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The Gospel of John: A Higher Christology

Part 1: Background

- In Judaism


The Gospel of John does not follow the same pattern as the synoptic gospels. It is as unlike its counterparts as it can be and still be relating the same events and teachings.  The synoptics, while they do each have their own attitude, are rooted in the events of Jesus’ life. The Gospel of John is about the Christ.   The evangelist’s approach to his material emphasizes not so much the life and deeds of Jesus, as the meaning of his existence and his teachings.  We are confronted by this from the very first verse of the Gospel :  In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God. This one verse is packed with allusions and philosophical/theological assumptions.  This tone carries through all of the Johannine gospel.  In order to better understand this gospel’s unique approach it is useful to first become acquainted with the context in which it was written.

The synoptic gospels are largely accepted to have been written sometime between 70 and 90 AD. The Gospel of John is the latest of the canonical gospels to have been written. It was likely not written any earlier than 85AD and may possibly have been written as late as the first decade of the second century.  The reasons for this dating are underscored by the evangelist’s repeated references to the expulsion from the Jewish community of those who acknowledged Jesus as the Christ 
. One of the causes assumed for this tone is a drastic break between the Johannine community and the local synagogue which may have been prompted by certain decisions made by the Council of Jamnia. 

This Council was a formative  meeting of rabbis and other Jewish leaders held at Jamnia between the years 85 and 130. It was at this Council that the Hebrew cannon was established and in which rabbinic Judaism had its start. Prior to the destruction of Jerusalem and the razing of the Temple in 70AD, Judaism had been a diverse faith. The Temple served as a central anchor, but interpretation of the law and the practices which it enjoined varied. Many sects flourished within Judaism, ranging from Pharisees to Sadduccees, Essenes to Zealots, Samaritans to Christians.  After the events of 70 AD Judaism revised itself. No longer was Temple worship and sacrifice a centerpiece of the faith. The synagogue and the study of the Torah rose in prominence. Correspondingly, so did the centrality of the rabbinic council in Jamnia (replacing the influence of the Jerusalem Sanhedrin). In a brief while, as history is measured, tolerance for sects was diminished.

Among the many pronouncements made by this Council was a new formula of blessings and curses. One of these ‘curses’ included a condemnation of the new cult of Christ-worship. This curse was the twelfth of the Eighteen Benedictions, or Shemoneh Esreh issued by this council.
 This particular benediction was actually a curse against minim 
, which may be translated as ‘sectarians’. That is to say, it was a ritual condemnation of all splinter groups among Judaism . Such sectarianism was blamed by post-70 AD Israelites for the destruction of the Temple and the increasing persecutions.  There followed from this the progressive expulsion of Christianity from the synagogues and thence a growing antipathy between early rabbinic Judaism and the nascent Christian communities. The evangelist mentions this very event in 16:2 in which he gives Jesus the words  ‘ They will put you out of the synagogues.’  This enmity was not one-sided, but was nurtured by both the synagogues and the early Christian communities, each of whom saw in the other one of the causes of their miseries.

- In Rome

   It is important with this gospel, as with any piece of literature, to have some sense of the historical context in which it was written. What then, was occurring in the Roman world between 85 and 110 AD? The empire was ruled by  Domitian (81-96), Nerva (96-98) and Trajan (98-116).   Domitian was an ostentatious ruler, and a cruel man. Little criticism seems to have been made of his governing, but there was much criticism of his personal behavior.  One of the many items which drew such criticism was his demand to be addressed as dominus et deus (lord and god).  The brief reign of the elderly Nerva was the outcome of the assassination of Domitian. Trajan was his adopted successor.  He seems to have been a reasonably just man (as Roman emperors went). This is even attested to particularly in his treatment of Christians.  He responded to a query by Pliny the Younger that he should persecute only those Christians whose behavior was ostentatiously stubborn.
  We find, then, that Rome posed neither a particular threat nor any encouragement to the budding religion of Christianity. 

- Traditions

These are the external influences upon the Gospel of John, those which affected the evangelist’s community.  We must also consider those elements which seem to have influenced the thinking of the evangelist. That he was familiar with Judaism and its practices we shall assume. Within this framework he would seem to have had a particular affinity for the traditions of wisdom literature.  We shall find, as we explore this Gospel, that it contains many elements which are reflective of  the images of later Wisdom literature. Particular aspects of this are present from the first verse - the concept of Christ as the pre-existent creative Word.  

 II. Logos

John uses a unique term in the prologue of his Gospel, one which is not repeated elsewhere in any of the gospels. This term is logos, a Greek term meaning ‘word’. Its christological use by John begins with the very first verse of this Gospel.   In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. We are confronted immediately with the difference between this evangelist and those who constructed the synoptic gospels. Each of those three begins in very concrete language. Mark opens with prophecy:  The beginning of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. As it is written in Isaiah the prophet . . . Matthew was more mundane:  The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ . . . And Luke makes his purpose clear with his concise prologue: Inasmuch as others  have undertaken to compile a narrative  . . .  from which he continues with his own narrative - In the days of Herod, king of Judea . . .

  Upon reading the Johannine gospel we are first reminded of the opening verses of the entire Bible :  In the beginning . . . . The allusion is only cursory, for beyond this the parallel is lost, although the image remains. In Genesis God speaks words of creation, and God said, “Let there be . . .” . John refers to Christ as the Word and alludes to the creative aspect of this Word : all things were made through him, and without him was not anything that was made.  Those familiar with wisdom literature, as much of the evangelist’s audience would have been, will recall the song of personified Wisdom in which she speaks of her participation in the acts of creation.  (Prov 8:22-31).  This creative nature of Wisdom is linked with the divine Word in WSol 9:1-2.  O God of my fathers and Lord of mercy, who hast made all things by thy word, and by thy wisdom hast formed man,  . . .

 All of this is important to John, who emphasizes Jesus’ divine sonship, his unique relation to the Father, more than any other evangelist.  John’s gospel centers largely on the concept of the ‘glory of God’ and the moment of Jesus’ glorification as the Son of God. (This moment, as we shall see, is not the Transfiguration or Resurrection, but the Crucifixion.) The issue, then, of the pre-existence of Christ and his unity with God  became one on which the evangelist focused in the process of developing his christology.

Relative to this is the Johannine terminology of Christ as Light.  This imagery begins in the prologue and is carried throughout the gospel. We shall see this  in particular detail in the section of John’s gospel which elaborates upon Jesus’ declaration of himself as the ‘light of the world’.

All of these elements - word, wisdom, glory and light - are also related to the essential message of salvation. John’s terminology for this is ‘eternal life’, and often merely ‘life’.  As we shall see, these concepts are intertwined.  Most importantly, they all return to John’s conviction that the sole path to salvation is through faith in Jesus the Christ. This belief entails a recognition of the unique relationship between Christ and God and between Christ and those who have accepted Him. Even though the language of this gospel seems simple and direct, the theology which it reveals is complex.

No less complex than John’s theology is the context in which this gospel was written. This is reflected in the three polemics of the gospel. The targets of these are the followers of John the Baptist, the ‘Jews’, and the gnostic/docetist heretics of the early church.

IV.  Polemics

We shall deal only briefly here with the three polemics of the Gospel of John. They shall be considered in greater detail later in our study.

a. John the Baptist

What do we mean when we speak of the polemic against the followers of the Baptist? Jesus is confronted more often and with more acrimony by  followers of his cousin in this gospel than in any of the synoptics. The questions which are posed are more specific and seem to point to specific arguments concerning the nature of the Christ and his mission.  These arguments between Jesus and ‘those belonging to the Baptist’ hint at an early conflict in the nascent Christian community.  Many scholars find in this evidence that there was a dispute between ‘Baptizers’ and others who recognized Jesus as the Christ, particularly the community in which the evangelist wrote. John is clarifying points of theology.

 b. the Jews

As we have already noticed, there seems to also be a bitterness toward ‘the Jews’ in this gospel. Some scholars have attempted to dismiss this problem by  claiming that John was simply using that term as a catch-all for unbelievers and that the attitudes attributed to them  should merely be viewed as those expected of such. This  interpretation, however, disregards the history of the early church.  

There was indeed bitterness between the early Christian communities and their Jewish brethren. Each community blamed the other for the woes inflicted upon them by the Roman authorities. Each responded by severing ties with the other. John did mean ‘the Jews’ when that was what he wrote. What he did not mean was all the Jews of history. His references are specific. His anger is directed at the Jewish authorities of his time. It was they who were responsible for the arrest and crucifixion of Jesus, it was they, as the Council of Jamnia, who were responsible for any formal expulsion of Christians from their parent synagogues, their former community.

c. gnosticism/docetism

The language in which this last polemic is couched caused some of the early fathers of the Church to reject the canonicity of this gospel. The evangelist was clever at using the very terminology of those with whom he disputed  to refute their arguments. This was sometimes seen not as refutation, but accordance. 

There is an undeniable similarity in terminology between the gospel of John and first century gnostic literature.  The elements of duality, particularly the juxtaposition of  flesh/spirit, reflect the language of  gnosticism. The difference is that John used this imagery to emphasize the dual nature of Christ, the absolute truth of both his divinity and his humanity. The Gnostics used similar language to define a very different belief.  They denied the humanity of Christ, using the terminology of duality to demonstrate the incompatibility of spirit and flesh. They could not accept that humanity of Jesus as they saw the world in extremes. One could be either of this world or not, either of spirit or of flesh. Light and spirit they saw as good, darkness and the flesh they saw as evil. By this argument they concluded that the humanity of Christ was only an appearance, an illusion.  It was to refute such arguments that John used language such as that found in the Prologue : and the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.  It was the very human nature of the divine Christ which enabled the salvific effect of his mission.

Commentary


John 1:1-18  The Prologue


We have examined already some of the background to this segment of the gospel.  The evangelist here is making allusions to Genesis and to Wisdom literature. He uses terminology similar to that of some gnostic literature.  John opens his gospel with a point of christology, that Jesus the Christ is the pre-existent creative Word of God. He clarifies that this means that the Christ, the Logos is not merely from God, but is God. This concept underlies the entire gospel. We must remind ourselves frequently of this element of Johannine theology as we read through the rest of the gospel.  We will see how this christology links with the evangelist’s understanding of the crucifixion as the moment of Christ’s glorification.  


Even though the evangelist is emphasizing the divinity of Christ, he is, at the same time, making clear that the humanity of Jesus was as real as that of any other human being.   And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us . . .  This was an essential point. There were growing heresies, known collectively as docetism, which declared that the humanity of Christ was only an appearance, that to become truly human would have sullied his divinity. They held that spirit and flesh were necessarily opposites, one good and the other evil.  John is making certain in this verse that his christology will not be misconstrued to support such heresy. 


In verse 17 we also find the core of another argument which this gospel addresses.   For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth through Jesus Christ.  The question of the role which Mosaic law should play among Christians was a troubling one. Peter, James and Paul, as well as those who worked with them, argued frequently about the applicability of points of Mosaic law within the Christian community. These arguments included questions regarding such things as circumcision, almsgiving, and dietary laws. 

There are two terms in this prologue which will be relayed later in the gospel into titles. These are life and light.

John 1: 19-51

19-23 We have noted that there exists in this gospel a polemic concerning the Baptist. The evangelist seems to be concerned to demonstrate that Jesus was the one whom John the Baptist had announced. He takes every opportunity to do as he does here, to show the Baptist recognizing Jesus as the Christ.


Men of authority had come from Jerusalem to question the Baptist. He denies being either the Messiah, Elijah, or ‘the prophet’ . These were all expected redeemers. Elijah or ‘the prophet’ was, by some accounts, to precede the coming of the messiah.  The Baptist denies being any of these. He refers to himself instead as  ‘ a voice of one crying in the wilderness’.  This is a reference to Isaiah 40:3, which is near the beginning of the section of Isaiah known as the Book of the Consolation of Israel.  A glance through this section (Is. 40-55) reveals a source of Johannine christology. This brief statement attributed to the Baptist opens a window for the evangelist to make a broad allusion to a prophecy which is  entwined throughout his gospel. 

24-28   The next question which is raised is that of baptism.  There seems to be some question as to the right or authority of the Baptist to baptize if he claims none of the titles already mentioned. A clarification is made that he baptizes ‘with water’.

29-34
The Baptist sees Jesus and declares him to be the ‘lamb of God’.  This is clearly a reference to the salvific mission of the Christ.  The Baptist refers to seeing the Spirit of God descend upon Jesus. He calls Jesus also by the title ‘Son of God’. These phrases together  may have elicited association with another verse from the same segment of Isaiah (42:1) : Behold my servant , whom I uphold, my chosen in whom my soul delights; I have put my Spirit upon him, he will bring forth justice to the nations.

35-51
It may have been important for the evangelist to portray Jesus’ first disciples to have been sent to him by the Baptist.  Such an action would clearly demonstrate the Baptist’s recognition of Jesus.  One of the first pair remains unnamed in this passage, the other is Andrew. Andrew recruits his brother Simon . 

In many translations the ensuing verses are translated so that it reads as though it is Jesus who decided to go to Galilee and who ‘finds’ Philip . However, in the Greek text we find only a pronoun here. Jesus’ name does not occur until he speaks “Follow me.” If we look back we see that Andrew had ‘found’ Simon. It is not unreasonable that he likewise is the one who finds Philip on the following day.  He brings his friend to Jesus who then asks Philip to become one of his followers. 

Philip then himself recruits his friend Nathanael.  There is an interesting little incident concerning the recruitment of Nathanael.   Jesus at once speaks of him as ‘an Israelite in whom there is no guile’.  This entire little scene is somewhat cryptic. It is sometimes seen by scholars as a reference to Jacob after his struggle with the angel  (Gen. 32:24-30) after which his name was changed to Israel (his given name is associated in tradition with slyness and deceit).
 The importance of the fig tree is unclear. What is evident from this scene is that the faith of Nathanael, despite his initial words of skepticism, was instantaneous and complete and that Jesus saw this.


This segment concludes with Jesus declaring that these five men shall “see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of man.”   These words bring to mind two passages. One of these is from the visions of the book of Daniel,

As I watched in the night visions,

I saw one like a son of man 

coming with the clouds of heaven.

And he came to the Ancient One

and was presented before him.

To him was given dominion

and glory and kingship,

that all peoples, nations, and languages

should serve him.

His dominion is an everlasting dominion

that shall not pass away,

and his kingship is one

that shall never be destroyed. (Dan 7:13-14)

the other is the vision of Jacob as he slept near what was to be Bethuel.

 And he dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth, the top of it reaching to heaven; and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it. And the Lord stood beside him and said, “I am the Lord, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac; the land on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring;  and your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and to the east and to the north and to the south; and all the families of the earth shall be blessed  in you and in your offspring. Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land; for I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.”  (Gen. 28:12-15)

2:1-12
The Wedding at Cana


We come now to the first of Jesus’ miracles in this gospel. This work occurs in a private setting and is given little notice by those around Jesus. It is done as a personal favor at the request of Jesus’ mother. In this sense, it serves not only as one of the ‘signs’ but also as a demonstration of the person of Jesus. He had a family, he respected his mother and was concerned for the embarrassment of his friends and relatives (we assume there is some such basis for his being present at the wedding and for his mother being concerned about the provisions). Jesus hesitates as his ‘hour has not yet come’. We will see this phrase frequently in this gospel.


It is interesting to note that Mary ignores Jesus’ hesitation and simply tells the servants to ‘Do whatever he tells you.’ Not only does this give us a hint as to Mary’s confidence in her son but it also reveals a significant aspect of the ‘signs’ which Jesus performs. In this gospel Jesus need only speak to effect each of his miracles. The sole exception to this is the mud he makes with his spit to cure the man born blind.  As Jesus is Logos (Word), this fits quite naturally into Johannine christology. 

2:13-25 
Cleansing the Temple


This is the first public deed (the work performed in Cana was in a relatively private setting) of Jesus’ ministry according to this gospel. This event is recorded in the synoptics, but is related much later in the ministry of Jesus.  In this Gospel Jesus has not yet done any teaching. He has neither confronted nor been confronted by the authorities of Judaism. 

What does the evangelist see as Jesus’ motive and why does he place this act so early in the ministry of Jesus? Our key to the evangelist’s understanding of this episode is the quotation he cites from Psalm 69:9 - ‘Zeal for thy house shall consume him.’ It is possible that this Psalm may have been in common use in early Christian tradition, as other parts of it are also quoted in support of Jesus’ role as messiah. (Although the Psalm was not originally one with specifically messianic allusions.) It is also clear that there is here a question of Jesus’ authority (he refers to the Temple as ‘my Father’s house) as well as of the replacement of the Temple worship with the ‘true’(John 4:21) worship which is centered in recognition of Christ. This meaning is made clear by the commentary of the evangelist in vv. 21-22.

3:1-15
A Dialogue with Nicodemus


This may well be one of the lengthiest conversations of Jesus with an individual which is to be found in the gospels. It is difficult to argue its historicity for no witnesses are specifically claimed by the evangelist. However, there has been ample conjecture as to who Nicodemus may have been. One likely candidate was a Pharisee by the name of Naqdimon ben Gorion. This is a point of curiosity, but not one which is essential to this passage.


What we find in this pericope is a very Johannine dialogue concerning spiritual rebirth. The evangelist has related the words of the Baptist that the one to follow him would baptize with the spirit. Here, that concept is built upon along with a reinforcement of anti-gnostic tone that spirit and flesh can coexist; that the flesh is renewed, reconceived
, when the indwelling of the spirit is accomplished. 


Another point to be noted here is the terminology of wind/breath/spirit. In both Hebrew and Greek there is one word which can be translated with equal ease by any of these three terms. In Hebrew that one word is ruach.  It is this ruach which moves above the waters of pre-creation in Genesis 1:2 and with which the Logos is identified in the Johannine prologue. The parallel word in Greek is pneuma. It is this term that is used throughout the discussion with Nicodemus whether it is translated as wind or spirit.  Recognizing this lends to a better understanding of Jesus’ analogy in verse 8. 


There is an abundance of Old Testament and midrashic background, as well as the contemporaneous practice of proselyte baptism,  to what Jesus was saying to Nicodemus. It is because of this that he can criticize the Pharisee:  Are you a teacher of Israel and yet you do not understand this?


A perplexing comment is the reference to the serpent which Moses lifted up in the wilderness. This is an allusion to a story which is not generally very familiar. It is found in Numbers 21:4-9.

 From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, to go around the land of Edom; but the people became impatient on the way.  The people spoke against God and against Moses, “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and we detest this miserable food.”  Then the Lord sent poisonous serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that many Israelites died. The people came to Moses and said, “We have sinned by speaking against the Lord and against you; pray to the Lord to take away the serpents from us.” So Moses prayed for 

the people.  And the Lord said to Moses, “Make a poisonous serpent, and set it on a pole; and everyone who is bitten shall look at it and live.”  So Moses made a serpent of bronze, and put it upon a pole; and whenever a serpent bit someone, that person would look at the serpent of bronze and live.

       This serpent was not intended as an idol. It was  merely a symbol meant to recall to the Israelites the saving power of God. The link between this Old Testament passage and John’s adaptation of the imagery is to be found in Wisdom 16:5-7.

       For when the terrible rage of wild animals came upon your 

people and they were being destroyed by the bites of writhing

serpents,  your wrath did not continue to the end;  they were 

troubled for a little while as a warning, and received a symbol

        of deliverance to remind them of your law’s command.

   For the one who turned toward it was saved, not by the thing 

that was beheld, but by you, the Savior of all.

3:16-21
Dialogue or Commentary?


There is a lack of consensus among scholars as to precisely where the words of Jesus are meant to end and the evangelist adds his own commentary. Many hold that the quotation ends after verse 16. Others hold that it continues through verse 21.  I would propose that the quotation ends after verse 17.  Verses 16-17 seem to flow naturally from verse 15, particularly if the allusions are recognized. After this the language reverts to particularly Johannine terminology of belief in Jesus and of light  and darkness.

3:22-36
Further Testimony of John (the Baptist)


We revert to a scene with John the Baptist.  It appears that there was some contention between John the Baptist and the Jewish authorities concerning the uses of ritual baptism. Into this discussion is brought word that Jesus (or his followers) are also baptizing.  This is presented to John as though it threatens him. He negates such ideas,  reminding his audience that Jesus is the one of whom he had prophesied and that it is  right that “He must increase, but I must decrease.’  


This scene might more likely have originally followed (whether in an early draft of this gospel or in a source used by the evangelist) upon the previous scene with the Baptist in the first chapter.

4:1-42

The Samaritan Woman


Sometimes it is the most obvious thing about a story in the gospels which is the least likely to be understood. That is often the case with the narrative concerning the Samaritan woman. We tend to minimize the significance of the woman being a Samaritan. After all, were they not Jews as well? They were, but the difference between Samaritans and other Jews was greater than mere geography, such as the case with Galileans vs. Judeans. Nor was it only a matter of interpretation of the Law, as was the difference between Pharisee and Sadduccee.


Samaritans focused their worship differently than did other Jews. Their differences date back to the Babylonian period. The importance of Samaria began in the ninth century BCE when Omri made it his capital. The ensuing decades saw the corruption of the heirs of Omri and the rise of Baalism within Israel. Eventually, the Baalists were overthrown and a new dynasty was begun by Jehu, a general anointed as king by the prophets of the time. This continued to be the pattern of Samaritan history (that is, the period in which Samaria was the capital of Israel).  It was an unstable region for over 150 years, until it was defeated and its population relocated by Sargon of Assyria in 721 BCE. 


Immediately upon the return form Exile animosity was rekindled between those of Judah and the Samaritans.  It is not clear precisely when their religious expressions diverged. We do know that by the fourth century BCE the Samaritans were known to worship at Mount Gerizim. This is where they had erected their own Temple. Archaeology has also recovered Samaritan editions of the Pentateuch and other ancient writings. In these there is a directed emphasis on the importance of Jacob and the places at which he rested, had visions, and erected altars.  The Temple at Gerizim was destroyed by Hyrcanus (a Hasmonean ruler of Judah)  sometime near 128 BCE. 



In light of all of the above events Samaritans and Jews viewed each other with hostility, each considering the other apostates. It is this which is in the mind of the Samaritan woman when she wonders why a Jewish man would address her. (Indeed, many Jews held that because of their erroneous ways, women of Samaria were at all times ritually unclean. Hence, by that view, Jesus risked ritual defilement by speaking with her.)


The oddness of Jesus’ request that she give him a drink is emphasized if we read the text with more than usual care. It is the middle of the day. This is not a usual time for drawing water. That task was more commonly performed in the cooler hours of the morning or late evening. This indicates that the woman is for some reason not welcome or comfortable among her peers, she has chosen a lonely hour in which to fetch her supply of water.


With all of this as background we find that Jesus nonetheless reveals himself to her. The well had given water for many hundreds of years, but the water he can provide, the spiritual well of faith in the Word, will provide the water of eternal life.  The woman, despite her own sin and her ancestry, believes at once and spreads the message to her neighbors. The evangelist makes use of this story to provide an example of faith and a statement against judging the supposed sinfulness of others. These are themes to which the evangelist will return. 


This segment concludes with an important testimony concerning the faith of the Samaritans:  And many more believed because of his word.

4:43-54
The Official’s Son


Jesus returns to Cana in Galilee and is soon met by an official of Capernaum with a request. His son is ill, will Jesus heal him? Jesus causes him to reiterate his request and then replies that the man should depart, his son is well. We find again a testimony of faith: The man believed the word that Jesus spoke to him, and went  his  way.

5:1-18 

A Sabbath Healing


Jesus again returns to Jerusalem for a festival. From amongst the many ill who await a chance at miraculous healing in a wondrous pool Jesus selects a paralytic who has been ill for many years. He speaks and the man is healed.


This miracle is at once overshadowed by the controversy which it evokes. The Jewish authorities admonish the healed paralytic for carrying his pallet on the Sabbath. When they find that it was Jesus who healed him they give Jesus cause to reiterate that his authority is that of his Father, God. The response of the authorities is to seek “all the more to kill him, because he not only broke the sabbath but also called God his own Father, making himself equal with God.”

5:19-47
Jesus’ Discourse on His Authority


The encounter with the Jewish leaders provided the occasion for the evangelist to provide us with a lengthy discourse by Jesus concerning the source of his authority. Far from in any way mitigating the accusations which the authorities have levied, Jesus expounds upon the power which is granted him by the Father.


We are given a glimpse of the Johannine understanding of what the synoptics call ‘the kingdom of God’ or the ‘kingdom of heaven’. In the synoptics this kingdom is one which is awaited, there is a time yet to come when the ‘end’ will occur,  judgment will be given, and the kingdom will be entered into. By the time this gospel was written this had changed to what is termed a ‘realized eschatology’.  This is reflected in verse 25: Truly, truly, I say to you, the hour is coming, and now is, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will live.


Within this discourse we are again given a glimpse of the evangelists concern with John the Baptist. Jesus speaks of the Baptist as his witness in terms which imply that he had been well received by those who now confront Jesus.

6:1-15

Feeding the 5000


Jesus’ healing of the paralytic had attracted crowds to him. Their numbers are great, in part because it is near Passover and so there are multitudes coming down to Jerusalem, as did Jesus and his disciples, to celebrate.  The crowds have followed Jesus to a high place where he often goes to pray. (The modern Golan Heights.) Concerned for the multitude Jesus distributes five loaves and two fishes among them all and there is not only enough, but twelve baskets of  food remaining.


This is the only one of Jesus’ miracles to be recorded by all four gospels. This points not only to its veracity, but also to the significance of this event.  It evokes many questions concerning Jesus’ motivation, the response of the crowd, and the interpretation of the evangelist. 


It is difficult if not impossible to know what might have been in the mind of Christ. What we can assert is the seeming intent of the evangelist. We find that Jesus is among a crowd of 5000 men, enough to form a personal militia if he so desired. However, these people are not present because they have believed in Jesus’ word (John omits any reference to Jesus having taught them) but because they have seen him perform a sign, the healing of the paralytic and perhaps as well the healing of the official’s son. Despite this sign of the multiplication of bread and fish, the people do not understand. They recognize Jesus as the Messiah, but on their terms; they seek to make him their king.


Much is sometimes made of the number of baskets remaining. It is possible that they in some way indicated the twelve tribes of Israel. This may be, or it may simply have been a number by which the evangelist indicated a sufficiency. The entire event is, for John, an allegory of the Eucharist. Indeed, it is the Greek term eucharistesas, which is translated as ‘having given thanks’.  Jesus embodies the grace and the glory of God, of which there is always enough and to spare to be given among all who will accept it.


That this is indeed how our evangelist understood this event is emphasized by the ensuing discourse.

6:16-21
Walking on Water


The narrative concerning the bread of life is interrupted by an event which is given more emphasis in the synoptic accounts which include it, especially Matthew, than it is here.


The disciples had begun crossing the Sea to Capernaum when Jesus did not return from his flight from the king-making crowd. In the darkness Jesus comes to them across the water. Their initial fear is immediately quelled when they recognize Jesus. 

6:22-71
I am the bread of life


In the morning Jesus addresses the crowd which has again found him. We have here the discourse upon the bread of life in which we find the first of the seven ‘I am .. .’ sayings  of this Gospel.  


This discourse is addressed to three audiences, the crowd, the Jewish authorities, and the disciples. To the crowd Jesus makes it clear that it is not the perishable bread that he gave them the previous day, nor the manna which God provided to Moses and the Israelites in the desert, which is the bread of life. Rather, it is Jesus himself,  the Son of God which is the bread of life. Those who believe in him will be given eternal life. 


This assertion riles the Jewish authorities. They notice the phrase ‘from heaven’ and are incensed that Jesus should make such a claim.  To their consternation Jesus once again emphasizes the very point with which they take issue rather than make any attempt to recant.  The core of this entire discourse is found in verses 48-51 :

 Very truly, I tell you, whoever believes has eternal life.  I am the bread of life. Your ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died.  This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die. I am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”

    This last provokes even more consternation. How can Jesus do such a thing. Jesus responds with an elaboration upon the subject, but the answer is no more simple when he has finished speaking. Indeed, we have then the third audience of the discourse. 

       The disciples are themselves perplexed. To them, Jesus clarifies that he has not been referring to his earthly body, but to his true self, to the Word, the Son of God.  Does this offend you?  Then what if you were to see the Son of Man ascending to where he was before?  It is the spirit that gives life; the flesh is useless. The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life.

7:1-36

More on Jesus’ authority


This section begins with an apparent contradiction between the words and deeds of Jesus.  Jesus’ brothers urge him to go to Jerusalem for the feast of Tabernacles and reveal himself. He tells his brothers that he will not go down to Jerusalem for the feast, but we read a few verses later that he did go down, privately.



This seeming contradiction is due to two factors. As with the synoptics, there seem to be more than one source on which the evangelist relied for his gospel.  Here, verses 1-9 appear to have come from a different source than the remainder of the chapter, but were linked to it by the evangelist with verse 10. Further,  the evangelist has a focus on the deliberate independence of Jesus’ actions. For the evangelist it is important that Jesus’ actions are determined only by his own will in accord with the plan of his divine Father.


There is also in verse 1-9 an important point being made by the evangelist. This is more clear in the Greek than it is in translation. The term which is translated as ‘time’ is not chronos, indicating temporal measurement, but rather, kairos.  This latter term represents the concept of an ‘appropriate moment’.  Noting this also allows us some grace to overlook the apparent contradiction between verses 8 and 10.  It was not fitting for Jesus to go down with his brothers in the manner they suggested. It was not the time for his glorification nor did his role as the Christ encompass the sort of entrance into Jerusalem which they anticipate of him. 


The evangelist now cleverly inserts into the situations the ‘murmuring’  and ‘muttering’ of those who question Jesus. This is fitting in the context of reference to Moses. Is this not the term used for the discontent of the people of Israel during their wanderings in the desert?  The evangelist does not overburden this point, but it is subtly made merely by his careful use of language. (We also find in verse 13 another possible allusion to the expulsion from the synagogues.) 


When Jesus teaches in the Temple the authorities marvel at his skill as a teacher for one who was not trained in their schools or according to their specific traditions. This  is not so much compliment as derision. By what authority can a peasant from Galilee presume to teach in the Temple? Jesus responds to the question on the level at which it was asked. His authority comes from God. If their observation of the law of Moses was true (alethes)  they would recognize his authority. However, their observances are distorted. They accuse him of having a demon because he  healed a man on the sabbath, yet they break the sabbath in a similar manner themselves in adhering to the command to circumcise even if the proper time falls on the sabbath.  Is not the life of a man of equal or greater importance than the observation of the covenant of Abraham?

    The next argument which is raised relates to assumptions in some traditions concerning the mysterious origins of the Messiah. According to some traditions the origins of the  Messiah would be unknown, yet everyone is aware of where Jesus comes from and who his family is.  Again, the question is responded to on the level it assumed. They think they know Jesus’ origins because they know his family, but they do not truly know where he is from for they do not recognize that he has been sent by God.  Similarly, they misunderstand his statements that “I will be with you a little while longer, and then I am going to him who sent me. 34 You

 will search for me, but you will not find me; and where I am, you cannot come.”

7:37-51
I am the living water

      Verses 37-39 seem to  derive from a different source and have been inserted here by the evangelist in a somewhat awkward manner . They almost seem to fit better with the story of the Samaritan woman, except for the allusion to the feast. That much fits neatly. The  feast which is being celebrated is that of Booths or Tabernacles. This is a feast which commemorates the wandering in the desert. One aspect of the feast at this time was that water would be carried from the Pool of Siloam to the Temple  as a reminder of the water which flowed from a rock during the desert wanderings.

       The scene returns again to the officers of the Temple who had been sent to arrest Jesus. They are making their excuses to those who had sent them. Jesus’ words had so impressed them that they could not do as they had been directed. The authorities are irate, but Nicodemus, whom we have already met, raises a voice of caution. He is rebuked with the remark ‘“Surely you are not also from Galilee, are you? Search and you will see that no prophet is to arise from Galilee.” 

 There is some concern about this response of the authorities.  There had been prophets from Galilee. Are the authorities mistaken? Is the evangelist inaccurate?  Or has there been an error in transcription? One hopes for the latter. A simple insertion of the definite article (o prophetes rather than the current prophetes) would alter the sentence to refer to ‘the prophet’ with which 1:21 is concerned. This would then make excellent sense.  There is at least one ancient manuscript which does provide the definite article
, so perhaps this is more likely than once was supposed.

8:1-11

The Adulteress


This digression is often considered not to be a part of the gospel in its original form. It is omitted from many ancient manuscripts, in others it is placed in various places in the gospel narrative. From this many scholars conclude that the evangelist may well have accepted the authenticity of this event, but was undetermined as to its proper place in the narrative as he had constructed it.  There still remains a fair consensus among scholars that this would have been a genuine event in the life of Jesus. 


What, though, is to be said about this story?  First, the accusation is not hearsay, the woman was caught  in flagrante delicto. Nor does she later deny the accusation. As in the synoptics’ question concerning Roman taxes,  the authorities here are placing Jesus  between a rock and a hard place. If he pronounces against the woman, he is in violation of Roman jurisprudence which relegated such authority to the Sanhedrin. If he speaks in favor of the woman, he is in violation of the ancient Israelite law. Jesus raises the level of discussion.  He takes the legal question and makes of it a matter of conscience. When brought to this level, the authorities are the ones who are trapped, and depart.  


Now the matter remains of Jesus’ judgment of the woman.  His words are those of absolution and salvation: I do not condemn you; go, sin no more.


8:12-30
I am the light of the world


We find now another of the ‘I am’ statements of this gospel.  A with so much in this section (ch. 7-12) of the gospel, this segment seems to fit better in a different placement. However, it is not completely out of context here. As with the water, light was an important element of the celebration of the Festival of Booths.  The evangelist likely thought this made Jesus’ presence at the festival an appropriate moment for him to use this allegory. (We must also remember that John, unlike Matthew, has not made an effort at a neatly  thematic gospel.) Nor should we think it unlikely that Jesus would use the same imagery on more than one occasion. 


Light and truth, versus sin, begin to play an increasingly important role from this point forward. Jesus proclaims himself as the Light sent by Truth (alethes). It is in accord with this that he judges the world, sin is exposed and judged. The judgment is not one imposed by Christ. He is merely the observer, the witness(marturia), of the self-judgment which necessarily occurs when sin is revealed by the Light which he brings. 

We also see from here on increasing schism between the authorities who will eventually condemn Jesus and those who come to believe because of his words (As he was saying these things, many believed in him. )  The questions posed to Jesus by the authorities increasingly place doubt on his origin and authority. Yet, they fail to understand any of his answers (They did not understand that he was speaking to them about the Father. v.27). 

8:31-58
Before Abraham was, I AM.


Jesus speaks of freedom from sin which can be found in truth (alethes). The authorities respond with a claim of descent from Abraham. For  the evangelist this is the springboard for the one non-allegorical ‘I am’  statement of this gospel. He has been building carefully up to this full confession of Jesus as to his authority.  Jesus has declared himself to be living water, bread from heaven, and the light of truth. He has called God his Father and declared himself the divine judge. He has claimed the eschatological title of Son of Man.  Still, the authorities have continued to question his authority. 
Unable to assail Jesus’ origins, the authorities fall back upon their own claim of descent from Abraham, both  in the flesh and in faith. They hold this up against their accusation that Jesus’ claims prove him to be possessed of a devil (by the devil?).  The tables are abruptly turned. They have sought to kill Jesus and refuse to hear the truth. So he can assail them as sons of the evil one, for he is a murderer and the father of lies. As such, it is not Abraham who is their spiritual progenitor, but rather Satan.


In response to the continued accusations of the authorities Jesus replies that “ if any one keeps my word, he will never see death.” As the subject has so recently been Abraham, this is seen as a claim to be greater than Abraham. When this  statement is uttered as accusation Jesus makes a reply  which his opponent cannot understand except to perceive it as blasphemy: ‘Before Abraham was, I AM.’  This statement was rightly construed by the authorities to be a claim of divinity. It is almost unmistakably such. What they did not understand, was that this was not blasphemy, but revelation.

The evangelist had prefigured the inability of the authorities to understand this statement.    In verse 43 we read: “ Why do you not understand what I say? It is because you cannot accept my word.” The ‘cannot’ of this verse is the Greek  ou dunasthe, a term which means  more literally ‘have not the ability’ or ‘have not the power’.   Those who question Jesus are not merely unwilling to believe in him, they are unable to. They have hardened their hearts, allowed the eyes of their souls to become blind to the light of truth.  They are so determined to look back to Moses and Abraham that they cannot look ahead of them to see what is being revealed.

9: 1-41

the Man born Blind


Jesus has been using the allegory of light and now that imagery is given a concrete example. A man, blind from birth, is given sight.  The pericope begins with the disciples questioning Jesus as to what sin had caused the man’s blindness.  This follows the ancient assumption that illness is the result, direct or indirect, of sin.  Jesus’ response is to negate this ancient supposition.

      The Pharisees quickly find a double fault with Jesus’ healing work. Not only has he presumed to expiate sin, but he has again performed work on the sabbath.  We also note that once again they were divided because of Jesus. The authorities seek to elicit testimony against Jesus from the man who had been blind. This attempt backfires. The man responds to a second inquisition with irony : He answered them, “I have told you already, and you would not listen. Why do you want to hear it again? Do you also want to become his disciples?”  When the authorities reply that  they do not know whence Jesus comes ( a twist on their former assertion) the man’s reply echoes Jesus’ words : “Here is an astonishing thing! You do not know where he comes from, and yet he opened my eyes.  We know that God does not listen to sinners, but he does listen to one who worships him and obeys his will.  Never since the world began has it been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a person born blind. If this man were not from God, he could do nothing.”

Through all of this the man’s faith in Jesus has grown stronger so that he at last responds to Jesus  “Lord, I believe.”

The entire scene is then interpreted as allegory. Jesus is the light of the world whom the authorities are rejecting, demonstrating their own spiritual blindness and persistence in sin. This then leads into another set of images representing the salvific power which is given to the Christ.

10:1-39
I am the sheep-gate, I am the good shepherd


This chapter has long been recognized by scholars as one which does not flow naturally. The evangelist or one of his later editors would seem to have taken the material of this chapter and rearranged it. One of the oldest and most common attempts to rearrange the material is found in the work of Bultmann
. He proposes the following original sequence:


     transition  verses 19-21

division



1 
verses 22-26

Are you the Christ?



2
verses 11-13

I am the good shepherd



3
verses 1-10

I am the sheep-gate



4
verses 14-18

Other sheep



5
verses 27-39

I and the Father are one


If we read the chapter in this sequence it certainly does seem to flow more smoothly.  The re-arrangement of the central material is less certain than that of the verses which seem to belong as a parentheses around it (19-26, 27-39). Let us examine this chapter according to the above outline.


Yet again Jesus has stirred controversy among the authorities. They are unable to agree on how to deal with him.  His words and deeds are disturbing, but they cannot agree that they are evidence that he is possessed or evil.


We come abruptly to another feast a few months later (the Festival of Booths is in September-October, that of the Dedication occurs in early winter).  We might assume that Jesus has spent the intervening months in and around Jerusalem, preaching. His assertions have left little doubt in the minds of the authorities that Jesus believes himself to be the Messiah. However, he has not spoken directly enough for them.  If they can get him to answer directly then they can decide if he blasphemes or speaks truth and act accordingly. Yet, even when confronted by  a direct question, Jesus’ response is not ‘yes’ or ‘no’. He answers in imagery.


The image of the shepherd is an ancient one used for both spiritual and political leaders, as well as having frequently been applied to God.  Even the idea that a shepherd of the people would sacrifice his life for their security is an ancient assumption of kingship. One clue to the novelty of Jesus’ use of this imagery is in the adjective which is translated as ‘good’. The original Greek term,  o kalos, can be opposed to an alternate term for ‘good’ ,  o agathos.  This latter term means good in the simplest sense. The term which the evangelist chose  is also translated as beautiful and has overtones of morality and virtuousness. 


The comparison which  is made between the shepherd and the hireling  reflects the difference between Jesus and the leaders of the people to whom this allegory is addressed.  The allegory is heightened with a slight shift. Not only are the authorities hirelings who care not for the sheep, they are thieves.  There has been much scholarly conjecture as to whom the gatekeeper of verse 2 was intended to refer. Most likely, it is not a specific reference but merely an aspect of the entire allegory. 


Not only does Jesus, as the shepherd, enter by the door, he is the door to the sheepfold.  This is not exactly a continuation of the same allegory, rather it is a related image. In the previous images the sheep referred to Israel.  Jesus is about to include Gentiles among that number and so there is cause to have an intermediary image of him as the sheepgate, the path to salvation. This usage foreshadows the later “I am” statement of 14.6,  I am the way, the truth and the life. 


When the evangelist uses the concept of ‘knowing’ he does not mean merely recognizing. The term connotes a deep understanding, a personal knowledge. (The term here is  ginosko rather than  gnosis which term refers more specifically to knowledge gained by observation, such as scientific knowledge.) It is in this sense that Jesus and the Father know each other, and in this sense that the ‘sheep’ know the ‘shepherd’, even those ‘sheep’ who are newly called to the fold.


From this use of allegory the evangelist returns to Jesus’ claims as to his identity and authority. Here, as directly as ever, is Jesus’ answer to the question of the authorities,  Are you the Christ?  The reply, as clear as his statement of  8:58 is “I and the Father are one.” 


This is heard as blasphemy. Those who would stone Jesus hesitate when reminded of the good works he has performed (not just his signs, i.e. the healings, but all that he has done and said).  The reply is that Jesus has deserved stoning for calling himself a god. The response which the evangelist provides on the lips of Jesus is somewhat obscure. He refers to Psalm 82.6,  a verse which had even by Jesus’ time been variously interpreted. He reads it as referring to men and so alleges that  his use of such terminology is not sufficient cause for an accusation of blasphemy. This reply is one of those in which the authorities are responded to not on the level at which Jesus had first addressed them,  but on their own level of interpretation.


The threat subsides from that of an immediate stoning to another futile attempt at arrest.

10:40-42
Transition 


Jesus leaves Jerusalem. We find again a passage concerning the Baptist. (This passage may well have originated in a different context. There may have been a source concerning the Baptist of which the evangelist made use in composing his gospel. We find an almost coherent sequence if we separate the Baptist passages out of this gospel.
) Testimony is given  which arouses faith:

Many came to him, and they were saying, “John performed no sign, but everything that John said about this man was true.” And many believed in him there.

These three verses are the conclusion of what is termed by scholars the ‘Book of Signs’ within this gospel.  With the raising of Lazarus the ‘Book of Glory’ begins. From here on Jesus prepares for his death and resurrection and speaks increasingly of his glorification.

11:1-44
The Raising of Lazarus


This section can be viewed either as the end of the Book of Signs, as it narrates the last of Jesus’ miracles in this Gospel, or as the beginning of the Book of Glory, for it is in this chapter that we first read that ‘the hour has come’ and that ‘ the son is glorified’. (The beginning of the Book of Glory is most often identified at the opening of chapter 13.)

           We are here introduced to the family of Martha, Mary and Lazarus. We have not met any of these people but the evangelist refers to them as though the audience should be familiar at least with Martha and Mary. Were the women known to the Johannine community? Or were their stories so well known that Lazarus would best be identified by association with them?  Mary will be identified as “ the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair” , yet the evangelist will not narrate that event until chapter 12 of the present text. Nor are the sisters mentioned again outside of the narrative concerning Lazarus.  The evangelist does not provide us with an answer. We are left only with the assumption that this family was well-known to Jesus

   The story of the raising of Lazarus has been wrapped by the evangelist in a wealth of symbolism.  This begins with the words attributed to Jesus in verse 4, that ‘This illness is not unto death; it is for the glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified by means of it.’ .  This refers not only to the revelation of Jesus’ power over death but also to the catalytic effect of this event in the sequence of events which will culminate in the crucifixion of Jesus. The evangelist emphasizes this latter point in the dialogue between Jesus and his disciples in which he rejects their argument against returning to Jerusalem. 

     We are next informed that Lazarus has died and Jesus knows this. Jesus’ ‘plain’ words,  “Lazarus is dead.  For your sake I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him.” are not understood by his disciples who perceive only fatalism.  When they arrive they find Lazarus has been dead for four days. In Israelite belief this was as long as the soul remained with the body. Hence, the power of Jesus over death is underscored. Not only has Lazarus died in all perceivable ways, but his soul by now was believed to have departed.  

Martha greets Jesus with sorrow, receiving his promise of life with words of conviction in the final resurrection. To this the evangelist give us another ‘I am’ saying. Jesus responds, ‘ I am the resurrection and the life’.  These few verses (17-27) are perceived by some
 as a response to the delayed parousia. That is, that the Johannine community made use of this story to help explain how there could still be a resurrection for all believers even though Jesus had not returned in glory within one generation, as they had once anticipated he would.

The skepticism of ‘the Jews’ is portrayed in the ensuing verses, with Mary arriving as the catalyst for their observation of Jesus, their witnessing of the ‘sign’ about to be given, and the culminating faith of some of them. 

Once again in this final and greatest sing Jesus merely speaks, “Lazarus, come forth.” And the thing is done. Lazarus walks form the tomb, still entwined in his burial clothes. This detail may have been provided by the evangelist in deliberate contrast to the details of the empty tomb, in which Jesus’ wrappings will be found piled upon the stones.

11:45-57
 Jesus’ Death Plotted

The raising of Lazarus provokes extreme responses among ‘the Jews’. “Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did, believed in him.  But some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what he had done.”  From here we are made privy to the debates among the Sanhedrin which ensue.  The Council fears that Jesus will provoke a Roman retaliation. This is interesting, as Jesus has neither said nor done anything relative to Rome in the Johannine narrative (we read nothing here of taxes or carrying soldiers’ cloaks). We recall, however, that the evangelist is writing post-70 C.E.    The destruction of the Temple is a fact of the past, an event interpreted by Christians as judgment against those who rejected Jesus. 

Caiaphas, as high-priest, would have been concerned with Roman favor, as his position relied upon it. A key element to retaining that favor would be for the high-priest to maintain control over Israel, to stifle unrest such as might be associated with the arrival of one claiming messiahship (which for many, as the evangelist himself as recorded, implied kingship). 

The evangelist takes an opportunity here to make a statement of his own, through interpreting words he attributes to the high priest.  The question is the death of Jesus, whether or not one man should be sacrificed to preserve the nation. Caiaphas is portrayed as understanding this in a very temporal sense, in accord with his own priorities.  The evangelist, however, interprets this in a theological manner. Caiaphas is an unwitting prophet, the death of Jesus will not preserve the Temple,  but rather will unite all of ‘God’s children’. 


Aware of plots against him, Jesus once again retires to the countryside, in accord with the evangelist’s  portrayal of Jesus’ deliberate, not hastened, progress toward the moment of his glorification.


As a great festival, the Passover, is near many both of Jerusalem and of those traveling to the city, anticipate the presence of Jesus. He has been portrayed by the evangelist as  frequently to be found in Jerusalem during a holy season.  In accord for this , he is sought both out of curiosity by those in the crowd, and deliberately by the Sanhedrin.

12:1-8

Mary and Judas


The ensuing scene seems to be a compilation of various traditions which the evangelist has woven together. There is a strong tradition attested to in the synoptics concerning a woman anointing Jesus. In Luke she weeps on his feet and wipes them with her hair, in Mark and Matthew she anoints his head.
 Within this tradition is one of accusation concerning the cost of the ointment. The evangelist has attributed this concern to Judas Iscariot rather than the ‘some’ of the synoptics. This association allows the evangelist to level the accusation of theft against Judas.  (This  in itself foreshadows the payment  of Judas for his betrayal of Jesus.)

As in the synoptics, our evangelist sees this anointing as a preparation for Jesus’ burial. We will see that when the hour has come there is not enough time to properly anoint his body for entombment according to the customs of the time. 

A third element of this little scene is the concern for the poor, the little ones who will always be there.  This may well be an allusion to Deuteronomic law.
 However, in Jesus’ words the allusion is used not to blame the woman, but is expanded upon in her support, ‘but you do not always have me’. 

12:9-11
A Plot Against Lazarus

One of the most obvious differences between this account and the similar ones in the synoptics is that here the event occurs in the home of Martha, Mary and Lazarus whereas in the synoptics it is at the home of a Pharisee (named Simon ?).  This situation in our narrative has drawn a crowd of curiosity-seekers who want to see the man who came back from the dead and the one who brought him back.  This provokes the ire of the chief priests who now conspire at the death not only of Jesus, but of Lazarus as well. 

Unfortunately, the evangelist drops this thread at once. We hear no more of the two sisters and their brother, much less of the fate of Lazarus.

12:12-19
Triumph


The crowds are becoming an increasingly important element in the movement of events. Their reaction have just provoked the chief priests to plot another death. Now they move to acclaim Jesus as he enters Jerusalem for the festival.  What is the mood of this crowd? They are exuberantly greeting one whom they believe will be their king, will bring peace to them and elevate them from a down-trodden people to rulers of the world.  The evangelist evokes this mood quite capably with his allusions to Psalm 118 and Zechariah 9:9.


The Hosannas of the crowd are from an old song used in ceremonial entrances of the king into the Temple. We must note here that the ancient meaning of ‘hosanna’ was not  a term of praise but an invocation for help ‘O save us’.  If we look back to Psalm 118 we find not only this song of greeting but in the previous verses the source of the synoptic references to the ‘stone which the builders rejected’. This evangelist has used the closing verses of the Psalm (25-27):

 Save us, we beseech you, O Lord! 

O Lord, we beseech you, give us success! 

 Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord. 

We bless you from the house of the Lord.

          The Lord is God,

and he has given us light.

Bind the festal procession with branches,

up to the horns of the altar. 


This song of royal  triumph is combined with prophecy from the writings of Zechariah (9:9-17):

 Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion!

Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem!

Lo, your king comes to you;

triumphant and victorious is he,

humble and riding on a donkey,

on a colt, the foal of a donkey.

 He  will cut off the chariot from Ephraim

and the war horse from Jerusalem;

and the battle bow shall be cut off,

and he shall command peace to the nations;

his dominion shall be from sea to sea,

and from the River to the ends of the earth. 

 As for you also, because of the blood of my covenant with you,

I will set your prisoners free from the waterless pit.

 Return to your stronghold, O prisoners of hope;

today I declare that I will restore to you double.

 For I have bent Judah as my bow;

I have made Ephraim its arrow.

I will arouse your sons, O Zion,

against your sons, O Greece,

and wield you like a warrior’s sword. 

 Then the Lord will appear over them,

and his arrow go forth like lightning;

the Lord God will sound the trumpet

and march forth in the whirlwinds of the south.

 The Lord of hosts will protect them,

and they shall devour and tread down the slingers; 

they shall drink their blood  like wine,

and be full like a bowl,

drenched like the corners of the altar. 

 On that day the Lord their God will save them

for they are the flock of his people;

for like the jewels of a crown

they shall shine on his land.

 For what goodness and beauty are his!

Grain shall make the young men flourish,

and new wine the young women. 

      The mood of this crowd is not much different from that of the crowd which had been fed when Jesus multiplied the loaves and the fishes.  Remember, too, that the timing is once again suited to the references. This is the feast of the Passover , the commemoration of the liberation of Israel from the Egyptians. Now the crowd looks to Jesus to be the new Moses, to liberate Israel form the oppression of  Rome.


Despite all that Jesus has said, they still do not, can not, understand that although he claims the title of Son of God, has accepted the role of messiah, he is not such a one as they have sought. The path he follows is not one provoked by the crowd but laid out by his heavenly Father. The salvation he offers is not from the dominance of other peoples, but from the chains of sin and death.

12:20-50
The Hour has Come


We find some ‘Greeks’ among those at the festival. These are most likely what were termed ‘god-fearing Gentiles’. Jesus is teaching in the Temple, making this even more likely. Gentiles who were drawn to Judaism but not converted were allowed in the outermost court which was called the Court of the Gentiles. We might also ask why these Gentiles were so anxious to see Jesus.  One possibility is suggested if we compare the sequence here to that in the synoptics. We might recall that John had moved the scene of the Temple cleansing to the outset of Jesus’ ministry. In the synoptics that scene would have occurred just prior to the approach of the Gentiles. Might they have been reacting to an activity which occurred in the only area of the Temple to which they were permitted access ? We never learn whether these Gentiles are able to approach Jesus. The request put by Philip and Andrew is turned into an occasion for a discourse.  


  Here we find for the first time the phrase ‘the hour has come’ .What is said in the next few verses will be built upon repeatedly over the next few chapters. It is from now on that we find the path to the cross becoming more clear, less irrevocable of a decision.  That point is made clear in vs. 27-28. Jesus himself is seen to ask that his fate be changed but even as that prayer is uttered it is altered to a recognition of divine purpose and an acceptance of that. Indeed, to deny the fate which he sees before him would be to negate all that he had done and said. His very existence is for this end. This prayer also serves as an argument against docetism. Not in the words which are uttered, but in the fact that doubt could be expressed by Jesus even for a moment. If it were all only a ‘seeming; as the docetists taught, then there would be no doubt, no self-concern. However, the fate which Jesus recognizes is going to be painful, it causes anguish and concern, self-doubt and fear. These re true human emotions, this is the point the evangelist is making in showing us Jesus sin such a moment. He was not pretending to be human, he was truly human, with all the insecurities that means. Yet, his divinity is made clear in his immediate rejection of those doubts in accord with the divine plan. 


This conviction is upheld by no  less than a divine voice form the sky. This voice is not clearly heard by all, but it is recognized by many as a heavenly message.  The voice is for the benefit of the crowd. The hour of judgment I sat hand. The ruler of the world is about to be cat out. This ‘ruler’ is not to be mistakne as the emperor of Rome or any such politicla figure. Rather, it is a figure for the adversary, Satan, whose dominion is death. In the cross Christ conquers death, faith in Christ brings eternal life , in this death loses its power. Even so is the ‘ruler of this world’ overthrown. 


Jesus prefigures his death and is again confronted by the question, Who is this Son of Man? The question has been asked before by learned men, now it is put by a crowd.  For these the question has a slightly different aspect. They understand the double meaning of ‘lifted up’, but they only can accept the concept of exalted, not of crucified. The messiah the seek, the ‘son of man’ they expect is a warrior-king who will bring divine judgment. All the images of prophecy are conflated in their expectations. (Unlike the Temple men who confronted Jesus with a similar question, for whom each role was delineated.)


From here the evangelist returns to his early theme of light/darkness.  The evangelist has been accused at times of stealing from the Essenes in his use of this terminology. This is doubtful. The dating of the Qumran literature and of the Essene community are not that secure. Further, such imagery can also be found in the much earlier Pauline epistles. Simply because Qumran/the Essenes used a similar dichotomy need not imply that it was either original or exclusive to their sect.

13:1-20
Service


We move now to the ‘Upper Room’, to the scene of the Last Supper. The evangelist, unlike those of the synoptics, does not make this a Passover meal.  The significance of this continues to be much debated by scholars. We will leave the question here with merely an observation of its existence. From this point on all of Jesus’ instruction will be for the chosen disciples, not the general crowds. 


The first action is taken by Jesus. The meal is in progress and he takes on the role of a household slave or servant to wash the presumably dusty feet of his disciples. Peter, outspoken as ever, is astonished and, seemingly, horrified. Assured by Jesus that this action is an enactment of unity among Jesus and his followers Peter pleads to be included as completely as he can imagine. 


Once again the evangelist manipulates a scene of deliberate misunderstanding. Peter thinks he knows what Jesus means. On the face of things, he is right.  However, Jesus’ next response is on a very different level. Now the point is not the act, but what is signifies.  Not the washing of feet, but spiritual cleanliness. One among those present is not clean. This does not mean that Jesus did not wash Judas’ feet, but rather that he recognized the presence of his betrayer. 


The next few verses speak of Jesus act as an example to be imitated. If we bear in mind that Jesus  seems to have washed even the feet of Judas Iscariot that example becomes one not only of service and humility, but also of forgiveness and mercy. 

13:21-30
Betrayal


The presence of a traitor has been recognized and mentioned, but not identified.  A passage
 has been cited which refers to the traitor as one who has shred bread. That is now to be enacted, and yet still not understood by the others present. 


Judas has been given now at least two opportunities to recognize himself in Jesus’ words and choose a different path. Judas’ role as betrayer was no predestined. He has the freedom to refuse that role, to accept the opportunities Jesus here offered. He has been included in Jesus’ acceptance as fully as the others. Jesus has washed his feet and offered him bread with his own hands. Yet, Judas flees the room.   

13:31-38
Love One Another


Once Judas has left, the path has become more certain. The sequence which will lead to the cross and Jesus’ glorification has been initiated in accord with the divine plan. This is the cause for a wealth of r3eassurance to be offered to the remianing disciples.  Tehse reassurances consist mostly of reiterations of former teachings, now centered upon one command: love one another as I have loved you. 

14:1-31
Reassurances


We move now into one of two final discourses.  Here, the discourse is in response to four questions which are posed. Peter had asked ‘Lord, why cannot I follow you now?” Thomas will wonder, “Lord, we do not know where you are going, how can we know the way?” Philip will demand, “Lord, show us the Father and we shall be satified.” Judas, (not Iscariot) probes, ‘Lord, how is it that you will manifest yourself to us, and not to the world?”


The cannot of Peter’s question was the same as the cannot  of a similar exchange between Jesus and the Pharisees. As we noted then, this does not imply forbiddance but outright inability. The Greek verb which is so translated  means more literally  ‘you have not the power' or  ‘you are not able’.  The understanding and faith of the disciples is not yet complete. This is why they cannot follow where he is going yet.  In time, they will follow. 


Now comes Thomas’ question.  How can they follow if they do not know the way. The response to this is another of the ego eimi sayings : I am the way, and the truth, and the life. This is a succinct statement of themes that have already been expressed. In it is also implied Jesus’ unity with the Father. He had at least once referred to God with the expression   “he who sent me is true’ (7:28). That Jesus intends such an identification is made clear in the next sentence:  If you had known me, you would have known my Father also . . . ‘.


It is this which provokes Philip’s entreaty: “Lord, show us the Father . . .” . Here we have another case of the evangelist’s use of deliberate misunderstanding. Philip is being obtuse. Jesus has made clear any number of times that he and the Father are one. That is now reiterated with traditional triple repetition : “ . . . I am in the Father and the Father in me . . . the Father who dwells in me . . . I am in the Father and the Father in me.”  (v.10-11).  This assurance is then followed with the reassurance that when Jesus departs from this life he will still remain in the form of the Paraclete whom he shall send from the Father (v. 16). This is the first clear description of the Trinity in the Gospels. It is hinted at elsewhere, but those hints are only evident with the advantage of hindsight, of knowledge of what is said after, of the theology which develops later.  Here the triple identity is evident.


Within Jesus’ response to Philip we also find the evangelists distinction of two types of faith. There is the true faith in Jesus because of his words, a recognition of who he is, then there is the faith which recognizes Jesus only because of his works. This is still faith, but it is a less desirable response than the former.



This is followed by yet another intentional misunderstanding. Jesus states that : “he who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I will love him and manifest myself to him”.  Judas, not the one, the evangelist notes, called Iscariot who is the betrayer, hears this to mean that Jesus’ self-revelation is exclusive to those present.  This is clarified, Jesus  will be manifest not only to those present, but to all who come to faith in him, all who  will  keep (his) word.


This discourse is concluded with another assurance of Jesus’ continued presence after his death in the form of the Paraclete.  The evangelist also restates that all that is happening in done willingly by Jesus in accord with the divine plan at the appropriate time. In expressing this the evangelist uses the phrase ‘the ruler of this world’. Here the intent of this phrase rather clearly refers to death. Jesus, who is life, who gives eternal life, will experience death. Not because it has any power over him, but to demonstrate God’s power over it, and “so that the world may know that I love the Father”.


The dialogue continues, but seems something of an insertion or addendum, for this segment ends with the words “Rise, let us go hence.” Chapters 15-17 are a separate section, perhaps from a different source, which are included here as though they are also part of the Upper Room exchange. However, it seems that the original intent would have been for the text to move immediately to the opening of chapter 18 : “When Jesus had spoken these words, he went forth with his disciples across the Kidron valley . . .”.  We shall follow the text as we currently have it.

15:1-17
I am the Vine


We now meet a familiar allegory, that of the fruitful vine. This symbol was used   frequently in the Old Testament, most often as a representation of Israel and God’s relationship with her. Its usage here is not dissimilar It is a though the evangelist or one of his editors was familiar with a vineyard parable or allegory and here interwove it with the theme of Jesus’ unity with his disciples.  Indeed, the remainder of this section is almost entirely restatements of what has been said in the previous two chapters, the command to the disciples to love one another, the injunction to be as servants  in their humility, their fellowship with Jesus.

15:18-16:4a
The World’s Hatred


The discourse moves now to the them of persecution. The word ‘hate’ is found often in most translations of this section. This is an awkward translation  of an ambiguous term. While it is certainly not incorrect to translate the Greek word miseo as hate, it is less than precise. ‘Hate’ is a word that in our usage has both overtones of extreme emotion and a weakness of meaning due to its overuse in everyday speech. A child will say he hates peas, we speak of hating the thoughtless actions of others, such use has undermined the essence of the word. Yet, we also find ourselves correcting that same child, ‘You do not hate peas, you just don’t like them.’ Or even more, being horrified by the spiteful ‘I hate you’ of a child to another. We try to emphasize that this word is too strong for the emotions being declared. We recognize in the term a total rejection and condemnation. Its utterance is not unlike a curse. 


Is this what is meant in the gospel passage? No. More likely, the intended meaning is ‘to persecute’. The problem with this translation is that the verb dioko is used in the same paragraph. This term is also translatable as persecute, although it carries the sense of pursuit. It seems that translating miseo also as persecute makes more sense, even if it is redundant. This certainly would seem the case in verses 22-24. Those who persecuted Jesus, his disciples and the early Christian community did not hate God, but it would seem appropriate to perceive them as persecuting God through their actions toward these. Perhaps a better term needs be found for dioko. 


Persecution of the Johannine community is indeed the theme, as is made more clear in 16:2 which again refers to the expulsion from the synagogues. The comfort is to be the arrival of the Paraclete. The reason for the discourse is so that it will be recalled and understood when the situation of which he has spoken has occurred. (i.e. In the time at which the evangelist writes.)

16:4b-33
Words of Consolation


The focus now turns not from persecution to sorrow. Jesus is about to depart this life. The evangelist relates Jesus’ recognition of  what this may mean to his disciples and his words of comfort. There is little said here that has not already been said. It is simply tied in a bundle. 


At the end of the monologue the disciples think they at last understand.  They are forewarned, though, that they will not truly understand until the events of which Jesus has spoken have come to pass.

17:1-26
Invocation


The evangelist now presents us with another of Jesus’ prayers. As with those that have preceded, this one is uttered not solely for the intent of the prayer, but also deliberately in the presence of the disciples that they may understand Jesus’ relationship with the Father and with them. 


The focus of the prayer is the continuation of the ministry which he has begun. Jesus prays for the disciples to be blessed and strengthened. He stresses his own unity with the Father and that this unity is to be shared with the dsciples:  “Holy Father, keep them in thy name, which thou hast given me, that they may be one even as we are one.”

It is a prayer of consecration (one might imagine it being used, in a variant form, in the consecration of leaders of the Johannine community) :  “And for their sake I consecrate myself, that they also may be consecrated in truth.”


The prayer is also extended to include not just those present but all who come to faith in Jesus:  “I do not pry for these only, but also for those who believe in me through their word, that they may all be one; even as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that thou hast sent me.”

 It is traditional to adopt the words of Martin Luther and see in 3:16 the ‘gospel in miniature’. However, if one wanted to understand the message of this evangelist, it is perhaps most succinctly found in this verse.


With a final repetition of Jesus’ love and desire for unity among his followers, the prayer ends.  From here on the action takes precedence and moves at a rapid pace.

18:1-11
Arrest


“When Jesus had finished these words . . .”  With this standard transition the evangelist moves from the final discourse of Jesus to the rapid succession of events which comprises the Passion and Resurrection narrative. 


Jesus leads his disciples to a garden across the Kidron valley. Much speculation has been done as to the precise location of Jesus’ arrest. Based upon the identification of Gethsemane an ancient Olive press in a stone structure has been proposed as a possible gathering place, that or an enclosed garden, for the ‘enter into’ the place. In the Johannine account the term Gethsamene is avoided in favor of a mention of the Kidron valley.  In keeping with this evangelist’s use of multiple levels of meaning and of passing allusions to scripture it is possible that this was a very intentional transposition.  There is a likely reference to Ezek. 47:1 or Zech. 14.8. (see Appendix IV for text.) This ties with Jesus’ reference to himself as ‘living water’ and also would make more sense of the imagery of  the disciples a fishers of men and of Jesus as the vine. These allusions also enhance the eschatological tone of Jesus’ final discourses.


Judas now returns, having done what he was going to do (14.27).  The place is familiar to him. This is not the first time Jesus has spent time here with his followers.  It is interesting that this evangelist records the complicity of Roman and Temple soldiers in the arrest.  The intent of this combination has been much debated by scholars. It is historically unlikely that a Roman cohort would have accompanied Temple guards to make an arrest.  The large force does, however, fit with the accusations brought against Jesus: sedition by calling himself a king of the Jews. Such a charge would have provoked Roman interest and they could reasonably send a company of soldiers to make sure that Jesus’ followers did not start a riot.


Jesus’ is portrayed as replying to the standard inquiry as to identity with ‘ego eimi’ (I Am). This could simply be intended as a admission ‘I am he whom you seek’. The reaction of the soldiers makes the reader suspect rather that this is a declaration like that of  8:58, an identification of Jesus with the Father.


The incident of the sword is a tradition that this evangelist holds in common with the synoptics.

18:12-27
At the home of Caiaphas


Unlike the synoptics in which Jesus is led before Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin, Jesus is here led before Annas, who is not technically the high priest. He had held that office from 6-15 CE and was succeeded by a sequence of five sons, one grandson and one son-in-law. Caiaphas was that son-in-law. He ruled as high priest  from 18-36 CE.  The high priest was an appointment of Roman officialdom, the title being given to any one among the family of chief priests. Annas would be referred to as high priest at this time much as we would still refer to Gerald Ford as Mr. President. The title was honorary. Annas would also still hold much authority as the patriarch of the chief priests. 


The evangelist carefully crafted the ensuing sequence of scenes in a manner which highlighted the contrast between Jesus’ determined admissions and the frightened denials of Peter. 

18:28-19:16
The Roman Trial


It was common practice for Roman officials to begin their day quite early so as to be done with official business well before midday.  The entire night has passed, it is now probably sometime around dawn. Jesus is taken to Pontius Pilate. We are allowed by the evangelist to assume that there has been some communication between Caiaphas and Pilate as to the charges being preferred against Jesus and the desire to move rapidly with his case. 


The reasons for the priests not entering the praetorium are not well-documented by extra-biblical sources.  Whatever their reason, or that of the evangelist for arranging the scene thus, the priests and their company remain outside the place of Roman judgment as Jesus is led before Pilate.  Pilate continually attempts to keep the entire matter very objective.  The evangelist, however, constructs a play in which innuendo and multiple levels of meaning can come to the forefront. Pilate and the priestly coalition continually attempt to put the matter entirely in the hands of the other. 


Meanwhile , there is the interaction between Jesus and Pilate. As with so many exchanges in this gospel, Jesus’ interlocutor  fails repeatedly to understand Jesus’ replies.  Pilate is hoping for simple answers to mundane questions, Jesus replies in terms of prophecy and philosophy. 


Seeing in Jesus no threat to the emperor or the imperium Pilate endeavors to release him.  The custom to which he makes reference in v. 39 is uncertain. The release of Barabbas, a political trouble-maker, (seditionist, possibly a Zealot) is demanded. 


The maltreatment of Jesus which follows would be in accord with the common practice of Roman judiciary. It was done to teach a lesson regardless of the guilt of the accused.  After some quibbling the ‘Jews’ level their true accusation - ‘he has made himself the Son of God’.  This provokes a new curiosity in Pilate. The accusation would have a different meaning to a pagan than to a Jew. Pilate may well have feared that their accusation was true according to his own beliefs - that Jesus was some sort of demi-god; in which case he would need to be careful of which deity he might anger. Jesus’ reticence in the face of the oft repeated  ‘Where are you from?’ seems to convince Pilate that Jesus is merely human. His threat/promise is rebuked by Jesus with a reference to authority. Pilate is acting within his authority, but the ‘Jews’ are acting contrary to their own law and so they have ‘ the greater sin ‘ . 


The “Jews’ now play their trump card. Pilate’s position is reliant upon Imperial favor. They have their own access to the imperial ear and can use it to unseat Pilate. The procurator concedes the case. He will do as they ask, despite his own findings.  He plays his own gamut, though, in retaliation for the blackmail.  

19:17-37
Crucifixion


The details of the crucifixion are all in keeping with Roman custom. The accused carries his own cross-piece, the soldiers throw dice for his garments (an act to which the evangelist appends a citation of Ps. 22, a psalm much used by the synoptics and elsewhere in relation to the crucifixion), a plaque bearing the crime of the crucified is hung upon him or affixed to the cross.  


Pilate’s choice of words for the plaque on Jesus’ cross riles the ‘Jews’.  Jesus was not their king. He had made a false (according to them) claim of being messiah. Pilate’s wording gave validity to Jesus’ claim, however unintentionally. 


The evangelist now draws our attention to some few of the disciples gathered at the foot of the cross. These are three or four women, and the ‘disciple whom he loved’.   The identification of the women is not clear. We are certain of Jesus’ mother and Mary  Magdalene. The question remains whether ‘ and his mother’s  sister, Mary the wife of Clopas’ refers to one or two women.  There is some reason to suppose that these are two separate women if we attempt an accord between all the synoptics and John, for in Mark 15.40 we find “women looking from afar, among whom were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses, and Salome . . . “  whereas in Mat. 27.56  we find ‘Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and the mother of the sons of Zebedee.”  This would lead us to find three Mary’s (Jesus’ mother being included only by John) and Salome, whom by John’s account would seem to be the sister of  Jesus’ mother. (This would make James and John his cousins!) This is not conclusive, and a deeper exploration of Jesus’ fmaily relations is beyond the scipe of this text.


In a very human moment Jesus commits the care of his mother to his beloved disciple.  If the unnamed woman is Salome and she is Mary’s sister andd the mother otherefore of John (whom we assume to be the beloved disciple) the Jesus is quite reasonably giving her care to his cousin. This would certainly be within the bounds of Jewish custom, especially if Jesus was her only son.  This act would also serve to refute docetist teachings that Jesus was either not truly human and/or that he never was crucified but that another (Simon of Cyrene) took his place. 


The account of Jesus drinking vinegar here is not to be confused with the wine flavored with myrrh ( a sedative) which he refuses in Mark 15:23.  Indeed, this is rather a fulfillment of Psalm 69.21, (as so often, the entire Psalm is alluded to).  Jesus’ last words as recorded by this evangelist are a recognition of his completion of his Father’s plan.  The translation of ‘finished’ is unsatisfying. The Greek term is more fully understood in the sense of fulfillment and completion.  (It is the same term as used in 17.4).


The narrative turns again to surrounding details.  So as not to have any bodies left hanging on the Passover the Jewish authorities ask that the men be allowed to die quickly by having their legs broken. Such an act would prevent the prolongation of death by asphyxiation. (A crucified man did not die of blood loss or exposure, but rather suffocated to death, being unable to draw in sufficient air due to being hung by the wrists. Any support for the feet or buttocks only served to prolong the agony.)  The evangelist is once again concerned to cite the fulfillment of as many possibly messianic passages as he can.  

Psalm 34.20

He keeps all their bones;  not one of them will be broken.

Ex. 12.46 (concerning the Passover lamb)

It shall be eaten in one house; you shall not take any of the animal outside the house, and you shall not break any of its bones.

Num. 9.12     They shall leave none of it until morning, nor break a bone of it; according to all the statute for the passover they shall keep it.

Zech. 12.10     And I will pour out a spirit of compassion and supplication on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem, so that, when they look on the one  whom they have pierced, they shall mourn for him, as one mourns for an only child, and weep bitterly over him, as one weeps over a firstborn.

19:38-42
Burial


We now find an interesting situation.  Two members of the Sanhedrin come to Pilate to make provision for the burial of Jesus. These are Joseph of Arimathea (who is also known to the synoptics) and Nicodemus.  They provide an ample amount of spices to anoint Jesus, so much that they probably needed assistance carrying it. These spices are of such quantity as to suggest a royal burial. The burial is done in suitable Jewish fashion. 

20:1-18
Empty Tomb


The crucifixion was on Friday afternoon, it is now Sunday morning.  Mary Magdalene comes to the tomb and finds it disturbed.  Without any further ado she hurries to tell the Peter and the beloved disciple. They hasten back to see of what she speaks. What ensues is a rapid sequence of confirmations of the resurrection of Jesus. His body has not been stolen, the linens are laid out to neatly for such a suggestion.  Mary is nonetheless distraught and remains at the tomb in tears. As a result she is witness to the presence of angels  and an appearance of the transformed Jesus. This narrative serves to demonstrate the reality of the resurrection and the immediate faith of the disciples. 


As is noted by Pheme Perkins :  the evangelist “has recast the resurrection message so that it is clear that Jesus; return is not to the disciples in the various appearance stories.  His return is his exaltation to his place with the Father.”

20:19-29
Appearances


The evangelist now presents us with two appearances of Jesus to the gathered disciples. In the first Thomas is absent. We might conjecture that he preferred to be alone in his grief but rejoins the others prior to the departure from Jerusalem.  


There are three significant items in the first appearance. One of these is the demonstration of  the wounds. The evangelist is again verifying that Jesus was indeed crucified and that he did rise (transformed so that he could appear even though the doors were locked).  The second item is the manner in which the Holy Spirit is bestowed upon the disciples. Jesus ‘breathed on them’.   The verb here parallels that of Genesis 2.7 :  “then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground , and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life”.  In the Genesis passage it was the life of this world which was breathed into Adam. In the gospel passage it is eternal life which is granted with the bestowal of the Spirit. The third item is one which parallels Matthew 18.18, the granting of the authority to forgive and retain sins. As we noted in our study of Matthew’s gospel, the wording of the passage is such that the authority is one of declaration. It is God who forgives and retains sin, but it is granted to the disciples to mediate and make declaration.


In the second appearance to the gathered disciples Thomas is present.  He has not been convinced by his companions that they have indeed seen the risen Lord. Now Thomas sees for himself and his faith is instantaneous and complete. He does not probe the wounds as he had said he would need to do. His immediate reply is ‘My Lord and God.”  A recognition and acknowledgment of Jesus as Christ and of his unity with the Father.   Appended to this is the beatitude on true faith:  Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe. 

20:30-31
Conclusion


The evangelist acknowledges that what he has related is only a small part of all that Jesus had said and done. He also declares the intent of his gospel - to invoke and preserve faith in Christ.

21:1-23
Epilogue


Even though the end of chapter 21 seems a conclusion to the gospel we find an epilogue added. In this  we find a later appearance of Jesus to the disciples after they have returned to Galilee.  It is commonly accepted that this last chapter was added by an editor, although there is insufficient textual evidence to assert that this gospel was widely circulated without this epilogue.

    The appearance here recorded bears a striking resemblance to an event recorded in  Luke 5.1-11 , Mt 4.18-22 and Mk 1.16-20. It is not unreasonable to suppose that either the event was repeated in a post-resurrection appearance, which would certainly account for the lack of astonishment on the part of the apostles in the Johannine narrative. The other possibility, which neither excludes nor requires the first, is that the evangelist transposed the event to this point in time to  make the relevance to the mission of the disciples more clear. They shall now be fishers of men and the net of faith will be able to hold all that might be caught, no matter how great their numbers.

Jesus and Peter now go aside for a private conversation.  There are several possible explanations for the triple questioning of Peter. The simplest is that the evangelist is making use of the ancient custom of triple repetition for emphasis. A second is that Jesus is reminding Peter of his triple denial and that by his three-fold proclamation of love Peter makes contrition for that denial. Another explanation which has been proposed hinges on the variance in Jesus’ replies. This third possibility supposes that Peter is being instructed to care for Jews who come to believe, for God-fearing Gentiles or Gentile converts to Judaism who come to believe, and for all others who come to believe.  Whatever the particulars, it is clear that Peter is being entrusted with the care of Jesus’ followers. 

The reference to the manner of Peter’s death is not surprising. Peter was martyred between 64-68 CE (during the reign of Nero).  He was crucified. 

Peter questions the fate of the ‘beloved disciple’. This passage has engendered much speculation about the rumors which this passage refutes and also the dating of the epilogue.  It is unclear whether the beloved disciple is yet alive at the time of writing or if this passage was written after his death. In either case the ‘until I come’ probably refers to the earlier belief that Jesus would return within one generation, the expectation of an ‘imminent parousia’.  It seems most likely that the rumor was that the beloved disciple was not to die until the return of Christ, but that he had indeed died by the time this passage was written. In this case it would have been written to reassure a grieving community and to refute the validity of any such rumor. 

21:24-25
Second Conclusion


The very last verse reiterates the theme of 20:30-31. It seems, though, to be from a different hand. It almost sounds like an apology for adding to the original material of the evangelist as well a demurance for not adding even more material.

Appendix I

The Testimony of John

Ch. 1:6-8,15, 19-39    There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light. (John testified to him and cried out, “This was he of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me ranks ahead of me because he was before me.’ ”) 

This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, “Who are you?” He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, “I am not the Messiah.” And they asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” “Are you the prophet?” He answered, “No.” Then they said to him, “Who are you? Let us have an answer for those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” He said,

“I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness,

‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’ ”

as the prophet Isaiah said.

    Now they had been sent from the Pharisees. They asked him, “Why then are you baptizing if you are neither the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?” John answered them, “I baptize with water. Among you stands one whom you do not know, the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal.” This took place in Bethany across the Jordan where John was baptizing.

 The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! This is he of whom I said, ‘After me comes a man who ranks ahead of me because he was before me.’ I myself did not know him; but I came baptizing with water for this reason, that he might be revealed to Israel.” And John testified, “I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him. I myself did not know him, but the one who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’ And I myself have seen and have testified that this is the Son of God.”  The next day John again was standing with two of his disciples, and as he watched Jesus walk by, he exclaimed, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!” The two disciples heard him say this, and they followed Jesus. 

Ch. 2:22-30   After this Jesus and his disciples went into the Judean countryside, and he spent some time there with them and baptized.  John also was baptizing at Aenon near Salim because water was abundant there; and people kept coming and were being baptized —John, of course, had not yet been thrown into prison.

Now a discussion about purification arose between John’s disciples and a Jew.  They came to John and said to him, “Rabbi, the one who was with you across the Jordan, to whom you testified, here he is baptizing, and all are going to him.”  John answered, “No one can receive anything except what has been given from heaven.  You yourselves are my witnesses that I said, ‘I am not the Messiah,  but I have been sent ahead of him.’ He who has the bride is the bridegroom. The friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices greatly at the bridegroom’s voice. For this reason my joy has been fulfilled.  He must increase, but I must decrease.” 

    Ch. 4:1-3      Now when Jesus learned that the Pharisees had heard, “Jesus is making and baptizing more disciples than John” — although it was not Jesus himself but his disciples who baptized— he left Judea and started back to Galilee. 

Ch. 5:30-38     “I can do nothing on my own. As I hear, I judge; and my judgment is just, because I seek to do not my own will but the will of him who sent me.

 “If I testify about myself, my testimony is not true.  There is another who testifies on my behalf, and I know that his testimony to me is true.  You sent messengers to John, and he testified to the truth. Not that I accept such human testimony, but I say these things so that you may be saved.  He was a burning and shining lamp, and you were willing to rejoice for a while in his light. But I have a testimony greater than John’s. The works that the Father has given me to complete, the very works that I am doing, testify on my behalf that the Father has sent me.  And the Father who sent me has himself testified on my behalf. You have never heard his voice or seen his form, and you do not have his word abiding in you, because you do not believe him whom he has sent.

Ch. 10:40-42  He went away again across the Jordan to the place where John had been baptizing earlier, and he remained there.  Many came to him, and they were saying, “John performed no sign, but everything that John said about this man was true.” And many believed in him there.

Appendix II

 The Anointing of Jesus

Mark 14 

3 While he was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, † as he sat at the table, a woman came with an alabaster jar of very costly ointment of nard, and she broke open the jar and poured the ointment on his head. 4 But some were there who said to one another in anger, “Why was the ointment wasted in this way? 5 For this ointment could have been sold for more than three hundred denarii,  and the money given to the poor.” And they scolded her. 6 But Jesus said, “Let her alone; why do you trouble her? She has performed a good service for me. 7 For you always have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to them whenever you wish; but you will not always have me. 8 She has done what she could; she has anointed my body beforehand for its burial. 9 Truly I tell you, wherever the good news  is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her.”

Mat 26

3 While he was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, † as he sat at the table, a woman came with an alabaster jar of very costly ointment of nard, and she broke open the jar and poured the ointment on his head. 4 But some were there who said to one another in anger, “Why was the ointment wasted in this way? 5 For this ointment could have been sold for more than three hundred denarii,  and the money given to the poor.” And they scolded her. 6 But Jesus said, “Let her alone; why do you trouble her? She has performed a good service for me. 7 For you always have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to them whenever you wish; but you will not always have me. 8 She has done what she could; she has anointed my body beforehand for its burial. 9 Truly I tell you, wherever the good news  is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her.”

Luke 7

36 One of the Pharisees asked Jesus  to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee’s house and took his place at the table. 37 And a woman in the city, who was a sinner, having learned that he was eating in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster jar of ointment. 38 She stood behind him at his feet, weeping, and began to bathe his feet with her tears and to dry them with her hair. Then she continued kissing his feet and anointing them with the ointment. 39 Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw it, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what kind of woman this is who is touching him—that she is a sinner.” 40 Jesus spoke up and said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” “Teacher,” he replied, “Speak.” 41 “A certain creditor had two debtors; one owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. 42 When they could not pay, he canceled the debts for both of them. Now which of them will love him more?” 43 Simon answered, “I suppose the one for whom he canceled the greater debt.” And Jesus  said to him, “You have judged rightly.” 44 Then turning toward the woman, he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has bathed my feet with her tears and dried them with her hair. 45 You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped kissing my feet. 46 You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment. 47 Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven; hence she has shown great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little.” 48 Then he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 49 But those who were at the table with him began to say among themselves, “Who is this who even forgives sins?” 50 And he said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”

Appendix III
The Betrayer in Psalm 41

1 Happy are those who consider the poor; 

the Lord delivers them in the day of trouble.

2 The Lord protects them and keeps them alive;

they are called happy in the land.

You do not give them up to the will of their enemies.

3 The Lord sustains them on their sickbed;

          in their illness you heal all their infirmities. 

4 As for me, I said, “O Lord, be gracious to me;

heal me, for I have sinned against you.”

5 My enemies wonder in malice

when I will die, and my name perish.

6 And when they come to see me, they utter empty words,

while their hearts gather mischief;

when they go out, they tell it abroad.

7 All who hate me whisper together about me;

          they imagine the worst for me. 

8 They think that a deadly thing has fastened on me,

that I will not rise again from where I lie.

9 Even my bosom friend in whom I trusted,

who ate of my bread, has lifted the heel against me.

10 But you, O Lord, be gracious to me,

          and raise me up, that I may repay them. 

11 By this I know that you are pleased with me;

because my enemy has not triumphed over me.

12 But you have upheld me because of my integrity,

          and set me in your presence forever. 

13 Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel,

          from everlasting to everlasting.

Amen and Amen.

Appendix IV

The Kidron Valley

Ezekiel 47:1-12

      Then he brought me back to the entrance of the temple; there, water was flowing from below the threshold of the temple toward the east (for the temple faced east); and the water was flowing down from below the south end of the threshold of the temple, south of the altar.  Then he brought me out by way of the north gate, and led me around on the outside to the outer gate that faces toward the east; and the water was coming out on the south side.

 Going on eastward with a cord in his hand, the man measured one thousand cubits, and then led me through the water; and it was ankle-deep.  Again he measured one thousand, and led me through the water; and it was knee-deep. Again he measured one thousand, and led me through the water; and it was up to the waist.  Again he measured one thousand, and it was a river that I could not cross, for the water had risen; it was deep enough to swim in, a river that could not be crossed.  He said to me, “Mortal, have you seen this?”

Then he led me back along the bank of the river. As I came back, I saw on the bank of the river a great many trees on the one side and on the other. He said to me, “This water flows toward the eastern region and goes down into the Arabah; and when it enters the sea, the sea of stagnant waters, the water will become fresh. Wherever the river goes, every living creature that swarms will live, and there will be very many fish, once these waters reach there. It will become fresh; and everything will live where the river goes. People will stand fishing beside the sea  from En-gedi to En-eglaim; it will be a place for the spreading of nets; its fish will be of a great many kinds, like the fish of the Great Sea. But its swamps and marshes will not become fresh; they are to be left for salt. On the banks, on both sides of the river, there will grow all kinds of trees for food. Their leaves will not wither nor their fruit fail, but they will bear fresh fruit every month, because the water for them flows from the sanctuary. Their fruit will be for food, and their leaves for healing.”

Zechariah 14.1-9

 See, a day is coming for the Lord, when the plunder taken from you will be divided in your midst.  For I will gather all the nations against Jerusalem to battle, and the city shall be taken and the houses looted and the women raped; half the city shall go into exile, but the rest of the people shall not be cut off from the city.  Then the Lord will go forth and fight against those nations as when he fights on a day of battle.  On that day his feet shall stand on the Mount of Olives, which lies before Jerusalem on the east; and the Mount of Olives shall be split in two from east to west by a very wide valley; so that one half of the Mount shall withdraw northward, and the other half southward. And you shall flee by the valley of the Lord’s mountain, for the valley between the mountains shall reach to Azal; and you shall flee as you fled from the earthquake in the days of King Uzziah of Judah. Then the Lord my God will come, and all the holy ones with him.

 On that day there shall not be either cold or frost.  And there shall be continuous day (it is known to the Lord), not day and not night, for at evening time there shall be light.

 On that day living waters shall flow out from Jerusalem, half of them to the eastern sea and half of them to the western sea; it shall continue in summer as in winter.

 And the Lord will become king over all the earth; on that day the Lord will be one and his name one.
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