continued to reveal to them the Father and
his mission to the world, they would share in the love the Father had toward his Son
(17:26a). Jesus himself would be in them through the coming of the Spirit (17:26b;
cf. 14:17, 23).

The Arrest, Trial And Execution Of Jesus (18:1--19:42)
Beginning with the arrest and trial, the Fourth Gospel merges back into the
mainstream of united testimony concerning the life of Jesus. While much if not most
of John up to this point has provided an independent narration of dialogue and events
not recorded in the synoptics, beginning with Jesus' arrest the narratives of all four
evangelists will describe the same events. John's Gospel still provides some unique
material, of course, but for the most part, his narrations will fit the chronology and
substance of what the reader finds in Matthew, Mark and Luke.
The Olive Grove (18:1-11)
After his great prayer, Jesus led the apostles from the upper room to the east
side of the city, across the deep valley of the Kidron, and up the slope on the other
side (18:1). It was apparently a place that Jesus frequented often, for Judas brought a
detachment of Roman soldiers and some temple police to the place to make the arrest
(18:2-3).196 With full knowledge of what lay ahead (cf. 12:23, 31; 13:1, 38; 17:1),
Jesus confronted the arresting party (18:4). At his self-identification, in which he uses
the emphatic ego eimi (see comments at 8:58), the group fell backward (18:5-6).
Their prostration made it evident that if they were to arrest Jesus, it would be due to
his permission, not their force. Only after requiring the safety of his followers would
Jesus submit to arrest (18:7-9). In his concern for them, he fulfilled his own words
that he would protect his own (cf. 6:39; 17:12).
Peter, meanwhile, jerked out his sword and took a vicious swing at one of the
arresting party, cutting off his ear (18:10).197 We may suppose that Peter aimed at the
man's head. When earlier Peter had protested that he was willing to die for Jesus, he
meant it (cf. 13:37)! However, the sword was not part of Jesus' mission from the
Father, so Jesus reprimanded Peter. The saying, "Shall I not drink the cup the Father
has given me?", is the only time this metaphor is used in the Fourth Gospel, though it
certainly harmonizes with other such references in the synoptics (cf. Mt. 20:22; 26:39,
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42//Mk. 10:38; 14:36//Lk. 22:42).198
Before Annas and Caiaphas (18:12-14, 19-24)
The arresting party took Jesus first to Annas, the high priest emeritus (18:1214). This preliminary interrogation was apparently informal, since the synoptics do
not mention it. However, even though Annas had been deposed in 15 A.D. by the
caprice of the Roman Procurator, he still wielded considerable influence, so much so
that five of his sons and Caiaphas his son-in-law held the office of the high priest in
almost unbroken succession.199 Long after he had lost his office, Annas was still
called "the high priest" (cf. Ac. 4:6; cf. Lk. 3:2), and John refers to him as such in
18:19-24.200
In the dialogue with Annas, Jesus was interrogated about his followers and his
message (18:19). Jesus reminded Annas, however, that his teachings had all been
given in public, so the questions were pointless (18:20-21). Nevertheless, Jesus was
given a blow to the face for his response, and Annas, seeing there was nothing to be
gained, sent Jesus on to the titular high priest, his son-in-law Caiaphas (18:22-24).
The more formal examination by Caiaphas is described by the synoptic evangelists,
but not by John, who simply mentions that Jesus was sent to Caiaphas, and later, was
led from Caiaphas to Pilate (18:28).
Peter's Denials (18:15-18, 25-27)
All four gospels state that Peter was to deny Jesus three times (13:38; Mt.
26:34//Mk. 14:30//Lk. 22:34). However, it is not easy to harmonize the four
accounts, since the details differ. It is unnecessary to go to the lengths of some by
concluding that Jesus made two different predictions of Peter's denials and that Peter
denied the Lord six times in all.201 Such a reconstruction strains credibility beyond
measure. A more modest and plausible proposal is that, while Peter denied Jesus
three times, there were more than three accusers who asked Peter if he was Jesus'
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disciple. The evangelists simply paraphrased these repeated accusations in different
ways.202
The place of Peter's denials was the courtyard outside the quarters of Annas
and Caiaphas. The general location of this house was in the Upper City, and in fact,
modern pilgrims to Jerusalem are shown a traditional site now buried under the
structure of the church of St. Peter Galicantu. This may be the actual place, but
archaeologists have not been able to make a positive identification.203
Though according to Mark's Gospel all the disciples immediately fled at the
arrest (cf. Mk. 14:50-52), Peter and the beloved disciple apparently circled back to
follow the arresting party at some distance. Since the party was carrying torches and
lanterns (cf. 18:3), it would not have been difficult to follow them in the darkness.
The beloved disciple gained entrance because he was personally known to the high
priest, and he arranged for Peter to enter as well (18:15-16). Upon entering, Peter
made his first denial (18:17-18), and sometime later, his second and third (18:25-27).
It is perhaps worth noting that in the Greek text, the first two questions to Peter are
formed in such a way that a negative answer was expected, and in each case, Peter
took advantage of the situation by giving the expected, "No."204 At the third denial, all
four gospels agree that the rooster immediately crowed, the very sign Jesus had
predicted (cf. 13:38).
Before Pilate (18:28--19:16a)
In John's Gospel, the venue of the trial quickly moves to the Roman prefect's
quarters. Pontius Pilate, known elsewhere from the writings of Josephus and Philo,
was the prefect of Judea in 26-36 A.D.205 His normal residence was the former palace
of Herod, but during times of potential disturbance, such as at Passover, he may have
preferred to lodge in the Antonia Fortress with the troops. In that way, he could
respond immediately to any disturbance.
Jesus' movements of the night and morning are as follows. Leaving the upper
room, he and the disciples would have taken one of the stepped streets down to the
Tyropoeon Valley, crossed the City of David, and exited through the Spring Gate, the
shortest route to Gethsemene. After the arrest, the soldiers led him through the
Potsherd Gate so as to avoid any disturbance in the respectable quarters of the City of
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David. Then, they took him back up the stairway to the high priest's residence, where
he was held for the remainder of the night. From there, he was taken to Pilate's
residence for the Roman segment of his trial.206
The synoptics inform the reader that the Sanhedrin called for the death penalty
at the hearing in the high priest's residence, but Roman acquiescence was necessary in
order to carry it out. John's record says that the prefect, whose primary responsibility
was to maintain public order, had the final decision in matters of execution (cf.
18:31b; 19:10), and Josephus corroborates this statement.207 To complicate the
situation, the Jewish elders brought Jesus to Pilate on the day the Passover was to be
eaten, which, in turn, meant that they could not enter his residence due to the fact that
Gentile homes were considered unclean (18:28).208 Thus, the hearing before Pilate
was necessarily a "back-and-forth" process, Pilate first speaking to the prisoner inside
the residence, then walking back outside to hear the Sanhedrin prosecutors, and so
forth (18:29, 33, 38; 19:4-5, 9, 13).
John's account makes it clear that Pilate was reluctant to give an execution
order. If the Sanhedrin had brought Jesus up on charges of insurrection, which, given
the questions about kingship (18:33), is implied in John and explicit in Luke (cf. Lk.
23:2-3), then they had to prove their allegations. Pilate seemed to suspect that the
issue was more religious than political (18:29-32). He began with the formal question
about charges, which seemed to confuse the Sanhedrin members. It may be that a
history of the case had already been sent to Pilate ahead of time and they expected a
simple execution order. Hence, their offhand answer to Pilate (18:30). Back inside,
Pilate interrogated Jesus personally (18:33-38a). However, Jesus' answer was not
political. His claim was to kingship in another world. Jesus might be eccentric, even
crazy, but he was no threat to Rome, and Pilate knew it. When Jesus raised the issue
of truth, Pilate simply waved it off with the rhetorical, and in his view unanswerable,
question, "What is truth?"
Because of his misgivings, Pilate again confronted the prosecution, this time
offering an alternative to execution, since he clearly believed Jesus to be innocent of
the charge (18:38b-40). Pilate's admission of Jesus' innocence, the offer of his
release, and the eventual release of Barabbas is recorded in all four gospels. It is an
irony, to say the least, that Barabbas' name (which in Aramaic means "son of the
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father") is so similar to Jesus' usage of Abba to refer to God.209 Both were charged
with sedition, both were slated for capital execution, both were well-known to the
Jewish constituency, and both were under the jurisdiction of Pilate. There the
similarities end, for the guilty prisoner was released, while the innocent one was
sentenced to die.
The scourging presupposes that Pilate now intended to give the order for
execution, even though the trial was not yet complete. After the scourging, the
soldiers played "the king's game," using Jesus as a human game-piece after dressing
him in mock regalia (19:1-3).210 Presenting Jesus once more to his accusers, and
hearing their insistent call for crucifixion (19:4-7), Pilate once more questioned the
prisoner. He was uneasy with the accusation that Jesus claimed to be the Son of God,
for while such a claim was blasphemy to the Jews, it was not out of the question to the
mind of a superstitious Roman. The Greco-Roman world had such men, called theios
aner, who were believed to be divine. Perhaps Jesus was one of those! So, Pilate was
fearful (19:8). His question is no longer, "What have you done?" (cf. 18:35), but
"Where are you from?" (19:9). At Jesus' silence, he curtly asserted his power of life
and death, but Jesus only responded that even Roman power was subordinate to God's
sovereignty (19:10-11).
When it became apparent that any effort to release Jesus might create an
accusation against his own office, Pilate reluctantly acquiesced and gave the death
sentence (19:12-16a). It was now getting on toward noon.211
The Crucifixion (19:16b-27)
As was customary, Jesus was compelled to carry the patibulum (= crossbeam)
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to the site of execution, where the uprights were already planted.212 The traditional
route, the Via Dolorosa (= way of suffering), is marked today by the Roman Catholic
fourteen stations of the cross. Jesus was executed along with two criminals (19:16b18). Crucifixions usually consisted of three parts, the scourging, the carrying of the
patibulum, and the nailing and lifting. At the site, the hands or wrists of the victim
were either tied or nailed to the patibulum, which then was fixed on the upright.213
Since on this occasion the titulus (= inscription) was fixed to the cross (19:19-22), it is
more likely that Jesus' cross was dagger-shaped rather than T-shaped.
While Jesus hung on the cross, the soldiers divided his outer clothing and
gambled for his inner tunic, a striking if gruesome fulfillment to Psalm 22:18 (19:2324). The cross was low enough for conversation between the victims and the
onlookers, and if it was a low cross, the victim's feet may have been no more than
twelve or eighteen inches above the ground. Near the cross were Jesus' mother, Mary
Magdalene, another woman or two, and the beloved disciple.214 From the cross, Jesus
committed the care of his mother into the hands of the beloved disciple (19:25-27), a
gesture that suggests Joseph was now dead and Mary's other sons were either absent
or unsympathetic.
The Death (19:28-37)
The ordeal was now nearly over. After receiving some sour wine on a sponge
(cf. Ps. 69:21), Jesus uttered the words, "It is accomplished," bowed his head, and
died (19:28-30). His final utterance indicated that he now had completed the mission
of laying down his life for his friends (cf. 10:15; 15:13). Since it was the day when
the Passover was to be eaten, and the following day was a sabbath, it was not
appropriate to allow the victims to linger on. Normally, crucifixion victims might
remain alive for quite some time, so on this occasion their legs were broken to hasten
asphyxiation. In this way, the victims could no longer thrust themselves upward in
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order to breathe, and their lungs would collapse soon. When the soldiers came to
Jesus, however, he was already dead (19:31-33). That Jesus' legs were not broken
recalled yet another prophecy (19:36; Ps. 34:20), and perhaps more significantly for
John, pointed to Jesus as the true Passover Lamb (cf. Ex. 12:46; Nu. 9:12).
To make sure that Jesus was dead, one of the soldiers ran a lance up through
his rib cage, bursting the pericardium (19:34, 37; cf. Zec. 12:10).215 The whole
procedure makes laughable the various theories, ancient and modern, that Jesus did
not really die.216 The eye-witness testimony of the beloved disciple that Jesus really
died (19:35) is crucial to the resurrection accounts.
The Burial (19:38-42)
Two men prepared Jesus' corpse for burial, Joseph of Arimathea217 and
Nicodemas. Two of the four evangelists indicate that Joseph was a Sanhedrin
member (cf. Mk. 15:43; Lk. 23:50), and of course, Nicodemas was a member as well
(cf. 3:1). Joseph was already a disciple of Jesus, though secretly (19:38). Nicodemas
was a sincere seeker after the way of God, although at first he was unwilling to risk
the disfavor of his peers by being seen in the presence of Jesus (cf. 3:2). Later, he
argued for fairness in the Sanhedrin's treatment of Jesus (cf. 7:50-52). Now, he more
openly demonstrated his respect for Jesus by assisting in his burial. Later Christian
tradition says that he became a Christian.218 We should assume that these two men did
not give consent to the Sanhedrin's trial and verdict concerning Jesus.219 When the
execution was finished, they arranged for his burial in Joseph's new tomb. Normal
practice was for the corpses of executed criminals to be buried in a common tomb
supplied by the court, but these two men sought Pilate's permission for a private
burial near the site of execution (19:38-42).
Jesus' burial was in a tomb nearby Golgotha (Jn. 19:41-42). Two very different
sites vie for recognition, each associated with the two most popular sites for
Golgotha. They are the site at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the site near
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Gordon's Calvary called the Garden Tomb. This latter site is generally doubted by
archaeologists. To be sure, the site is an ancient burial ground (8th-7th centuries
B.C.), but it was not used again for burial purposes until the Byzantine Period.220

Easter Faith (20:1-31)
Easter faith rests upon two kinds of testimony, the witnesses to the empty tomb
and the witnesses to Jesus' post-resurrection appearances. Each kind of testimony is
important in its own way. The empty tomb narratives are important in light of the fact
that Jesus' disciples either participated in the burial or knew where the corpse was
interred. No account of the resurrection would have been credible if someone could
simply say, "But the body is still in the tomb." Such a statement could be checked!
All four gospels, not to mention Jewish tradition, agree that the corpse of Jesus was
missing from the tomb.
The fact that Jesus' body was missing has been foundational to various
alternative theories, such as, the speculation that the disciples stole the body (cf. Mt.
28:13), the so-called "swoon theory" that Jesus did not really die and in the cool tomb
he revived, and the theory that the women mistakenly came to the wrong tomb on
Easter morning. Alternative theories notwithstanding, the empty tomb is the first
historical fact which underlies the biblical account of Jesus' resurrection. His body
was not in the tomb because he had been raised from the dead! John's gospel,
especially, emphasizes this aspect (cf. 20:8).
The testimony about Jesus' resurrection appearances to his followers answers
the question which the empty tomb raises. Jesus was alive! He was seen by
witnesses. These witnesses were not people who were predisposed to accept fanciful
explanations, but women and men who were devastated and disillusioned by Jesus'
death. They were people like Thomas whose hard-headed pragmatism forced him to
say that he would not believe unless he could actually examine Jesus' resurrected
body. The sheer number of witnesses to the resurrected Jesus is significant, also. The
subjective interpretation that the disciples were in such a mental state that they only
imagined they saw Jesus lacks credibility. One person might imagine such a thing,
but it is hard to conceive of several groups of people doing so, many of them at the
same moment. The notion that the disciples were in on a plot to perpetuate the
resurrection story, even though they knew better, is preposterous. Long ago, Origen
pointed out that folks do not risk their lives and suffer martyrdom for something they
very well know is a lie (cf. Ac. 7:60; 12:2).
So, the Fourth Gospel follows the pattern of the other gospels that Jesus'
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resurrection, which he anticipated long before (cf. 1:51; 2:19, 22; 5:21, 26; 7:33-34;
8:21; 10:17-18; 11:25-26; 13:33, 36; 14:2-3, 18-19, 22, 28-30; 16:16, 19-22, 28), rests
upon the witnesses to the empty tomb and the historical appearances of Jesus to his
followers. On the basis of their testimony, John urges his readers to believe that Jesus
is the Messiah, God's Son--and that in believing one receives eternal life!221
The Empty Tomb (20:1-9)
The burial of Jesus was completed in late afternoon, and there had not been
time for full performance of the normal customs to honor the dead. Since the day
following Passover was a sabbath, such customs could not be practiced then, either.
Thus, it was early Sunday morning by the time Mary of Magdala came to visit the site
(20:1).222 She knew the place, but when she arrived she saw that the huge rolling
stone had been removed. Deeply disturbed, she ran to tell Peter and the Beloved
Disciple that the tomb was empty (20:2). Though the news seemed incredulous (cf.
Lk. 24:10-11), the two men ran to investigate (20:3). The Beloved Disciple arrived
first and peered in, and when Peter arrived he stepped into the cave to observe the
linen wrappings and the facial cloth (20:4-7). Then, the other disciple joined him, and
when he saw the evidence, he believed (20:8-9)!
Two issues, in particular, must be addressed in this account. One concerns the
strips of linen. Sometimes it has been interpreted that the linen windings and the
sweat-rag were still in the shape of the corpse, though the corpse was not there.
While the text does not forbid such a construction, it is certainly more than the text
says.223 If John wished to convey such a thing, he chose a particularly abstruse way of
doing so. The second issue concerns the statement of the Beloved Disciple's faith
(20:8) in contrast with the general lack of understanding among the other disciples
(20:9).224 John was the first to come to Easter faith, and unlike the others, he did so
even before he saw the resurrected Lord. This kind of faith--believing without having
seen the risen Christ--is what John is aiming for in his readers (20:29). The larger
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Christian community must also reach Easter faith without the benefit of "seeing."
Jesus and Mary of Magdala (20:10-18)
It is significant that Jesus' first post-resurrection appearances were made to his
women followers. In first century Jewish culture, the testimony of women was not
considered credible,225 but God had no reservations about giving them a crucial role in
the foundational events of Easter faith! After Peter and the Beloved Disciple had left,
Mary stood crying near the tomb (20:10-11). The explanation of the two angels
seated in the tomb was not in itself convincing. She possibly did not even know the
figures were angelic, so she turned away (20:12-13). When she did so, she
confronted yet another figure whom she thought to be the caretaker (20:14-15).226 It
was only when he called her name that she suddenly realized he was Jesus (20:16).
Jesus' words, "Do not cling to me, for I have not yet returned to the Father"
(20:17), have led to the speculation that Jesus may have made a priestly ascension
into the heavenlies on Easter morning to complete the heavenly Yom Kippur (cf. He.
9:11-12, 23-24). This interpretation derives from comparing the Johannine passage
with the words in Matthew that the women later clasped Jesus' feet (cf. Mt. 28:9) and
the disciples were invited to handle him (cf. 20:27; Lk. 24:39), The validity of the
theory is unclear, since the New Testament is silent on the matter. It may be that
Jesus only wished Mary to realize she must not think that she could avoid losing him
by clutching him. Now that his death and resurrection were complete, Mary needed
to comprehend that her relationship to him would be different, since he was returning
to the Father. The peculiar expression, "My Father and your Father, my God and
your God," distinguishes between Jesus' own relationship to the Father and that of
believers. If Jesus' Sonship were the same as that of the disciples, he would have said,
"Our Father, our God." However, while others might be given the power to become
sons of God (cf. 1:12), only Jesus was the Son of God by nature. So, Mary ran to the
others with the news, "I have seen the Lord" (20:18)!
Other Appearances (20:19-29)
On Easter Sunday evening, the disciples were still in hiding. Though the doors
were locked, Jesus appeared among them, showing them his hands and wounded side
(20:19-20). What he had indicated to them earlier--that they would share in the
Father's mission to the world (15:14-17)--he now makes even more explicit (20:21).
His commission on Easter is the Johannine counterpart to Matthew's and Luke's great

225

Jeremias, Jerusalem, 374-375.
It seems to be a pattern that at first sight the disciples of Jesus did not recognize him (cf. 21:4; Lk. 24:16, 37; Mk.
16:12; Mt. 28:17).
226

96
commission statements in Galilee and Judea at the time of ascension (cf. Mt. 28:1920; Lk. 24:46-48; Ac. 1:8).
Earlier, Jesus had announced that the messianic gift of the Spirit would be
available only after his glorification (cf. 7:37-39). In the upper room discourse, Jesus
repeatedly promised that the Spirit would be sent (14:16-17, 26; 15:26; 16:7-11, 1315). Now, in a majestic moment, Jesus blew upon his apostles with the imperative,
"Receive the Holy Spirit" (20:22). This moment, sometimes called "the Johannine
Pentecost," seems to describe the bestowal of the Spirit on the apostles. It may be
granted, of course, that some interpret this passage as a symbolism of what would
happen later at Pentecost, but the language of the text is so against such an
interpretation that it has not won the view of many scholars.227 It is far more natural to
interpret what happened here as the giving of the Spirit after Jesus' glorification, just
as he promised. Such a bestowal of the Spirit need not conflict with Luke's Pentecost
so long as one recognizes that the work of the Spirit is occasional and ongoing in the
life of the church.
This bestowal of the Spirit on the apostles qualified them for their work.
Because of the Spirit who confirmed Jesus' glorification, they could now boldly
proclaim the forgiveness of sins on the basis of the finished work of the cross. It is
significant that the verbs in 20:23 (and also in Mt. 16:19; 18:18) are perfect tenses, so
that the meaning is: "If you forgive the sins of any, they have been (and continue to
be) forgiven; if you retain (the sins) of any, they have been (and continue to be)
retained."228 The apostles were not authorized to pronounce absolution at will, but
rather, to pronounce absolution to those who had accepted the gospel on the grounds
of Christ's completed work. The perfect tense indicates that absolution is pronounced,
not in order to effect forgiveness, but in order to announce the forgiveness already
given by God.
Thomas Didymas (= the twin) was absent from the group on Easter, but when
he heard what had happened, he was unconvinced (20:24-25).229 A week later the
group was together again, this time with Thomas present. Jesus invited his apostles to
examine him physically so that they might believe (20:26-27). Thomas' humble
confession of faith ranks as one of the great affirmations in the New Testament. He
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recognized Jesus as God, a title Jesus did not deny. It is the same identification with
which John began his gospel (20:28; 1:1). In fact, these two affirmations that Jesus is
God frame the entire gospel, and it is to this confession that the evangelist's witness
about the life of Jesus leads.230 Thomas, however, had the advantage of seeing the
resurrected Jesus. Easter faith for Christians would be without such objective
evidence. Hence, the exposure of weak faith in the early sections of the gospel as that
which is based primarily on miraculous signs. "Sign-faith" is not what John is calling
for. Rather, he calls for faith without signs--faith which is grounded in the testimony
of the apostles and the apostolic community (20:29).
The Burden of John's Gospel (20:30-31)
The section of the Fourth Gospel labeled the "Book of Glory" ends with a
concluding statement concerning the purpose of the record. John's record has
provided seven signs, even though many others were available (20:30). These seven
signs and the discourses surrounding them testified to the inner meaning of Jesus, the
preexistent Logos who was made flesh and lived in the world. The glorification of
Jesus by death and resurrection heralded the profound confession that Jesus was and
is God, or to put it in the phraseology of the Nicene Creed, "God of God, Light of
Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the
Father."
The Greek textual variants, pisteuete (= may continue to believe) and pisteusete
(= may come to faith), both have strong early support. One implies the readers were
Christians who needed to be confirmed in their faith (so NEB), the other that they
were non-Christians who needed to find faith (so most English Versions). In the end,
the issue may be more academic than practical. Certainly, it is clear enough that John
writes so that faith will be a personal reality in his readers. The heart of that faith is
the answer to the question, "Who is Jesus?" John's answer is that he is the Messiah,
God's Son, and that in such a confession of faith is eternal life (20:31).

The Epilogue (John 21)
The careful reader will notice that John's Gospel appears to have two endings
(20:30-31; 21:24-25). While the witness of the Fourth Gospel is that of the Beloved
Disciple, it is clear that other hands were involved in the composition of the ending,
since the text uses the first person "we" as distinct from the Beloved Disciple
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(21:24b). Several theories have been offered to account for this anomaly. The most
critical school holds that the entire gospel was written by second generation
Christians, a so-called "Johannine Circle," who, in turn, depended upon the tradition
passed down to them by the previous generation. A more traditional approach leaves
the primary authorship to the Beloved Disciple, usually identified as John bar
Zebedee, but suggests that the epilogue was composed by friends or close associates
with John's approval. Yet another approach is that after its original composition the
gospel was redacted by others, and this editorial process is reflected in the language of
the gospel, but especially, in the epilogue.
While the question of authorship remains in debate, the theme of the epilogue
seems clear enough. It emphasizes Peter's full reinstatement after his denial of the
Lord, and it clarifies the future of the Beloved Disciple. Peter would suffer
martyrdom, while it was rumored that the Beloved Disciple would live to see the
return of the Lord. Of course, as this gospel plainly testifies, Jesus made no such
promise to John. Still, it is hard to escape the impression that the Beloved Disciple
would have a long tenure of leadership in the early church. If the Beloved Disciple
was indeed John, Church tradition verifies that, in fact, he did have a lengthy ministry
before death.
The Miraculous Catch of Fish (21:1-14)
If the synoptic gospels indicated that Jesus would see his disciples in Galilee
after Easter (cf. Mt. 28:7//Mk. 16:7), the Fourth Gospel recounts a specific
appearance of the Lord by the sea. This appearance is listed as the "third" appearance
to the apostles after Easter (21:14), the first two being those described in chapter 20
on consecutive Sundays.231 Seven disciples had returned to their fishing boats in
Galilee (21:1-3). Five are named, one of which was the Beloved Disciple. Peter's
initiative to go fishing, and the willingness of the others to follow his lead, need not
be taken as an abandonment of Jesus' apostolic commission, though some interpreters
understand it in this way. It is clear, however, that Peter was still the leader of the
group. Where he went, they went!
After a fruitless night of fishing,232 they saw a figure on the beach early in the
morning (21:4). The exchange which followed is almost identical to one described in
the synoptics early in Jesus' ministry (cf. Lk. 5:1-11), and no doubt the three disciples
who had been present on this previous occasion were forcibly reminded of the
similarity (21:5-6). The Beloved Disciple immediately recognized the figure as Jesus,
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and Peter, who had been fishing while stripped to his loin-cloth, flung about him his
fisherman's cloak and plunged into the water to make for shore (21:7). When they all
arrived at the beach, they saw that Jesus had prepared a breakfast of fish and bread on
the fire (21:8-9). Peter waded back out into the water and dragged the throw net, now
heavy with fish, to the shore (21:10-11).233 This invitation to share a meal with the
Lord after Easter was a reminder of all the lessons they had learned after the feeding
of the 5000 (cf. Jn. 6). It was a vivid testimony to the reality that Jesus was truly alive
from the dead! Later, Peter would remind a Gentile soldier that Jesus' postresurrection appearances were made to "witnesses whom God had already chosen--by
us who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead" (cf. Ac. 10:41).
Jesus Forgives Peter (21:15-23)
The heart of the epilogue must surely be Peter's reconciliation with Jesus.
From the tradition preserved by Paul, we gather that Jesus appeared to Peter earlier (1
Co. 15:3-8), since Paul seems to list the appearances in chronology. Nothing further
is known about this earlier appearance, but from the context of the pericope in John, it
appears that Peter's denials had not been completely resolved. After the breakfast,
Jesus asked Peter three times if he loved him (21:15-17). Almost certainly, these
three questions must have recalled the three denials. The first question is somewhat
ambiguous, "Do you love me more than these?" The word "these" may well have
been accompanied by a clarifying gesture from Jesus, but whether it referred to the
other disciples or the implements of fishing is unclear to the reader. Nevertheless, it
is clear that Jesus wished Peter to declare himself.
Much has been made of the different verbs used in this dialogue. In the first
two questions, Jesus used agapao (= to love) while Peter responded with phileo (= to
love). In the third question, Jesus used phileo, and Peter responds again with phileo.
Some commentators have concluded that the Fourth Gospel intends a clear distinction
between the verbs, as though the dialogue in the first two questions should be either,
"Simon son of John, do you love me?"
"I am your friend!" (TCNT)
Or,
"Are you my friend?"
"I love you" (Fenton)
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This distinction is followed by a number of English translators (Weymouth,
Montgomery, Goodspeed, Knox, Berkeley, Williams, Phillips, NEBmg).234 On the
other hand, many translators see the verbs only as stylistic variations with no
substantial difference in meaning (so KJV, RSV, NEB, JB, TEV, ASV, NASB,
NAB). Opinions can be quite strong, ranging from John Stott who argues that there is
no difference whatsoever to R. C. Trench who criticizes any translation which makes
no distinction as a version that "either does not care, or is not able, to reproduce the
variation in words as it exists in the original."235 Suffice it to say that if there is a
distinction, it probably is more subtle than popularly assumed. The important thing,
surely, is that Peter now declares his full loyalty to Jesus, and the sting of his denials
are enveloped in forgiveness and reconciliation. Peter is instructed to care for the
Lord's lambs and sheep, and once again, the original text uses two verbs, bosko (=
feed) and poimano (= tend), and two nouns, arnia (= lambs) and probatia (= little
sheep). Peter's future among the disciples must be in the role of a leader, and there is
no doubt that Peter took this call seriously (cf. 1 Pe. 5:1-4). At the same time, Peter
would suffer martyrdom, just as did Jesus (21:18-19). The tradition of the early
church suggests that Peter suffered martyrdom by crucifixion under Caesar Nero in
about 64 A.D. Jesus' final words to Peter on this occasion were the same as his first
call to Peter in the synoptic tradition, "Follow me" (cf. Mt. 4:19//Mk. 1:17)! Later,
Peter's advice to a suffering Christian community was the same--the Lord had left "an
example that you should follow in his steps" (1 Pe. 2:21).
Peter now asked Jesus about the future of the Beloved Disciple, but the Lord
only deflected Peter's question with the ambiguous, "If he lives until I return, what
does that matter? You must follow me" (21:20-22). The disciples were not above
stretching Jesus' question into a prediction, but the editorial comment shows that this
was unnecessary (21:23).
The Testimony of the Beloved Disciple (21:24-25)
The epilogue ends with the statement that the testimony of the Beloved
Disciple is true, and it was supported by those around him in the Christian
community, probably his disciples (21:24).236 Jesus' actions in his short, public
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ministry were more than could be counted (21:25). Thus, the testimony of the
Beloved Disciple had to be abridged, but it was quite sufficient, nonetheless.

Ecclesiastical History, V.20.5-6.

