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WELCOME TO LIVING WAY BIBLE STUDY (LWBS)

LWBS is a practical course of study with a special emphasis on the application of God’s Word to 
the life of the individual. While emphasizing practical application, LWBS presents each book of 
the Bible as the holy, inspired Word of God, the confessional position of The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod.

Our purpose is to help equip believers to live joyfully in God’s redeeming love and to share with 
others God’s plan of salvation.

It is our prayer that the Holy Spirit will use this study to help you grow in your knowledge and 
appreciation of our God and His Word. “But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18).

STUDY STRUCTURE

LI V I NG WAY B I B LE ST U DY SUGGESTS T H IS FO U R-ST EP MET HOD

1. PERSONAL – The student prays for guidance from the Holy Spirit and answers the 
Personal Application (P.A.) questions at home using only the Bible (no commentaries).

2. SMALL GROUPS – The class meets for an opening and divides into small groups 
of 8–10 people. The small group leader guides the group through the P.A. questions, 
encouraging each to share their answers and discuss further as time allows.

3. THE MESSAGE – The lecture or message is given by a pastor or layperson who has 
researched the material and presents the study, giving personal insight and augmenting, but 
not duplicating, the author’s comments.

4. THE NARRATIVE – The author’s comments or narrative, along with the P.A. questions 
for the next lesson, are given out at the end of the class. At the next class meeting, 
before answering the P.A. questions, the small groups may choose to review the author’s 
comments of the last lesson, and share what each has highlighted as meaningful or 
important.

With this four-step method the student has the opportunity to study the particular section of 
Scripture covered by the lesson from four different approaches. This emphasizes the Bible text 
and gives the student an understanding and ownership for each section studied. 

Each lesson should be stapled together according to the number of the lesson in the right-hand 
corner of the page. The P.A. questions for the next week should be attached after the author’s 
narrative for the current week, as they will be the home study for the next class session.

The first meeting of the class is an introduction to the study. Since the members of the small groups 
have no P.A. questions to discuss at the first meeting, they may use the time to get acquainted or 
to tell what they hope to receive by studying this course. At the first meeting, the lecturer presents 
background information about the course, using the Introduction lesson as a guide.
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“John’s Gospel is no idle tale. Its goal is not entertainment. 
It calls for commitment. Like great music, it begins softly 

before reaching a dramatic crescendo. You may enjoy 
the music or plug your ears but you cannot ignore it.”

IntroductIon
Thank	God	for	the	Gospel	of	John.	It	preserves	and	teaches	the	story	of	
Jesus	with	tremendous	clarity	and	force.	Often	using	simple	words	John	
conveys	complex	truths.	“God	so	loved	the	world	that	He	sent	His	only	Son	
that	whoever	believes	in	Him	shall	not	perish	but	have	eternal	life”	(John	
3:16).	That	simple	so-called	“Gospel	in	a	nutshell”	summarizes	the	Christian	
faith	well.	It	leaves	us	pondering	the	relationship	of	the	Father	and	the	Son,	
the	uniqueness	of	Jesus,	the	meaning	of	faith,	the	threat	of	judgment,	the	
blessing	of	eternal	life	and	the	mystery	of	God’s	love.

purpose of the GospeL
There	is	no	mystery	why	the	Gospel	was	written.	John	20:31	clearly	gives	the	
goal.	“These	(signs)	are	written	that	you	may	believe	that	Jesus	is	the	Christ,	
the	Son	of	God,	and	that	by	believing	you	may	have	life	in	his	name.”	The	words	
ring	clear	with	typical	Johannine	simplicity	and	truth.	Yet	careful	consideration	
reveals	typical	Johannine	complexity.	For	example,	what	is	“Iife?”	Is it spiritual 
life, or life after death, or both?	Does	“believing”	mean	to	know	that	Jesus	is	
God’s	Son,	to	be	aware	of	His	power,	to	trust	Him	as	reliable,	to	expect	Him	to	
solve	life’s	problems,	to	understand	the	value	of	His	death	and	resurrection,	or	
all	of	the	above?	What	does	it	mean	to	call	Jesus	“Christ”	and	“Son	of	God?”	Do	
the	titles	complement	each	other	or	teach	different	truths?	Does	“in	His	name”	
refer	to	Jesus’	powerful	signs	(miracles),	His	teaching	and	revelation	of	God’s	
truth,	His	entire	life	and	ministry,	or	does	it	even	hint	to	Christian	baptism?	
Hopefully,	careful	study	of	the	Gospel	will	help	us	answer	such	questions.

AuthorshIp
Studies	on	the	Gospel	of	John	often	begin	by	noting	the	tradition	that	
claims	the	book	was	written	by	John,	the	Son	of	Zebedee,	about	90	AD	in	
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Ephesus.	The	tradition	may	be	true,	but	the	Gospel	itself	
suggests	such	information	is	unimportant.	The	Gospel	
author	remains	anonymous	(21:24).	John,	the	Son	of	
Zebedee,	is	never	even	named	in	the	book.	Unlike	Paul’s	
letters,	John’s	Gospel	does	not	tell	by	whom	it	was	
originally	written.	Rather	than	evaluate	the	tradition	about	
authorship,	profitable	study	begins	with	the	study	of	the	
Gospel	itself.

“On the other hand, John’s uniqueness is 
not limited to theological insights. Thanks 
to John’s Gospel we have a more complete 

historical understanding of Jesus’ ministry.”

John’s reLAtIon to GospeL of mAttheW, mArk And Luke
The	Gospels	of	Matthew,	Mark,	and	Luke	are	often	
called	the	“Synoptic	Gospels”	because,	as	the	Greek	
words	behind	“synoptic”	suggest,	they	“look	together”	
with	a	“common	perspective”	at	Jesus’	life	and	work.	The	
Gospel	of	John	presents	the	story	of	Jesus	from	such	a	
unique	perspective	that	it	is	usually	studied	somewhat	
independent	of	the	other	three	Gospels.	For	example,	
read	how	the	different	Gospels	describe	the	events	in	the	
Garden	of	Gethsemane	on	the	night	Jesus	is	arrested	
(Matthew	26:36-56,	Mark	14:32-50,	Luke	22:40-53,	
John	18:1-11).	Matthew,	Mark	and	Luke	show	the	agony	
and	humiliation	of	Jesus.	John	shows	Jesus,	as	God,	
dominating	the	arrest	procedure.	He	“gives”	Himself	to	
fulfilling	God’s	will.

As	another	example	of	Johannine	uniqueness,	read	the	
stories	of	Jesus	cleansing	the	temple	(Matthew	21:12-
13,	Mark	11:15-17,	Luke	19:45-46	and	John	2:13-17).	
One	major	difference	is	the	timing	of	the	cleansing.	The	
Synoptics	record	it	after	the	entry	into	Jerusalem	but	John	
puts	it	early	in	Jesus’	ministry.	Martin	Luther,	and	scholars	
long	before	and	after	him,	have	debated	the	importance	of	
the	differences.	They	debate	whether	Jesus	cleansed	the	
temple	once	or	twice.	If	twice,	why	did	John	report	only	the	
earlier	incident	and	if	once	why	did	John	tell	it	at	a	time	
so	different	from	that	of	the	Synoptics?	Some	Christians	
think	that	John	tells	of	the	event	early	in	Jesus’	career	for	
theological	(rather	than	chronological)	reasons.	John	shows	
from	the	very	beginning	how	Jesus	critiques	old	religious	
practices	and	calls	for	a	new	relationship	with	God.	With	

the	signs	in	Jerusalem	the	greatness	of	Jesus	begins	to	
unfold	as	promised	to	Nathanael	(John	1:51).	Furthermore,	
John’s	version	eliminates	the	possibility	of	unbelievers	
thinking	that	Jesus	was	a	revolutionary	who	was	crucified	
because	He	tried	to	instigate	a	rebellion	in	the	temple	
precincts.	As	you	note	ways	in	which	John	differs	from	the	
Synoptics,	think	about	ways	in	which	John	may	be	using	
the	material	to	teach	more	clearly	Jesus’	meaning.

On	the	other	hand,	John’s	uniqueness	is	not	limited	to	
theological	insights.	Thanks	to	John’s	Gospel	we	have	a	
more	complete	historical	understanding	of	Jesus’	ministry.	
Most	of	Jesus’	public	ministry	reported	in	the	Synoptics	is	
in	Galilee	while	John	also	describes	His	work	in	or	near	
Jerusalem.	If	we	read	only	Synoptics,	we	could	think	that	
Jesus’	public	ministry	lasted	less	than	one	year	because	
He	goes	to	Jerusalem	to	celebrate	the	Passover	only	one	
time	(Matthew	21:1ff,	Mark	11:1ff,	Luke	19:28ff).	Because	
of	John,	we	speak	of	Jesus’	three	year	public	ministry.	
Only	John	records	Jesus	going	to	Jerusalem	for	three	
Passover	celebrations	(d.	John	2:13ff,	6:4,	13:1ff).

Part	of	the	greatness	of	John’s	Gospel	lies	in	telling	us	things	
not	recorded	in	the	Synoptics.	Part	of	the	mystery	of	John’s	
Gospel	Iies	in	not	telling	us	major	important	things	about	
Jesus	that	the	Synoptics	all	record.	For	example,	in	the	
Gospel	of	John	there	are	no	birth	stories,	no	report	of	Jesus’	
own	baptism	or	His	subsequent	temptations.	John	records	
none	of	the	Synoptic	parables,	fewer	miracles	(John	records	
seven	signs,	but	Mark’s	shorter	Gospel	records	nineteen	
miracles),	no	confession	by	Peter	at	Caesarea	Philippi,	no	
transfiguration,	no	words	of	institution	of	either	baptism	or	
eucharist,	no	prayerful	struggle	in	Gethsemane,	no	help	
by	Simon	of	Cyrene	in	carrying	the	cross,	no	darkness	on	
Calvary	and	no	cry	of	rejection	from	the	cross.	Did	John	
deliberately	leave	out	(Synoptic)	information	already	known?	
Or	did	John,	without	reference	to	the	Synoptic	Gospels,	
simple	tell	the	story	differently?

Reference	to	the	Johannine	materials	not	found	in	the	
Synoptics	also	helps	us	think	about	such	questions.	
For	example,	only	John	records	the	confession	of	John	
the	Baptist,	that	Jesus	is	the	Lamb	of	God	(1:29),	the	
wedding	at	Cana	(2:1ff),	the	conversation	with	Nicodemus	
(3:1ff),	the	mission	with	the	Samaritan	woman	(4:4ff),	the	
healing	at	Bethesada	(5:1ff),	the	self	explanation	after	
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feeding	5,000	people	(6:25ff),	the	events	at	the	Feast	of	
the	Tabernacles	(7:1ff),	the	healing	of	the	blind	man	in	
Jerusalem	(9:1ff),	the	events	surrounding	the	death	of	
Lazarus	(11:4ff),	the	upper	room	teachings	(14-17),	the	
events	of	Easter	involving	Peter,	Mary	Magdalene	and	
other	disciples	(20:1-29),	and	the	post-Easter	events	near	
the	Sea	of	Tiberias	(21:1-22).

Not	only	does	John	record	different	events	in	the	life	
of	Jesus	but	he	also	shows	a	different	side	of	Jesus’	
teaching.	To	become	more	aware	of	some	of	the	
differences,	read	the	Sermon	on	the	Mount	in	chapter	five	
through	seven	of	Matthew	and	then	read	Jesus	sayings	in	
John	6:32-49	or	in	chapters	fourteen	through	seventeen.	
Note	that	Matthew’s	report	of	the	Sermon	on	the	Mount	
emphasizes	human	conduct	and	it	does	not	deal	explicitly	
with	who	Jesus	is.	The	focus	is	God’s	loving	power	and	
human	beings’	loving	response.	In	John,	however,	note	
how	much	Jesus	talks	about	Himself	and	His	relationship	
to	His	Father	and	to	His	disciples.	In	Matthew,	Jesus	
proclaims	God’s	way,	truth,	and	life.	In	John,	Jesus	shows	
that	He	is	the	way,	the	truth,	and	the	life.

In	summary,	when	we	study	the	Gospel	of	John	it	is	helpful	
to	keep	in	mind	the	uniqueness	of	John.	John	is	not	merely	
telling	the	history	about	Jesus	but	wants	us	to	share	the	
faith	of	Jesus.	Awareness	of	John’s	uniqueness	often	
enriches	our	understanding	of	Jesus.	In	the	Synoptics,	
Jesus	speaks	explicitly	of	the	Kingdom	of	God	but	merely	
implies	His	relationship	to	the	Father.	On	the	contrary,	
in	John’s	Gospel,	Jesus	speaks	explicitly	about	His	
relationship	with	the	Father	while	implying	the	truths	about	
the	Kingdom	of	God.	In	the	Synoptics	Jesus	stresses	what	
God	is	working	while	in	John	Jesus	stresses	how	God	is	
working	in	His	Son.	As	the	statement	of	purpose	in	John	
20:30-31	told	us,	John	writes	with	a	special	concern	that	
we	understand	Jesus.

the fIrst reAders of John’s GospeL
Who	first	read	John’s	Gospel?	Some	readers	must	have	
known	Jewish	tradition	very	well.	The	Gospel	contains	
some	nuances	that	would	be	understood	only	by	Jewish	
people.	John	is	the	most	Jewish	Gospel	even	though	
Matthew	quotes	the	Old	Testament	more	often.	As	we	will	
see	when	we	read	the	Gospel,	John	does	not	frequently	
quote	the	Old	Testament	but	rather	points	to	its	allusions	

and	symbolic	references.	For	example,	Jewish-Christian	
readers	would	fully	understand	and	treasure	Jesus’	
allusion	to	Jacob’s	ladder	(John	1:51.	Cf.	Genesis	28:12).	
Knowing	Jesus	is	like	having	Jacob’s	Bethel	experience.	
Gentiles	would	wonder	what	John	1:51	is	all	about.	Jewish	
people	would	also	catch	the	echo	of	Exodus	3:14	in	Jesus’	
saying,	“Before	Abraham	was,	I	AM”	(John	8:58).	The	“I	
AM”	which	Moses	heard	from	a	burning	bush	now	comes	
from	Jesus’	own	mouth	(Cf,	John	1:17).	Jewish	people	
familiar	with	the	usage	of	water	during	Tabernacles	would	
find	special	irony	and	force	in	Jesus	proclamations	on	the	
last	day	of	the	feast	(John	7:37-39).	Repeatedly,	the	book	
contrasts	the	significance	of	Jesus	and	His	message	to	
Moses,	national	Jewish	holidays,	and	Jewish	traditions.	
Such	claims	reach	out	to	Jewish	people.	John’s	Gospel	
clearly	seeks	to	convince	people	of	Jewish	background	
that	Jesus	calls	them	to	believe.	

On	the	other	hand,	the	Gospel	seems	to	be	written	for	
some	readers	who	know	little	about	Jewish	traditions.	The	
Gospel	contains	several	editorial	comments	to	help	such	
readers	understand	the	story.	For	example,	John	translates	
simple	Hebrew	names	and	titles	(e.g.	John	1:38,	41,	42).	
He	offers	an	explanation	(4:9)	to	readers	who	apparently	do	
not	know	about	Jewish-Samaritan	segregation	practices.	
It	reminds	me	of	the	way	we	today	must	tell	young	people	
about	segregation	laws	in	the	United	States	that	were	
in	force	a	generation	ago.	Finally,	only	readers	who	had	
never	visited	Jerusalem	would	need	to	be	told	the	distance	
of	Bethany	from	Jerusalem	(11:18).	These	and	other	
explanatory	comments	hint	that	some	readers	lived	far	
removed	from	the	time	and	places	of	Jesus.

“The most important theme in the Gospel 
of John is the meaning of Jesus.”

mAJor themes In the GospeL
Read	John	1:1-18	and	John	20:30-31	and	you	have	a	good	
review	of	major	themes	in	John’s	Gospel.	Nevertheless,	let	
me	point	out	a	few	themes.

1. The	most	important	theme	in	the	Gospel	of	John	is	the	meaning	of	Jesus.	He	is	the	Messiah,	that	is,	
God’s	appointed	leader.	John	shows	how	Jesus	fulfills	
and	surpasses	expectations	and	hopes	based	on	the	Old	



© living way bible study, inc. 4not to be reproduced in any form without permission.

The Gospel  According to  John Dr .  Robert  Holst In t roduct ion –  Lesson 1

Testament	and	even	Jewish	traditions.	Jesus	is	also	the	
Son	of	God.	John	records	again	and	again	how	Jesus	
related	Himself	and	His	work	to	the	Father.	Almost	one	
hundred	times	the	Gospel	points	to	God	as	Father	and	
all	but	eleven	of	these	are	out	of	the	mouth	of	Jesus.	
Christology,	the	teaching	of	Christ,	dominates	the	Gospel.

2. The	Gospel	calls	people	to	faith.	John	explores	the	meaning	of	faith	and	also	doubt.	Strangers,	like	
Samaritans	(4:42),	believe,	but	a	disciple,	like	Thomas	
(20:25),	doubts.	Seeing	a	miraculous	sign	can	create	faith	
(11:45)	but	its	report	can	also	create	incredible	unbelief	
(11:53).	The	signs	are	recorded	so	that	people	will	believe	
(20:30)	but	Jesus	Himself	declares	that	believing	without	
seeing	is	more	blessed	(20:29).	Faith	is	more	important	
than	miracles.

3. Life	or	eternal	life	is	a	major	theme.	The	Gospel	wants	us	to	know	what	true	life	is	and	how	we	get	it.	
John	makes	us	think	about	the	mysterious	relationship	of	
the	Christian	life	on	earth	and	the	life	after	death.	As	we	
will	see,	the	gift	of	life	in	chapter	eleven	deals	not	merely	
with	the	physical	death	of	Lazarus	but	especially	with	the	
spiritual	death	of	Martha,	Mary,	and	others.

4. John	emphasizes	witnessing	or	revelation.	Jesus	is	the	light	which	means	that	He	reveals	the	truth.	
The	verb	“to	witness”	appears	about	thirty	times	in	John	
but	only	once	each	in	Matthew	and	Luke	and	never	in	
Mark.	The	noun	“witness”	occurs	fourteen	times	in	John,	
never	in	Matthew,	three	times	in	Mark,	and	but	once	in	
Luke.	John	wants	to	teach	us	how	the	Father	witnesses	
the	Son,	the	Son	witnesses	the	Father	and,	in	Jesus,	we	
witness	to	truth,	and	to	life.

5. John	emphasizes	the	totality	of	God’s	action.	God	loves	the	whole	world.	Jewish	traditions	and	festivals	
find	deeper	meaning	in	Jesus.	Pagan	Samaritans	and	
Greeks	seek	Him.	Human	needs	for	essentials	like	food	
and	water	are	met	and	surpassed	by	Jesus.	Human	
institutions,	for	example	the	mighty	Roman	empire	
exemplified	by	Pilate,	stands	confused	and	indecisive	
compared	to	Jesus.	The	true	world	ruler	is	Jesus,	not	
Rome.	The	gift	of	the	Holy	Spirit	connects	the	past	
actions	of	God	in	Jesus	with	the	future	activities	of	God	in	
the	lives	of	all	His	disciples.

the structure of John’s GospeL
Some	people	prefer	to	study	John’s	Gospel	like	a	
seamless	robe.	They	think	that	one	section	leads	into	
another	without	a	break	and	the	stories	build	on	and	
interpret	each	other.	A	deed	of	Jesus	often	precedes	
a	teaching	by	Jesus	which	builds	on	and	explains	the	
deed.	No	doubt	if	you	read	through	the	Gospel	without	
interruption	you	will	experience	its	unfolding	power.

On	the	other	hand,	Christians	for	centuries	have	divided	
the	Gospel	into	chapters	and	verses	and	proposed	various	
outlines.	Such	logical	divisions	also	facilitate	study	and	
understanding.	Usually	John	1:1-18	is	identified	as	one	unit	
and	called	“the	prologue.”	It	serves	as	an	introduction	to	
the	Gospel	and	can	be	studied	independently.	It	anticipates	
the	theology	of	the	book	but	does	not	report	stories.

The	bulk	of	the	Gospel	tells	what	Jesus	did	and	said.	Often	
the	first	twelve	chapters	are	described	as	Jesus’	“public	
ministry”	and	chapters	thirteen	through	twenty	stand	as	
His	“private	ministry.”	In	scholarly	literature,	the	units	are	
often	called	“The	Book	of	Signs”	and	“The	Book	of	Glory,”	
respectively.	The	division	is	helpful	although	I	prefer	to	see	
chapters	eleven	and	twelve	as	a	hinge-section	connecting	
the	life	of	Jesus	with	His	death	and	resurrection.

Until	recently,	chapter	twenty-one	has	been	viewed	as	a	
strange,	even	unnecessary,	late	addition	to	the	Gospel.	It	
is	often	called	an	appendix.	I	think	that	is	wrong.	Chapter	
twenty-one	effectively	bridges	the	gap	between	Easter	and	
the	ongoing	activity	of	the	church.

A fInAL Word
As	you	read	and	study	the	Gospel	according	to	John,	I	
pray	that	you	will	feel	the	power	of	the	Holy	Spirit	giving	
you	new	understanding	and	insights	into	the	great	truth	of	
our	Christian	faith	and	life.	John’s	Gospel	is	no	idle	tale.	
Its	goal	is	not	entertainment.	It	calls	for	commitment.	Like	
great	music,	it	begins	softly	before	reaching	a	dramatic	
crescendo.	You	may	enjoy	the	music	or	plug	your	ears	but	
you	cannot	ignore	it.	When	we	read	John	we	too	cannot	
ignore	the	message.	The	truth	soars	high	and	dear.	The	
invitation	is	to	faith.	The	choice	is	acceptance	or	rejection.	
May	God	enrich	your	faith.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 1:1-18

Pray that the Word of God will bless you as you read John 1:1-18.

1.	 John	1:1-18	is	usually	called	the	prologue.	What	is	the	purpose	of	The	Prologue?

2.	 What	words	or	verses	in	the	prologue	interest	you	the	most?	Why?

3.	 Read	the	introductory	verses	of	each	of	the	other	Gospels.	Write	what	each	suggest	about	the	purpose	of	the	book	and	
what	it	means	to	you.

	 Matthew	1:1-17

	 Mark	1:1

	 Luke	1:1-4

4.	 Why	do	you	think	John’s	prologue	is	so	different	from	the	introductory	verses	of	the	other	Gospels?

5.	 How	is	the	beginning	of	John	similar	to	the	beginning	of	Genesis?

6.	 How	does	the	similarity	influence	your	thinking	as	you	begin	reading	John?

7.	 Describe	the	status	and	function	of	the	“Word”	in	John	1:1-5.
	 What	was	it?

	 What	did	it	do?

	 What	is	it	doing	now?

8.	 Why	do	you	think	John	began	with	the	term	“Word”	instead	of	simply	using	the	name	Jesus?	Think	about	how	God	
creates	in	Genesis	chapter	1	and	the	role	of	the	Word	of	God	for	the	Hebrew	prophets	before	you	reply.

9.	 Compare	John	1:3	to	Colossians	1:17.	What	activity	of	Jesus	is	described?
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	 How	does	awareness	of	Jesus’	activity	affect	your	attitude	toward	creation?

10.	 What	does	“life”	mean	to	you?	Read	John	1:4,	3:3,	5:25,	11:25-26	and	20:20-31.

11.	 In	John	1:4	&	5,	what	do	you	think	light	and	darkness	mean	or	symbolize?

12.	 How	is	John	the	Baptist	(John	1:6-8	and	15)	a	model	for	us?

13.	 John	carefully	shows	that	John	the	Baptist	is	not	greater	than	Jesus.	List	some	things	that	you	sometimes	make	more	
important	than	Jesus.

14.	 According	to	verses	12	and	13,	how	do	people	not	become	children	of	God?

	 Name	some	incorrect	reasons	why	people	today	think	they	have	a	relationship	with	God.

15.	 According	to	verse	fourteen,	what	happens	when	the	Word	becomes	flesh?

16.	 Today,	how	can	Jesus	“become	flesh	and	dwell	among	us”	so	that	the	glory	of	God	can	be	seen?

17.	 Compare	Exodus	34:6	and	Psalm	86:15	to	John	1:14	and	16.	How	do	the	Old	Testament	passages	help	you	understand	
Jesus?

18.	 What	does	it	mean	to	you	that	(1:16)	we	all	receive	“grace	upon	grace?”	List	some	“grace	upon	grace”	that	you	have	
experienced.

19.	 Why	are	you	thankful	for	the	law	given	through	Moses	but	even	more	thankful	for	grace	and	truth	in	Jesus	Christ?

20.	 According	to	John	1:18,	what	is	the	work	of	Jesus?

	 How	does	this	work	affect	your	faith?
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Lesson 2
JoHn 1 :1 -18

“If the prologue is comparable to a musical overture, the 
concluding verses provide a powerful theological crescendo. ”

purpose
Imagine	yourself	in	a	beautiful	music	hall	awaiting	an	opera	sung	by	famous	
soloists	with	the	music	provided	by	a	great	orchestra	with	a	renowned	
director.	The	lights	are	lowered	and	you	watch	the	director	step	to	the	
podium.	His	baton	is	raised	and	music	fills	the	air.	Before	the	curtain	goes	up	
or	any	note	is	sung,	that	magnificent	orchestra	plays	an	overture	introducing	
the	musical	themes	of	the	evening.	The	overture	previews	the	concert	and	
alerts	the	listeners	to	the	power,	pathos,	and	beauty	to	follow.	The	artistic	
appetite	is	whetted.

The	first	eighteen	verses	of	the	Gospel	of	John	are	like	a	grand	overture.	
Usually	called	the	prologue,	the	verses	introduce	the	Gospel	by	presenting	
major	themes.	But	they	do	more	than	introduce	ideas.	They	whet	the	
theological	appetite	by	raising	profound	theological	questions.	Where	does	
the	world	come	from?	Who	made	it?	Why	are	we	alive?	What	is	the	origin	
of	light?	What	does	it	mean	that	people	receive	or	reject	light?	What	is	the	
importance	of	John	the	Baptist?	How	does	John	compare	to	Jesus?	How	
does	Jesus	compare	to	Moses?	What	sort	of	person	is	Jesus?	What	is	His	
relationship	to	God	the	Father?	The	prologue	displays	the	mystery	of	God	
and	the	thoughtful	reader	wants	to	learn	more.

BAckGround
Although	the	prologue	is	an	excellent	introduction	to	the	Gospel,	it	also	
makes	sense	if	studied	alone.	In	fact,	one	major	theme	in	the	prologue,	
the	“Word”	or,	to	transliterate	the	Greek,	the	“Logos”	theme,	never	appears	
elsewhere	in	the	Gospel.	The	independence	of	the	prologue	and	its	careful	
organization	have	led	many	Biblical	scholars	to	think	the	prologue	was	
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a	hymn	sung	in	the	early	church.	For	example,	the	
Jerusalem	Bible	prints	the	prologue	in	poetic	form.	If	
the	scholarly	conjecture	is	true,	the	Gospel	begins	with	
words	familiar	to	the	worshipping	Christians.	Like	a	pastor	
beginning	a	sermon	by	quoting	words	from	a	familiar	
hymn,	the	Gospel	of	John	starts	with	words	expressing	
the	convictions	of	the	people.	The	familiar	words	catch	the	
attention	of	Christians	and	put	them	in	a	devotional	frame	
of	mind	as	they	begin	reading.

“John begins by shining the light of the 
Gospel on all time and history.”

unIqueness of the proLoGue
Let	us	rapidly	survey	the	Johannine	Prologue	by	
comparing	it	to	the	way	the	other	Gospels	begin.	Unlike	
Mark,	John	displays	no	sense	of	urgency.	Unlike	Matthew,	
John	does	not	begin	explicitly	in	Jewish	traditions.	And	
unlike	Luke,	John	does	not	argue	for	his	own	credibility.	
John	starts	the	prologue	as	far	back	as	the	human	mind	
can	move	(1:1)	and	ends	with	a	revelation	no	mind	can	
discover	(1:18).	The	mysteries	of	creation	and	divine	
purpose	come	together	in	the	unending	struggle	of	light	
and	darkness	(good	and	evil),	the	witness	of	a	man	named	
John,	human	reception	or	rejection	of	the	light	and	the	
fullness	of	grace	coming	in	the	Word	made	flesh.	John	
begins	by	shining	the	light	of	the	Gospel	on	all	time	and	
history.	The	prologue	speaks	to	persecuted	Christians,	
pious	Jews,	educated	Greeks,	noble	Romans	and	indeed	
all	people	of	every	time	and	place.

“The mysterious Word is connected with 
God, and then creation is inextricably 
bound to both God and the Word.”

John 1:1-5
I	like	to	call	the	first	five	verses	of	John	“staircase	poetry.”	
The	words	build	on	each	other	moving	the	theological	
revelation	forward.	Note	how	the	words	weave	together	
and	interlock.	The	mysterious	Word	is	connected	with	God,	
and	then	creation	is	inextricably	bound	to	both	God	and	the	
Word.	Finally,	the	Word	is	the	source	of	the	life	and	light	
shining	into	darkness.	Key	words	to	consider	in	1:1-5	are	
“In	the	beginning,”	Word,	life,	light,	and	darkness.

“In	the	beginning”	is	a	pregnant	expression	that	challenges	
Greeks,	Romans,	and	Jews	to	go	back	to	the	basics.	
What	is	primal?	John	challenges	Greeks	and	Romans	
who	consider	“man	the	measure	of	all	things”	to	rethink	
their	priorities.	How	does	God	fit	into	the	origins	of	their	
anthropocentric	world	view?	The	words	also	defy	the	
wisdom	of	pagan	philosophers	who	thought	the	world	
evolved	from	fire,	water,	earth,	air,	or	some	primal	
element.	Jewish	readers	would	find	also	echoes	of	Biblical	
truth.	“In	the	beginning”	is	not	only	the	first	phrase	of	
Genesis	1:1	but	also	translates	the	Hebrew	name	of	
Genesis.	By	alluding	to	“In	the	Beginning”	(or	‘Genesis’)	
the	first	three	words	call	Jews	not	only	to	think	about	
elements	of	primal	matter	but	also	matters	of	primal	faith.

the “Word” or “LoGos”
The	Greek	word	“logos”	taunts	and	torments	interpreters	
because	its	full	meaning	cannot	be	captured	in	the	
translation	“Word.”	A	United	Bible	Society	study	suggests	
a	search	for	equivalents	to	“an	expression	with	meaning,	
a	message,	a	communication,	a	type	of	revelation.”	(cf.	
Barclay	M.	Newman	and	Eugene	A.	Nida,	Translator’s 
Handbook on the Gospel of John,	p.7).	To	keep	open	a	full	
range	of	meaning,	sometimes	it	is	helpful	simply	to	speak	
the	Greek	word	“logos.”

“Logos”	offers	various	meanings	and	allusions	for	different	
readers.	The	famous	Greek	philosopher,	Heraclitus,	
writing	(in	Ephesus)	about	600	years	before	John,	
thought	that	“logos”	gave	order	to	the	universe.	Pagan	
philosophers,	like	the	stoics,	considered	“logos”	the	divine	
cause	that	determined	individual	and	corporate	fate.	A	
Greek	speaking	Jew	named	Philo	frequently	used	“Logos”	
to	describe	someone	or	something	that	connected	God	
and	matter	and	administered	the	divine	plan	for	the	world.

The	term	“logos”	holds	even	richer	allusions	for	readers	
familiar	with	the	Hebrew	Bible.	Genesis	1	revealed	that	
creation	happens	when	God	gives	the	word	and	the	
Psalmist	(33:6)	sang	about	that	truth.	The	Law	taught	
that	the	Word	guided	and	even	gave	life	(Deuteronomy	
32:46-47;	cf.	Psalm	119,	especially	verse	105).	We	
often	incorrectly	refer	to	God’s	guidance	as	the	“Ten	
Commandments”	but	the	Hebrew	Bible	simply	calls	them	
the	“Ten	Words”	(Exodus	34:28,	Deuteronomy	4:13,	10:4).	
The	word	of	the	Lord	made	prophets	see	and	proclaim	



© living way bible study, inc. 9not to be reproduced in any form without permission.

The Gospel  According to  John Dr .  Robert  Holst John 1:1-18  –  Lesson 2

the	truth	(e.g.	Jeremiah	1:4,	Hosea	1:1,	Joel	1:1,	Jonah	
1:1,	Micah	1:1,	Zephaniah	1:1,	Haggai	1:1,	Zechariah	
1:1,	Malachi	1:1).	Furthermore,	the	Word	had	an	inherent	
power	which	insured	its	effectiveness	(Isaiah	55:11).	Using	
a	concordance	you	can	find	Old	Testament	allusions	to	the	
Word	which	filled	the	minds	of	readers	of	John	1:1.	Finally,	
Christian	readers	may	have	thought	of	the	Gospel	itself	
(Mark	4:14-15	and	Acts	8:25).

the Word WAs God – John 1:1c
In	the	third	phrase	of	John	1:1,	people	who	deny	the	Trinity	
often	point	out	that	there	is	no	definite	article	“the”	before	
the	word	“God.”	They	argue	the	phrase	means	“The	Word	
was	a	god.”	They	are	wrong.	There	is	a	technical	Greek	
grammatical	interpretation,	usually	called	Colwell’s	Law,	
that	proves	that	such	translation	is	not	required.	The	Greek	
is	similar	to	English	since	the	translation	“The	Word	was	
God”	implies,	“the	Word	was	the	God.”	Often	in	English	(as	
in	Greek),	we	need	not	use	the	word	“the”	to	be	specific.	
For	example,	we	refer	to	the	same	God	if	we	say	“The	God	
of	love	is	good”	or	“God	is	love.”	The	Greek	word	for	God	
appears	without	a	definite	article	(no	“the”)	also	in	John	
1:6,	12,	13,	and	18.

“Life is a major theme in the Gospel of John.”

In hIm WAs LIfe – John 1:1-4
Life	is	a	major	theme	in	the	Gospel	of	John.	In	fact,	
enabling	people	to	have	life	is	the	very	purpose	of	the	
Gospel	(20:30-31).	Many	people	think	so	much	about	life	
in	this	world	that	they	ignore	the	reality	of	death	and	avoid	
the	question	of	existence	after	death.	John	has	words	of	
warning	to	such	people	(John	5:28).	There	is	life	after	
death.	But	some	people,	including	Christians,	think	so	
much	about	life	after	death	that	they	overlook	the	power	
and	purpose	of	God	in	their	lives	now.	John	has	a	special	
concern	to	help	such	people	using	Jesus’	teaching	about	
spiritual	life	before	death	(John	3:3,	5:25-26).

the LIGht of men shInes In dArkness – John 1:4-5
“Light”	in	John’s	Gospel	symbolizes	revelation,	truth,	
goodness	or	God’s	love.	The	corresponding	metaphor	
“darkness”	symbolizes	sin,	human	rebellion,	ignorance	or	
evil.	Jesus’	claim	to	be	the	light	of	the	world	(e.g.	8:12)	
means	that	Jesus	reveals	the	truth	of	God	to	people.	In	
symbolic	and	literal	ways,	John’s	Gospel	refers	again	

and	again	to	the	revelation	of	God’s	truth	in	Jesus.	In	the	
prologue	itself,	there	are	two	more	references.	Symbolic	
language	is	used	in	verse	9	(“The	true	light	that	enlightens	
every	man	was	coming	into	the	world”)	but	the	truth	stands	
explicit	in	verse	18.	(“No	one	has	ever	seen	God,	but	God	
the	One	and	Only,	who	is	at	the	Father’s	side,	has	made	
him	known”).

John 1:6-8 & 15
The	role	of	John	(the	Baptist)	as	witness	dominates	these	
verses.	The	theme	has	positive	and	negative	intent.	The	
verses,	together	with	verse	15,	show	the	importance	
of	John	but	also	carefully	distinguishes	primary	(“being	
the	light”)	and	secondary	(“witnessing	to	the	light”)	
responsibilities.	Stress	on	the	secondary	nature	of	John	
(the	Baptist)	suggests	that	some	Christians	may	have	
overemphasized	his	importance.	Perhaps,	like	some	
Christians	today,	they	loved	him	so	much	(as	a	saint?)	that	
they	thought	more	about	him	than	they	did	about	Jesus.	
The	idea	becomes	more	credible	when	we	remember	
that	some	Christians	in	Ephesus,	at	the	time	of	Paul’s	
third	missionary	journey	(AD	53-57),	knew	only	about	
John	the	Baptist’s	baptism	(Acts	19:1-5).	The	positive	
lesson	for	all	of	us,	however,	remains	that	we,	like	John,	
are	witnesses	to	the	light.	Yet,	negatively,	God	warns	us	
that	denominations,	congregations,	committees,	clergy,	
individuals,	and	even	Bible	study	groups	are	tempted	to	
become	self-important.	All,	like	John,	deserve	mention	
only	because	they	witness	to	the	light.

John 1:9-13
Here	we	read	clearly	of	the	tragedy	of	human	sin	and	the	
necessity	of	God’s	action.	Rejection	greets	God’s	light	
when	it	comes	to	the	world	He	made	and	the	people	He	
calls	His	own.	The	verses	build	on	5	(“The	light	shines	
in	darkness	and	the	darkness	has	not	overcome	it”)	by	
showing	the	astounding	human	preference	of	darkness	
rather	than	light,	evil	rather	then	good.	That	sad	theme	
will	be	described	repeatedly	in	the	Gospel	(e.g.	5:17-18,	
6:66,	11:45-53.	19:38).	The	verses	also	introduce	the	call	
to	believe	(1:12).	The	power	of	God	comes	to	people	who	
believe	and	makes	them	God’s	children.

Observe	how	the	Gospel	carefully	describes	the	Christian	
relationship	to	God	differently	than	Jesus’	relationship.	The	
Gospel	of	John	calls	Jesus	a	“son”	of	God	and	never	a	“child”	
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of	God.	(The	Greek	word	for	“children”	refers	to	people	but	
the	word	“son”	points	to	Jesus).	The	distinction	is	part	of	the	
Gospel’s	careful	teaching	about	the	uniqueness	of	Jesus.

John 1:14-18
If	the	prologue	is	comparable	to	a	musical	overture,	
the	concluding	verses	provide	a	powerful	theological	
crescendo.	Verse	14	presents	the	agony	and	ecstasy	of	
Christology.	The	Word	became	flesh,	but	in	the	humanity	
was	seen	the	glory	of	the	One	and	Only	(only	begotten)	
who	came	from	the	Father.	The	word	emphasizes	the	
uniqueness	of	Jesus.	The	same	word	is	used	in	Hebrews	
11:17	to	show	the	uniqueness	of	Isaac.	The	translation	
“only	begotten”	became	popular	after	St.	Jerome’s	
(incorrect)	translation,	because	it	fought	the	heresy	
which	claimed	that	Jesus	was	“made”	by	the	Father	
rather	than	“begotten.”

Verses	15-17	show	the	greatness	of	Jesus.	He	is	greater	
than	John	the	Baptist	according	to	John’s	own	testimony.	
Good	chronological	history	would	argue	that	Jesus	
is	John’s	successor	but	sound	theology	gives	priority	
to	Jesus.	Verse	16	calls	for	elimination	of	historical	
competition	and	celebration	of	the	many	blessings	
received	by	grace.	Verse	17	reminds	us	that	God	certainly	

blessed	His	people	by	giving	the	Law	through	Moses,	but	
that	blessing	pales	in	comparison	to	grace	and	truth	which	
came	through	Jesus	Christ.

Truth	is	a	major	concern	in	John’s	book,	but	the	meaning	
is	more	profound	than	our	own.	We,	like	the	Greeks,	
consider	truth	an	intellectual	issue.	Something	is	true	or	
it	is	false,	right	or	wrong.	John	usually	uses	the	Hebrew	
concept	of	truth.	Truth	becomes	a	moral	issue.	It	means	
trustworthy,	faithful,	reliable,	or	honest.	Unlike	the	
writings	of	Paul,	the	word,	grace,	never	again	appears	in	
the	Gospel	of	John.	Its	usage	with	truth,	in	1:14	and	18,	
recalls	the	Old	Testament	description	of	God.	Psalm	25:10	
describes	God’s	ways	as	“loving	and	faithful.”	In	Exodus	
34:6	and	Psalm	86:15,	God	appears	as	compassionate	
and	gracious,	slow	to	anger,	abounding	in	love	and	
faithfulness.	That	Old	Testament	description	of	God,	John	
applies	to	Jesus	Christ.

The	final	verse	of	the	prologue	(1:18),	summarizes	its	
theological	message.	Knowledge	about	God	comes	not	
from	human	experience	but	from	Christ’s	revelation.	With	
that	majestic	note,	the	prologue	ends	and	we	stand	eager	
to	learn	more	about	the	revelation	by	reading	the	words	
and	deeds	of	Jesus.

The Word became flesh, but in the humanity was seen the glory of 
the One and Only (only begotten) who came from the Father.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 1:19-51

Read prayerfully John 1:19-51 and ask the Lord to bless your study of this powerful Gospel.

1.	 What	are	the	questions	which	people	ask	John	the	Baptist	regarding	his	ministry?	(1:19-22)

2.	 How	does	John	describe	his	own	ministry?

3.	 Did	people	expect	(or	want)	more	than	John’s	ministry	offers?	Or,	do	you	think	people	were	pleased	that	John	is	not	
Christ,	Elijah,	or	the	prophet?	Give	reasons	for	your	answer.

4.	 Do	we	have	false	demands	or	expectations	of	the	church	or	fellow	Christians?	List	ways	in	which	we	may	want	people,	
like	John	the	Baptist,	to	solve	our-problems.

5.	 People	question	not	what	John	was	doing	as	much	as	his	right	to	do	it	(1:25).	In	what	ways	might	we	discredit	other	
people’s	service	to	God	by	asking	questions?

6.	 John	the	Baptist	never	explains	why	he	baptizes.	Instead,	how	does	he	answer	the	question?	(1:26-27)

7.	 Think	of	questions	or	circumstances	that	are	best	answered	by	pointing	to	Jesus	rather	than	by	making	a	personal	defense.

8.	 What	is	John’s	emphatic	message	concerning	Jesus?	(1:26-27,	29-34,	36)

9.	 Why	would	John	the	Baptist	describe	Jesus	as	the	“Lamb	of	God”?	(Exodus	12:5;	Isaiah	53)

	 What	meaning	might	John’s	listeners	give	the	title?

10.	 In	an	urban	setting	today,	where	some	people	understand	neither	lambs	nor	the	Old	Testament	symbolism	involved,	
what	title	might	be	used	to	point	people	to	Jesus.	(Example:	Behold	the	“green	beret!”)	See:	Acts	10:42;	1	John	2:1;	
Hebrews	7:27,	9:12,	10:10.

11.	 Two	disciples	of	John	the	Baptist	tell	Jesus	that	they	want	to	know	where	he	is	staying.	(1:38)	Do	you	think	their	
statement	completely	presents	their	interest	or	are	there	some	unspoken	reasons?	Why?
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12.	 What	is	Jesus’	response	to	the	disciples’	question	and	what	is	the	result	of	His	response?	(1:39-42)

	 Can	the	narrative	be	used	as	a	model	for	evangelism?	If	so,	how?

13.	 What	is	the	first	thing	Jesus	does	to	Simon?	(vs.		42)

14.	 Consider	the	significance	of	being	people	with	a	“new	name.”	Is	it	possible	to	understand	life	in	Christ	and	even	our	
baptism	as	(like	Peter)	receiving	a	new	name?	(Romans	6:4;	2	Corinthians	5:17;	James	2:	17;	1	Peter	4:14-16;	John	
10:3)

15.	 How	does	Jesus	call	Philip?	(1:43)

	 What	is	the	full	meaning	of	the	words	“follow	me?”	(John	8:12,	10:4-5,	12:26;	Matthew	16:24)

16.	 Why	does	Nathanael	respond	so	enthusiastically	to	Jesus?	(1:49)

	 What	do	the	titles	mean?

	 Could	the	“King	of	Israel”	indicate	an	incorrect	faith?	(6:15)

17.	 How	does	Jesus	expand	Nathanael’s	faith?

	 Can	extraordinary	“signs	and	wonders”	sometimes	hinder	faith?	(John	4:48,	20:29;	1	Corinthians	1:22-31)

18.	 In	v.	50-51	what	do	you	think	are	the	greater	things	that	Jesus	promises	Nathanael?

19.	 How	has	this	chapter	increased	your	interest	in	the	life	of	Jesus?
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Lesson 3
JoHn 1 :19-51

come see the GreAtness of Jesus
Christianity	begins	with	the	question,	“What	do	you	think	about	Jesus?”	John	
1:19-51	poses	that	question	in	a	variety	of	forms.	What	is	John	the	Baptist’s	
relation	to	Jesus?	What	is	Jesus’	role	as	Lamb	of	God?	What	is	Jesus’	
ministry	in	the	Holy	Spirit?	What	is	His	relation	to	Moses	and	the	prophets?	
Is	He	great?	Such	questions	touch	lives	of	several	people	as	John	begins	
telling	the	story	of	Jesus.	The	reactions	of	the	people	illustrate	ways	in	which	
ancient	and	modern	humans	can	understand	or	misunderstand	Jesus.	Faith,	
curiosity,	and	doubt	present	themselves	vividly	even	before	Jesus’	public	
ministry	begins.

This	section	of	study	divides	into	two	units.	Verses	19	through	34	deal	with	
the	witness	of	John	the	Baptist.	The	second	unit,	verses	35	through	51,	tells	
how	five	people	face	the	decision	of	whether	or	not	to	follow	Jesus.	John	the	
Baptist	and	his	testimony	introduce	the	first	section.	People	come	to	question	
John’s	personal	claims	and	seek	his	rationale	for	baptizing	people.

Before	continuing	it	is	desirable	to	comment	on	John’s	use	of	the	word	
“Jews.”	It	is	an	important	issue	since	some	people	charge	John	with	being	
anti-semitic	or	anti-Jewish.	Frequently	the	Gospel	of	John	uses	the	word	
“Jews”	not	to	describe	a	race	of	people	but	to	indicate	religious	leadership	
that	opposes	Jesus.	Certain	Bible	translations	interpret	the	word	correctly	
when	they	translate	“Jewish	leaders”	(Living	Bible)	or	“Jewish	authorities”	
(Today’s	English	Version).	I	like	to	paraphrase	“Jews”	with	terms	like,	
“religious	leaders	opposed	to	Jesus.”	For	example,	the	term	in	verse	19	must	
indicate	such	a	meaning	because	the	priests	and	Levites	would,	in	the	ethnic	
sense,	also	be	“Jews.”	The	main	characters	in	chapter	one,	including	John	
the	Baptist,	Andrew,	Simon	Peter,	and	Jesus	Himself,	were	ethnic	Jews.	
The	Gospel	of	John	is	not	anti-Jewish.	The	Gospel	of	John	wants	all	people,	
including	ethnic	Jews,	to	respond	in	faith	to	the	Good	News	of	Jesus.

“Jesus promises Nathanael that, as a disciple, he will 
see not only God’s power but also God’s love.”

http://www.livingwaybiblestudy.org
http://www.livingwaybiblestudy.org
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John the BAptIst Is questIoned – John 1:19-28
The	prologue	told	us	(1:6-8)	that	John	the	Baptist	was	sent	
by	God,	not	as	the	light	of	the	world	but	to	bear	witness	to	
the	light.	John	1:19-28	elaborates	and	illustrates	the	truth.	
“Who	are	you?”	stands	as	a	loaded	question.	The	intent	
of	the	question	would	be	captured	well	in	American	slang	
with	the	words,	“Who	do	you	think	you	are	anyway?”

The	inquisitors	suggest	three	options.	First,	“Is	John	the	
Christ?”	“The	Christ”	translates	the	Hebrew	title	“The	Messiah”	
(cf.	1:41)	and	was	a	loaded	word	at	the	time	of	John.

During	the	Roman	occupation	of	Palestine	the	title	often	
referred	to	a	leader	who	would	bring	national	freedom	
by	providing	military	leadership.	Popular	usage	had	so	
drained	the	title	of	its	spiritual	meaning	that	Jesus	avoided	
the	term	and	preferred	the	more	neutral	title	“Son	of	Man”	
(cf.	Mark	8:29-31).	By	asking	John	the	Baptist	if	he	was	
the	Messiah,	the	people	ask	if	he	views	himself	as	a	God-
given	military	leader.	John	the	Baptist	proclaims	that	he	is	
not	in	the	desert	trying	to	raise	and	organize	an	army.

The	second	question	they	asked	of	John	was:	“Are	you	
Elijah?	On	the	basis	of	Malachi	4:5,	people	of	John’s	time	
believed	that	Elijah	would	return	shortly	before	the	Lord	
would	rescue	His	people.	Therefore,	they	ask	if	John	is	
the	beginning	of	the	end.	John	replies	in	the	negative	
(Matthew	11:14).

Finally,	they	ask	if	John	is	“the	prophet.”	Again	the	
question	has	an	Old	Testament	background	based	on	
an	interpretation	of	Deuteronomy	18:18.	“The	Prophet,”	
according	to	popular	belief,	would	be	a	Moses-like	
figure	who	would	again	lead	people	into	realizing	God’s	
promises.	Although	“The	Prophet	and	“The	Messiah”	cover	
two	distinct	expections	(cf.	John	7:40-41),	they	are	similar.	
The	people	are	asking	John	if	he	is	personally	ushering	in	
God’s	Rule.	John	correctly	rejects	such	a	role.

John	the	Baptist	interprets	his	ministry	in	terms	of	Isaiah	
40:3.	He	is	a	voice	calling	people	to	action.	He	is	not	
the	Messiah,	Elijah,	or	the	Prophet	bringing	about	God’s	
Rule.	He	is	helping	people	get	ready	for	God’s	coming.	
John	is	witness	to	the	impending	action	of	God.	He	
prepares	people	for	God’s	action	but	he	himself	is	not	the	
Divine	Actor.

John	then	faces	a	second	question.	Why	does	he	baptize?	
(vs.	25)	John	does	not	immediately	answer	the	question.	
He	neither	explains	nor	defends	his	ministry	of	baptism,	
but	he	continues	to	function	as	witness	and	points	to	
something	or,	actually,	someone	greater.	John	tells	the	
questioners	that	they	search	for	unimportant	information.	
Seeking	to	understand	John’s	ministry	they	overlook	
someone	greater	—	someone	whose	sandals	John	is	not	
worthy	to	untie.

The	curiosity	of	John’s	questioners	is,	nevertheless,	
understandable.	“Baptizing”	had	a	broader	meaning	at	
John’s	time	than	it	does	for	Christians	today.	“Baptism”	
referred	to	a	range	of	ways	in	which	water	was	used	to	
purify	people	or	things	for	service	to	God.	(cf.	Leviticus	
14:9,	15:6-23,	17:15;	Mark	7:1-5)	John’s	questioners	want	
to	know	why	he	dares	to	“purify	them.”	To	use	modern	
slang,	“What	gives	you	the	right	to	‘clean	up	our	act?’

But	John,	as	the	faithful	witness,	will	not	be	diverted	by	
unimportant	questions.	Rather	than	deal	with	ignorance	of	
his	baptismal	authority,	John	points	to	a	more	important	
deficiency.	They	don’t	know	Jesus.	The	first	section	leads	
us	from	the	question,	“Who	is	John	the	Baptist?”	to	a	
much	more	important	question,	“Who	is	the	unknown	one	
who	is	greater	than	John?”	John	the	Baptist	introduces	
the	Gospel	story	pointing	to	Jesus	rather	than	drawing	
attention	to	himself.

the LAmB of God – John 1:29-34
In	verses	29-34,	the	person,	power,	and	ministry	of	Jesus	
is	set	forth	in	the	witness	of	the	Baptist.	First,	John	calls	
Jesus	“the	Lamb	of	God.”	That	metaphor	is	loaded	with	
Old	Testament	symbolism	and	meaning.	Readers	familiar	
with	the	history	of	Israel	connect	Jesus	as	the	“Lamb	of	
God”	with	the	Passover	lamb	(Exodus	12),	the	lambs	of	
daily	temple	sacrifice	(Exodus	24),	and	the	prophetic	lamb	
of	Isaiah	53:7.	Since	the	Lamb	is	described	as	carrying	the	
sins	of	the	world,	Isaiah	53:4-6	creates	a	vivid	background	
for	interpreting	John’s	proclamation.

Second,	John	the	Baptist	points	to	Jesus	as	the	one	who	
was	“before”	him	(vs.	30).	Then	John	confesses	that	the	
Spirit	enabled	him	to	know	that	Jesus	is	the	one	who	
baptizes	with	the	Holy	Spirit	(vs.	32-33).	Finally,	the	section	
ends	with	the	testimony	that	Jesus	is	the	Son	of	God	(vs.	34).	
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Observe	how	clearly	John’s	Gospel	focuses	on	Jesus.	In	telling	the	story,	John	
even	omits	important	details	that	might	distract	our	attention.	For	example,	from	
the	Synoptics	we	know	that	the	Baptist	saw	the	dove	descend	at	Jesus’	baptism.	
John’s	Gospel	doesn’t	even	mention	the	baptism	of	Jesus.	The	Gospel	soars	like	
an	eagle.	Earthly	details	fade	away	as	we	soar	in	the	theological	vision	of	the	
heavens.	The	important	question	is	“Who	is	Jesus?”	—	not	“What	is	John	doing	
to	Him	(in	baptism)?”

the fIrst dIscIpLes – John 1:35-51
The	chapter	concludes	on	the	theme	of	discipleship.	The	person	and	power	of	
Jesus	do	not	operate	in	a	vacuum.	Jesus	affects	people.	He	changes	lives.	John	
the	Baptist	takes	the	initiative	in	the	first	scene	(vs.	35).	John’s	witness	that	
Jesus	is	the	Lamb	of	God	leads	two	people	to	investigate,	to	stay	with	Jesus,	
and	then	(one	of	them)	to	invite	his	brother	to	consider	Jesus	as	the	Messiah	(vs.	
36-41).	To	redirect	Simon’s	life,	Jesus	names	him	“Peter.”	Furthermore,	naming	
or	re-naming	a	person	was	a	way	to	claim,	bless,	or	guide	a	person	(cf.	Genesis	
17:5-8,	15-16;	32:28).	Like	a	good	shepherd,	Jesus	calls	His	own	by	name	to	
show	His	protecting	love	(cf.	John	10:3,	14;	John	20:16).

The	story	continues	when,	moving	north	to	Galilee,	Jesus	finds	and	calls	Philip	
to	follow	Him.	(vs.	1:43).	As	if	to	illustrate	the	fact	that	Good	News	dare	not	
be	hidden	(4:35-48;	20:21;	21:15,	17),	Philip	approaches	Nathanael	with	the	
claim	to	have	found	in	Jesus	fulfillment	of	expectations	given	in	the	prophesies.	
Nathanael’s	hesitation	need	not	be	criticized	because	there	is	not	one	specific	
passage	claiming	that	the	Messiah	will	come	from	Nazareth.	The	expection	
seems	to	rest	on	a	number	of	passages	using	Hebrew	words	that	sound	
something	like	“Nazareth.”	For	example,	a	“nazir”	is	a	person	consecrated	to	
do	God’s	work	(Judges	6:1-21).	The	promised	Messiah	comes	from	the	“neser”	
(stump)	of	Jesse	(Isaiah	11:1,	cf.	Matthew	2:23).	Philip’s	invitation	rests	(1:46),	
like	that	of	Jesus	(1:39),	on	direct	contact.	Rather	than	engage	in	an	argument	
concerning	data	or	even	the	interpretation	of	Scripture,	proper	evangelism	
means	asking	people	to	come	and	see	Jesus.

Jesus	then	confronts	Nathanael	on	two	levels.	First,	He	speaks	with	divine	
extraordinary	knowledge	(1:47,	48).	His	words	give	a	sign	that	leads	Nathanael	
to	confess	Jesus	as	Son	of	God	and	King	of	Israel.	Second,	as	if	to	strengthen	
Nathanael’s-faith,	Jesus	points	to	a	faith	based	on	revelation	of	divine	matters.

Jesus’	words	(1:51)	allude	to	Jacob’s	experience	(Genesis	28:12)	where	a	
ladder	connects	heaven	and	earth.	Jesus	promises	that	He	is	now	that	link	to	
God.	Significantly,	Jesus	points	to	Himself	as	Son	of	Man	rather	than	repeating	
either	title,	Son	of	God	or	King	of	Israel.	Son	of	God	and	King	of	Israel	may	be	
understood	to	embrace	only	kingdom,	power,	and	glory.	Son	of	Man	includes	
rejection	and	suffering	(cf.	John	3:14;	6:27,	53;	8:28;	12:23-28;	Mark	8:31	).	
Jesus	promises	Nathanael	that,	as	a	disciple,	he	will	see	not	only	God’s	power	
but	also	God’s	love.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 2:1-25

Read thoughtfully John 2 and pray for the guidance of the Holy Spirit 
as you fill in your answers to the questions on this chapter. 

John	2:1-11
1.	 Why	is	it	significant	that	Jesus’	first	miracle-takes	place	at	a	wedding?

	 What	sort	of	“tone”	does	that	set	for	the	power	of	Jesus?

2.	 Mary	simply	tells	Jesus	that	the	wedding	lacks	wine	(2:3).	What	do	you	think	is	her	intention	or	motivation?

	 Is	she	merely	giving	information	or	is	she	asking	a	favor?

3.	 Do	you	sometimes	pray	like	Mary	with	statements	that	hide	deeper	meaning?	If	so,	can	you	illustrate?

4.	 (a)	How	does	Jesus	answer	Mary?

	 (b)	Do	the	words	in	English	sound	kind	or	rude?

	 (c)	How	do	we	expect	Jesus	to	answer	our	prayers?

	 (d)	Does	your	understanding	of	Jesus’	words	fit	that	image?

5.	 From	the	following	references,	what	is	the	“hour”	of	Jesus?	(John	12:23,	27;	13:1;	17:1)
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	 What	does	“My	hour	is	not	yet	come”	mean?	(2:4)

6.	 How	does	Mary	react	to	Jesus’	reply?

	 How	is	she	a	model	for	us?

7.	 Assuming	that	John	wants	us	to	observe	a	contrast	between	the	“raw	materials”	(stone	jars	and	water)	and	the	“finished	
product”	(good	wine),	what	might	the	contrast	mean?

8.	 Usually	we	speak	of	Jesus’	“miracles”	but	what	does	John	call	this	wonderful	deed?

9.	 A	“sign”	often	points	to	someone	or	something	apart	from	itself.	To	what	does	the	“sign”	of	Cana	point?

10.	 It	is	important	that	John	says	the	“glory”,	rather	than	the	“power”	of	Jesus	was	revealed.	Why	did	the	disciples	believe?

John	2:12-25
11.	 Tell	when	and	where	the	event	described	in	these	verses	took	place	and	what	the	emotional	and	religious	state	of	mind	

of	the	people	was	at	this	time	and	place.

12.	 What	three	things	does	Jesus	do	in	the	temple	area?

13.	 The	temple	plaza	was	filled	with	commercial	enterprises	set	up	to	facilitate	the	offering	of	sacrifices	and	giving	of	
charity.	Why	did	Jesus	attack	activities	that	were	intended	to	support	worship?
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14.	 Are	there	“religious	activities”	or	“programs	that	support	service	to	God”	that	keep	you	from	loving	God	with	all	your	
heart,	soul	and	mind?	Are	there	things	that	we	do	for	the	church	that,	in	some	ways,	are	similar	to	the	‘buying	and	
selling	in	the	temple	area?”	If	so,	describe	and	state	how	you	think	they	hinder	genuine	worship.

15.	 Psalm	69:9	interprets	Jesus’	action	for	His	disciples	(2:17).	What	does	being	“consumed”	by	zeal	mean?

	 Read	the	context	of	the	verse	in	the	Psalm.	Does	the	verse	suggest	that	Jesus’	action	already	points	to	His	suffering	
and	subsequent	glorification?

16.	 How	do	opponents	of	Jesus	react	to	the	cleansing	of	the	temple	area?	Have	you	ever	reacted	to	God’s	work	(or	the	
work	of	one	of	His	disciples)	in	a	similar	way?

17.	 Note	the	event	in	Jesus’	life	given	in	2:19	as	the	key	to	understanding	His	cleansing	ministry.	How	can	
contemplation	of	that	same	event	influence	the	way	we	view	“cleansings”	in	our	lives?

18.	 What	does	Jesus’	reaction	to	some	believers	suggest	about	their	motivation?	(Also	see	Matthew	15:19:	Romans	
7:19-20:	Galatians	5:15-21)

	 How	does	“what	is	in	us”	sometimes	push	Christ	away?

19.	 How	does	this	story	help	our	lives	in	Christ	when	we,	like	the	disciples,	“remember	and	believe?”
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Lesson 4
JoHn 2 :1 -25

sIGns of GLory
Chapter	two	describes	two	separate	incidents	that	mark	the	beginning	of	
Jesus’	active	public	ministry.	First,	Jesus	changes	water	into	wine	(2:1-11),	
and	then	He	works	to	change	a	desecrated	area	into	a	place	of	true	worship	
(2:12-25).	Both	actions	are	signs	of	who	Jesus	is	and	what	His	life	on	earth	
is	all	about.	The	chapter	builds	on	the	words	of	John	1:51	where	Jesus	
promised	Nathanael	that	He	would	see	“greater	things.”	Two	greater	events	
call	people	to	faith.

A sIGn of Jesus’ GLory creAtes fAIth – John 2:1-11
Jesus’	miraculous	ministry	begins	at	a	joyful	celebration	in	the	Gospel	of	
John.	It	is	as	if	John	wants	to	emphasize	the	joy	in	serving	Christ.	In	contrast,	
Mark	and	Luke	emphasize	Christ’s	victory	over	Satan’s	power	with	the	first	
miracles	that	they	describe	in	Mark	1:21-28	and	in	Luke	4:1-13.

Like	a	painter,	rather	than	a	photographer,	John	portrays	only	what	is	
necessary	to	set	forth	the	glory	of	Jesus.	The	mother	of	Jesus	is	never	
named	in	the	Gospel	of	John	—	we	can	only	speculate	why	she	remains	
anonymous.	We	learn	from	Luke	1:27	that	her	name	is	Mary.	Perhaps	the	
description	of	her	relationship	to	Jesus	honors	her	more	than	would	a	mere	
name.	We	also	do	not	know	how	many	disciples	are	with	Jesus	although	
chapter	one	suggests	that	Jesus	attends	with	five	disciples.

The	story	is	also	remarkable	when	we	realize	how	much	we	are	not	told.	
We	don’t	know	who	is	getting	married.	We	don’t	know	why	there	was	a	
shortage	of	wine.	Were	the	hosts	too	poor	or	the	guests	too	bibulous?	Only	
the	implications	of	the	stewards	observation	(2:10)	tell	us	that	the	celebration	
was	drawing	to	a	close.

Careful	reading	of	the	preliminary	dialogue	of	Jesus	and	Mary	raises	some	
puzzling,	even	troublesome,	questions.	Mary’s	statement	to	Jesus	(2:3)	must	
imply	the	presence	of	faith.	Jesus’	response	is	framed	in	idiomatic	language	

“A religious awakening in our lives is never the 
end of the story. Spiritual awakening permits 

growth if one continues in the Word.”

http://www.livingwaybiblestudy.org
http://www.livingwaybiblestudy.org
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that	is	not	harsh	like	the	translation	into	English	suggests.	
To	address	His	mother	as	“woman,”	can	be	an	address	
of	respect	and	love.	In	chapter	nineteen	(vs.		26	and	27)	
it	seems	to	be	synonymous	with	“mother.”	Angels	and	
Jesus	use	the	word	with	respect	when	they	talk	to	Mary	
Magdalene	(20:13	and	15).	Plutrach,	an	ancient	Greek	
writer,	uses	the	same	words	to	address	his	wife	in	a	tender	
letter	of	consolation	after	the	death	of	their	twelve	year	
old	daughter.	The	United	Bible	Societies’	translation	guide	
suggests	that	the	address	be	dropped	since	it	could	be	
misinterpreted.	Today’s	English	Version	therefore	deletes	
Jesus’	direct	address	to	His	mother.	I	suggest	the	word	
be	translated	simply,	“Mother”	to	eliminate	the	cross-
cultural	translation	problems.	Beside	the	address,	the	
two	statements	of	Jesus	generate	a	great	deal	of	thinking	
and	debate.	“What	have	you	to	do	with	me?”	is	a	rather	
literal	translation	of	a	Greek	expression.	The	Greek	words	
ought	be	translated,	“Why	do	you	involve	me?”	or	simply,	
“What’s	up?”	Frankly	I	do	not	like,	“You	must	not	tell	me	
what	to	do”	(TEV)	or,	“I	can’t	help	you	now	“	(Living	Bible).	
I	prefer	the	Jerusalem	Bible’s,	“Why	turn	to	me?”	The	
context	does	not	indicate	that	Mary	feels	rejected.

The	second	statement,	“My	hour	is	not	yet	come”	also	
confuses	readers.	The	key	to	interpretation	lies	in	correctly	
understanding	the	word	“hour.”	Jesus	frequently	uses	
that	word	in	John’s	Gospel	to	speak	of	the	time	for	His	
suffering	and	death.	(7:30;	8:20;	12:23,	27;	13:1;	17:1).	
Jesus’	statement	therefore	means,	“It	is	not	yet	time	for	
me	to	die.”

John	2:4	is	a	translator’s	nightmare	and	my	comments	
expose	only	the	tip	of	the	linguistic	iceberg.	Nevertheless,	
I	suggest	that	the	verse	be	translated,	“Mother,	why	do	
you	involve	me?	It	is	not	yet	time	for	me	to	die.”	Therefore,	
Jesus	teaches	or	warns	His	mother	that	easy	miracles	are	
not	God’s	ultimate	solution	to	life’s	problems.	Jesus	knows	
that	the	more	clearly	He	manifests	His	divinity	the	more	
forcefully	unbelievers	will	attack	even	His	humanity.

Regardless	of	how	we	interpret	Jesus’	reply	to	Mary,	she	
directs	the	servants	to	obey	Him.	Mary	then	disappears	
from	the	story.	The	drama	now	focuses	on	massive	stone	
water	jars	used	to	hold	water	for	ritual	purification,	filling	
the	jars	with	water,	tasting	and	evaluation	of	the	new	
wine.	As	if	to	illustrate	different	reactions	to	a	miracle,	

the	story	closes	with	the	steward	surprised	at	the	
bridegroom’s	time	schedule	for	serving	vintage	wine,	but	
the	disciples	believe	(2:10).

Although	a	miracle	has	occurred,	great	faith	is	not	created.	
The	servants	knew	where	the	wine	came	from	but	we	are	
not	told	that	they	believed	(2:9).	The	steward	remains	
ignorant	of	the	miracle	and	pursues	trivial	comments	about	
unusual	ways	of	serving	different	quality	wine	(2:10).	
We	gain	no	information	about	the	bridegroom’s,	or	even	
Mary’s	knowledge	and	response.	Only	two	things	are	
important:	the	sign	manifests	Jesus’	divine	glory	and	His	
disciples	believe	on	Him	(2:11).

“Jesus offers new meaning for 
old, bad religious habits.”

Jesus the reformer – John 2:12-25
The	scene	shifts	to	Jerusalem	at	Passover	time	for	
the	second	event	of	Chapter	two.	The	Gospel	tells	us	
in	a	subtle	way	that	Jesus	reforms	religious	practices.	
Jesus	offers	new	meaning	for	old,	bad	religious	habits.	
Frequently	in	the	Gospel	of	John,	Jesus	injects	new	life	
and	meaning	into	the	traditional	Jewish	festivals.	For	
example,	He	brings	new	meaning	to	the	Sabbath	(John	5	
and	9),	the	Passover	(John	6),	the	Feast	of	Tabernacles	
(John	7:1-16),	and	the	feast	of	Dedication	or	Hanukkah	
(John	10:22-42).	The	Passover	notation	(2:13)	again	
underscores	the	truth	of	John	1:17-18;	Jesus	uniquely	
reveals	the	Father.

Jesus’	action	takes	place	in	the	temple	which	is	actually	a	
large	open	plaza	around	the	building	of	the	Holy	of	Holies.	
This	inner	courtyard	was	used	for	sacrifice	and	prayer	by	
Jewish	people	and	into	which	no	Gentile	was	permitted	
to	enter.	The	Temple	area	was	roughly	500	yards	long	
by	300	yards	wide.	Even	today	the	area	not	only	holds	
the	Dome	of	the	Rock,	a	huge	mosque,	and	numerous	
tourists,	but	also	has	park-like	areas	and	schools.

The	buying	and	selling	of	animals	and	the	changing	
of	money	were	practices	intended	to	aid	worshippers.	
Pilgrims	from	distant	foreign	countries	could	not	bring	
sacrificial	animals	with	them.	Even	Jesus,	and	His	group,	
probably	did	not	bring	a	Passover	lamb	with	them	on	their	



© living way bible study, inc. 21not to be reproduced in any form without permission.

The Gospel  According to  John Dr .  Robert  Holst John 2:1-25  –  Lesson 4

three	day	walk	from	Galilee.	The	merchants	provided	the	
necessary	animals	for	devout	pilgrims	wanting	to	worship	
with	Old	Testament	sacrificial	practices.	Money	changers	
were	also	important	because	regular	coinage	usually	
displayed	an	image	of	the	Roman	Caesar	or	honored	some	
Roman	deity	(Matthew	22:20;	Mark	12:16;	Luke	20:24).	It	
was	sacrilegious	to	offer	such	coins	to	the	One	and	Only	
God	who	forbade	the	making	of	idolatrous	images	(Exodus	
20:4-5;	Deuteronomy	5:7-9).	The	money	changers	helped	
pilgrims	using	Greek,	Roman,	or	other	coins	to	exchange	
their	money	for	currency	acceptable	for	the	work	of	the	
Lord.	The	problem	arose	because	what	was	intended	
to	aid	worshippers	became	an	impediment	to	worship.	
Probably	the	money	changers	cheated	the	people	and	
selfishly	made	huge	profits.

Jesus	reacts	to	the	business	activities	in	the	temple	area	
by	doing	three	things.	First,	He	takes	a	whip	and	drives	
out	the	larger	animals	(2:14-15).	Second,	He	overturns	the	
banker’s	tables	and	spills	their	coins	(2:15).	Finally,	Jesus	
spoke	to	the	people	selling	pigeons	(2:16).	He	tells	them,	
“Take	these	things	away;	you	shall	not	make	my	Father’s	
house	a	house	of	trade.”	Their	customers	would	be	poor	
people	(Leviticus	12:2-8;	Luke	2:22-24).	Perhaps	the	
words	reflect	a	special	love	for	people	who	were	no	doubt	
being	overcharged.	Jesus’	words	point	to	His	relationship	
with	the	Father.	Jesus	proclaims	His	sonship	as	well	as	
His	love.

Two	reactions	meet	Jesus’	decisive	action.	The	disciples	
believe	(2:17	&	22),	but	others	question	His	right	to	
act	(2:18).	How	typical	of	human	behavior	to	question	
credentials	rather	than	confront	an	issue!	How	tempting	to	
avoid	a	problem	by	saying,	“What	right	do	you	have	to	tell	
me	what	to	do?”

Jesus,	like	a	good	rabbinic	teacher,	answers	their	question	
by	making	them	think.	Had	Jesus	replied	with	a	sign	of	
power,	people	might	have	worshipped	the	power	and	
wanted	to	use	it	for	their	advantage.	John	is	probably	
referring	to	that	human	weakness	in	2:24-25.	Jesus	
knew	that	the	basic	motivation	(or	‘heart’)	of	people	is	
selfish	and	self-serving	(Matthew	15:19;	Mark	7:21).	Had	
Jesus	replied	by	claiming	unity	with	the	Father,	people	
would	have	stopped	listening	and	started	charging	Him	
with	blasphemy	(John	6:66).	Therefore,	to	encourage	

further	thought,	Jesus	gives	a	cryptic	reply	which	forces	
the	people	to	show	if	they	have	a	spiritual	or	material	
perspective.	The	people	immediately	show	that	they	
understand	Jesus’	words	only	in	a	material	sense.	They	
assume	that	Jesus	must	be	talking	about	the	temple	area	
surrounding	them	even	though	Jesus’	cleansing	action	
disrupted	worship	practices	there.	They	think	of	a	temple	
made	by	human	hands	but	Jesus	is	inviting	them	to	think	
of	a	God-given	temple.

The	words	of	the	unbelievers	demonstrate	one	reaction	to	
the	cleansing	of	the	temple.	The	people	don’t	understand,	
question	Jesus’	right	to	act,	and	are	unable	to	grow	
spiritually.	The	disciples	exemplify	another	reaction.	
On	the	basis	of	Scripture	(2:17	&	22),	and	Jesus’	words	
(2:22),	they	believe	and	are	open	for	spiritual	growth.	John	
points	out	that	spiritual	understanding	is	not	immediate.	
Jesus’	remark	about	the	temple	is	not	understood	until	
Jesus	fulfills	His	prediction	with	His	own	resurrection.	
Besides	teaching	that	the	resurrection	of	Jesus	is	vital	for	
understanding	Christ’s	deeds,	we	also	learn	that	waiting	
may	be	a	part	of	faithful	learning.

In	a	practical	political	sense,	some	people	probably	
wanted	Jesus	to	follow-up	His	temple	cleansing	with	a	call	
to	arms	to	overthrow	the	power	as	well	as	the	practices	of	
the	religious	and	even	political	establishment.	They	saw	
the	signs	and	believed	that	Jesus	was	the	one	to	lead	
them	out	of	bondage.	Jesus	did	not	“trust	Himself,”	that	is,	
“commit	His	cause”	to	them	because	they	needed	to	grow	
into	a	faith	based,	like	that	of	the	disciples,	on	the	word	of	
Scripture	and	the	message	of	Jesus.

some concLudInG thouGhts
Jesus’	attack	on	religious	practices	lacking	religious	zeal	
call	people	to	examine	their	basis	of	faith.	Religious	habits	
may	replace	zeal	or	personal	faith	and	service	to	God.	
Cleansing	the	temple	calls	us	to	drive	out	and	overturn	
practices,	even	defensible	religious	practices,	that	keep	
us	from	worshipping	God	in	spirit	and	truth.	The	story	also	
calls	us	to	spiritual	growth.	The	cleansing	is	not	the	end	of	
Jesus’	ministry.	A	religious	awakening	in	our	lives	is	never	
the	end	of	the	story.	Spiritual	awakening	permits	growth	if	
one	continues	in	the	Word.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 3:1-36

Open my heart to Your Word, Lord Jesus. Make me attentive to the news of your Gospel 
and rid me of all resistance to Your leading. Lead me to peace of mind and heart. Amen.

John	3:1-15
1.	 List	some	facts	we	are	told	about	Nicodemus	in	verses	1	and	2.

2.	 Why,	do	you	think,	Nicodemus	came	to	Jesus?

3.	 For	what	reasons	do	people	come	to	Jesus	today?

4.	 Study	verses	five	through	eight.	Think	about	them	and	explain	what	these	verses	mean	to	you.

5.	 Now	consider	the	gifts	of	the	Spirit	(1	Corinthians	12:7-10)	and	the	fruit	of	the	Spirit	(Galatians	5:22-23).	Condense	
these	references	into	two	or	three	sentences.

John	3:9-15
6.	 Compare	Jesus’	teaching	about	himself	(3:10-15)	with	Nicodemus’	original	observation	that	Jesus	does	great	things	

(vs.		2).	State	your	idea	of	the	relationship	between	faith	and	miracles.

John	3:16-21
7.	 Read	in	unison	verse	16	placing	your	first	name	in	the	place	of	the	“whosoever”	(KJV).	Does	this	give	new	meaning	to	

this	verse	for	you?	Why?

8.	 Read	again	verses	16-21.	List	the	contrasts	or	choices	and	the	reference	verse	in	which	they	are	found.

John	3:22-30
9.	 A	discussion	arose	between	John’s	disciples	and	a	certain	Jew	(or	Jews).	What	was	the	argument	about	and	why?

	 What	anxieties	or	“arguments”	are	created	in	your	personal	faith	or	your	congregation	when	people	leave	and	go	
elsewhere?
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10.	 How	does	John	the	Baptist	describe	Jesus	and	his	relationship	to	Jesus?

11.	 How	can	John’s	words	serve	as	a	model	for	our	own	relationship	to	Jesus?

12.	 What	do	John’s	words	say	about	jealousies	that	trouble	Christian	fellowship	today?

John	3:31-36
13.	 Discuss	the	meaning	of	verses	31-33.

14.	 What	does	v.	34-35	tell	us	about	Jesus?	(Also	see	Matthew	12:18,	Luke	4:18,	Acts	10:38)

15.	 How	does	John	14:26	help	us	understand	Jesus’	promise	in	3:34?

16.	 What	does	3:36	mean	to	you	and	how	do	you	apply	it	to	your	life?
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Lesson 5
JoHn 3 :1 -36

IntroductIon
Why	should	people	come	to	Jesus	and	what	happens	when	they	do?	Chapter	
three	focuses	on	those	two	questions	and	helps	us	understand	better	what	
Jesus	means	for	our	lives.	For	a	variety	of	reasons,	we	look	to	God	for	help.	
For	example,	modern	society	seems	to	invent	pressures	and	so	many	things	
are	out	of	our	control.	The	political	policies	of	others	often	determine	our	
personal	financial	status.	The	impersonal	“job	market”	determines	if	we	are	
employed,	unemployed	or	underemployed.	The	likes	or	dislikes	of	others	
determine	our	personal	relationships	and	even	our	happiness.	For	a	variety	
of	reasons,	we	come	to	Jesus	because	we	need	help.

To	understand	better	how	God	helps	us	when	we	come	to	Him,	let	us	focus	
on	the	lives	of	two	people	in	chapter	three	of	John’s	Gospel.	Nicodemus	
comes	to	Jesus	and	faces	the	challenge	of	new	ideas	and	an	awesome	claim	
(3:10ff).	John	the	Baptist,	on	the	other	hand,	challenges	his	listeners	with	
new	ideas	about	success	and	humble	service	(3:28-30).

Begin	the	study	by	noting	the	position	of	chapter	three	in	the	Johannine	
Gospel.	Disciples	have	been	called	and	the	teaching	has	begun.	A	creative	
miracle	has	been	performed	at	Cana.	The	preceding	chapters	show	that	the	
battle	lines	are	forming.	Disciples	have	been	called	but	their	faith	does	not	
eliminate	evil	from	life	or	hostile	questions	(2:18-20).	Following	chapter	three,	
a	Samaritan	and	the	parent	of	a	sick	child	give	further	evidence	of	what	it	
means	to	face	Jesus.

After	noting	the	preceding	and	following	context	of	chapter	three,	read	the	chapter	
carefully	as	a	whole.	Observe	that	it	is	really	two	stories	(3:1-21	and	3:22-36).	Try	
to	use	both	stories	in	the	study	of	seeking	to	know	God	better.	When	you	read	the	
stories	observe	how	wonderful	the	power	and	promise	of	Jesus	appear.

“Eternal life comes from trusting the One 
whom God, in His love, sent into the world.”

http://www.livingwaybiblestudy.org
http://www.livingwaybiblestudy.org
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“Jesus wants to teach him about the 
presence of God’s love in His Son.”

nIcodemus confronts Jesus – John 3:1-15
The	story	begins	by	telling	us	that	Nicodemus,	an	
important	Pharisee,	comes	to	Jesus	by	night.	At	the	time	
of	Jesus,	evening	was	a	good	time	to	study	the	Torah	
because	the	day’s	work	was	done.	Observe	that	we	are	
not	told	why	Nicodemus	comes	to	Jesus.	Nicodemus	
appears	rather	confident	(3:2)	and	begins	with	an	
assertion	of	what	he	knows.	He	approaches	Jesus	
expecting	a	discussion	with	a	teacher.	He	wants	to	talk	
about	the	power	of	God	in	Jesus’	miracles	(3:2).	Jesus	
offers	him	much	more.	Jesus	wants	to	teach	him	about	
the	presence	of	God’s	love	in	His	Son.

Jesus’	words	in	John	3:3	challenge	the	thinking	of	
Nicodemus	and	our	own	faith.	The	words	stand	as	a	high	
point	in	Scripture	and	merit	careful	consideration.	What	
does	it	mean	“to	be	born	again?”	What	does	it	mean	“to	
see	the	Kingdom	of	God?”

“To	see	the	Kingdom	of	God”	does	not	simply	mean	“go	
to	heaven.”	As	a	note	in	the	Concordia	Study	Bible,	page	
1450,	states,	God’s	Kingdom	is	“the	Rule	of	God	and	is	
both	a	present	reality	and	a	future	hope.”	In	the	context	of	
John	three,	Jesus	uses	the	term	to	challenge	the	assertion	
of	Nicodemus.	Nicodemus	states	he	knows	God’s	work	
(or	“Kingdom”)	because	he	has	seen	some	miracles	(3:2).	
Jesus	tells	Nicodemus	that	real	understanding	of	God’s	
work	(Rule)	does	not	come	from	observing	miraculous	
power	but	by	being	“born	again.”

Unfortunately,	“born	again”	is	an	attempt	to	translate	an	
untranslatable	Greek	word.	The	word	(“anothen”)	has	two	
distinct	possible	meanings.	It	can	mean	“from	above”	or	
“again;	another	time.”	The	ambiguity	of	Jesus’	statement	
forces	Nicodemus	to	make	a	decision.	He	must	decide	
whether	the	debate	will	be	about	physical	(“again”)	
or	spiritual	(“from	above”)	birth.	His	reply	reveals	his	
perspective.	He	thinks	about	physical	things.	He	does	not	
see	the	Kingdom	of	God!	Armed	with	that	insight,	Jesus	
begins	the	task	of	leading	him	to	a	higher	level.

The	conversation	has	confused	Nicodemus.	Jesus	is	leading	

Nicodemus	(as	He	will	later	lead	Thomas,	20:29)	away	from	
the	trust	of	mighty	works	into	a	trusting	relationship.	Jesus	
wants	Nicodemus	(and	us)	to	trust	(“believe	in”)	Him	(vs.	15)	
rather	than	stand	in	awe	of	His	power.	The	signs	may	be	a	
starting	point	but	faith	is	the	goal.

Jesus	explains	what	it	means	to	be	“born	again”	or	“from	
above”.	He	states,	“I	tell	you	the	truth,	no	one	can	enter	the	
kingdom	of	God	unless	he	is	born	of	water	and	the	Spirit.”

What	does	it	mean	to	be	born	of	water	and	the	Spirit?	
Christians	have	long	wondered	what	Jesus	meant	and	the	
debate	continues	over	the	precise	meaning	of	the	words.	
Does	“water”	refer	to	the	water	purification	rites	of	Jews	
(John	2:6)	or	of	John	the	Baptist	(1:33)	who	pointed	to	
the	gift	of	the	Spirit?	“	Jesus	calls	Nicodemus	to	accept	
the	water	(of	repentance)	and	the	new	life	of	the	Spirit.	
Since	some	Pharisees	rejected	John’s	baptism	(Luke	7:30)	
and	opposed	Jesus,	the	call	to	Nicodemus	could	be	to	
accept	the	ministries	of	both	John	and	Jesus	(rather	than	
insisting	on	doing	things	his	own	way).	The	interpretation	
rests	on	the	contrast	of	the	ideas	and	some	interpreters	
have	pointed	to	verse	6	as	the	explanation	of	the	contrast.	
Water	refers	to	a	“fleshly”	element	and	Spirit	refers	to	
divine	work.	One	needs	not	only	“birth”	(the	human)	but	
rebirth	(the	divine	life).

Another	interpretation	stands	on	the	remarkable	similarity	
of	John	3:3	and	3:5.	Does	the	phrase	“water	and	the	spirit”	
(3:5)	repeat	or	develop	the	“born	again	-	from	above”	(3:3)	
teaching?	In	that	case,	the	words	complement	each	other	
and	mean	“spiritual	water”	or	“water	effective	for	rebirth	
because	of	the	Spirit.”

It	must	be	recognized	that	the	Greek	phrase	does	not	
contain	the	definite	article	with	“Spirit.”	It	simple	says	
“water	and	spirit.”	Greek	grammar	may	imply	the	word	
“the”	and	the	“spirit”	would	be	capitalized.	On	the	other	
hand,	it	may	refer	to	the	human	spirit.	Does	Jesus	want	
Nicodemus	to	think	of	Ezekiel	36:25-26?	There	the	Lord	
says,	“I	will	sprinkle	clean	water	on	you	and	you	will	be	
clean;	I	will	cleanse	you	from	all	your	impurities	and	
from	all	your	idols.	I	will	give	you	a	new	heart	and	put	a	
new	spirit	in	you.”	If	Jesus	has	these	verses	in	mind,	He	
teaches	Nicodemus	that	the	(purifying)	water	of	God	will	
change	him	and	give	him	a	new	spirit.
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In	the	end,	the	verse	could	have	a	variety	of	meanings.	
My	own	opinion	is	that	Jesus	is	deliberately	ambiguous	
in	order	to	challenge	the	thinking	of	Nicodemus	(and	us)	
and	to	expose	his	(and	our)	limitations.	When	Nicodemus	
reviews	the	possible	meanings	he	will	realize	that	he	
needs	the	revelation	of	Jesus.	May	the	debate	of	meaning	
affect	us	the	same	way.	The	question	Jesus	poses	is	
clear.	How	does	one	enter	the	Kingdom	of	God?	The	
issue	is	how	to	attain	life,	real	life.	The	rest	of	chapter	3,	
and	indeed	the	whole	Gospel	of	John,	explains	that	Jesus	
is	God’s	way	of	bringing	life	into	the	world,	or,	to	put	it	
another	way,	He	brings	people	into	the	Kingdom	of	God.

The	call	to	faith	is	most	vivid	when	Jesus	proclaims	that	
the	Son	of	Man	must	be	“lifted	up”	(vs.	14).	“Lifted	up”	
hints	of	exaltation	but	also,	ironically,	alludes	to	execution	
by	crucifixion.	The	power	that	wicked	leaders	seek	by	
lifting	up	Jesus	in	execution	will	only	expose	their	own	
depravity	while	“lifting	up”	Jesus’	goodness.	Public	
execution,	common	sense	tells	us,	expresses	absolute	
helplessness.	Yet	Jesus	uses	that	experience	to	lift	up	the	
power	of	God.

“Above all, John 3:16-21 calls us to see the 
love of God, with all the blessings of God’s 

Kingdom, present in the saving work of Jesus.”

Jesus fAces the Issues of LIfe And deAth – John 3:16-21
Translators,	editors,	interpreters	and	publishers	debate	
whether	John	3:16-21	are	words	spoken	by	Jesus	at	that	
time,	or	words	of	the	Spirit-inspired	author	of	the	Fourth	
Gospel.	It	really	makes	little	difference.	The	words	are	true	
whether	Jesus	refers	to	Himself	in	the	third	person	or	if	
someone	else	is	talking	about	Jesus.	I	personally	like	to	
think	of	them	as	John’s	inspired	confession.	Interpreting	
the	words	that	way	adds	another	dimension	to	the	Gospel	
Message.	The	story	is	not	merely	a	dialogue	of	Jesus	
and	Nicodemus	but	also	a	dialogue	between	John	and	his	
readers.	The	questions	that	Nicodemus	raises	are	relevant	
long	after	that	evening	rendezvous.	It	helps	us	focus	on	
our	own	confession	about	Jesus.

Note	how	the	paragraph	bristles	with	contrasts.	Perishing	
is	opposed	to	having	eternal	life	(vs.	16).	See	the	contrast	
of	condemnation	and	salvation	(vs.	17),	believing	and	not	

believing	(vs.	18),	darkness	and	light	(vs.	19),	deeds	of	
darkness	(vs.	19-20)	and	the	deed	of	light	of	God	(vs.	21).	
The	paragraph	calls	us	to	see	the	choices	of	life.	Are	our	
values	spiritual	or	material?	Do	we	want	good,	evil,	light	
or	darkness?

The	paragraph	also	calls	us	to	see	the	ultimate	force	of	
our	present	choices.	Life	moves	on	but	the	choices	we	
make	today	have	future	consequences.	Evil	choices	now	
build	in	a	harvest	of	evil.	Good	choices	growing	in	God’s	
love	promise	a	harvest	of	good.	Above	all,	John	3:16-21	
calls	us	to	see	the	love	of	God,	with	all	the	blessings	of	
God’s	Kingdom,	present	in	the	saving	work	of	Jesus.

John the BAptIst’s confessIon – John 3:22-30
With	a	dramatic	literary	leap,	our	attention	moves	from	a	
teaching	ruler	who	appears	to	have	everything	to	a	man	
in	the	desert	who	would	seems	to	lack	almost	everything.	
On	the	social	scale	of	the	times,	Nicodemus	stood	with	
the	theological	“in-group”	while	John	the	Baptist	was	
definitely	“counter-culture.”	John	the	Baptist’s	disciples	
apparently	feel	some	insecurity	about	the	situation.	John	
is	losing	followers	to	Jesus	(vs.	26).	For	people	without	
Christological	vision,	that	is	cause	for	alarm.

Surprisingly,	John	finds	security	in	what	troubles	his	
disciples.	Jesus’	success	confirms	John’s	ministry.	John	
does	not	measure	success	by	personal	statistics,	counting	
the	number	of	people	who	follow	him,	but	by	faithfulness	to	
Jesus.	The	success	of	John’s	ministry	rests	in	the	success	
of	Jesus’	work.

John’s	words	oppose	much	of	the	thinking	of	our	
American	culture.	John	doesn’t	want	to	be	“number	one.”	
He	is	not	in	the	business	of	“taking	care	of	self	first.”	
Think	of	how	advertising	techniques	and	the	general	
values	of	our	culture	affect	our	view	of	life.	Then	apply	
the	words	of	John	the	Baptist	to	your	life.	“Jesus	must	
increase:	I	must	decrease.”

“Look to the Lord for securIty” – John 3:31-36
Interpreters	also	debate	whether	verses	32-36	are	the	
words	of	John	the	Baptist	or	comments	of	the	inspired	
writer.	Once	again,	I	prefer	to	take	the	words	as	God’s	
Word	spoken	from	the	perspective	of	the	author.	I	find	
more	lasting	force	in	that	perspective.	We	are	not	merely	



© living way bible study, inc. 27not to be reproduced in any form without permission.

The Gospel  According to  John Dr .  Robert  Holst John 3:1-36  –  Lesson 5

eavesdropping	on	the	conversation	between	John	the	
Baptist	and	his	disciples.	The	Holy	Spirit	is	teaching	us	
what	the	conversation	means	(cf.	John	14:26).	Listen	to	
the	words	speak	about	your	own	limitations	and	about	
God’s	gift	to	you	in	Jesus.

Observe	again	the	contrasts	given	in	the	paragraph.	There	
is	one	from	above	and	one	from	earth,	earthly	knowledge	
and	heavenly	witness	(vs.	31-32).	More	important,	observe	
the	ultimate	contrast:	eternal	life	is	for	the	believer	but	the	
wrath	of	God	is	for	the	disobedient.	Note	how	the	verse	
makes	believing	the	Son	antithetical	to	not	obeying.	Since	
faith	is	the	opposite	of	disobeying,	faith	must	contain	an	
element	of	obedience.	Note	also	the	strange	time	factors	
in	the	final	verse	(36).	He	who	believes	(present	tense)	
has	(present	tense)	eternal	life.	The	disobedient,	on	the	
other	hand,	not	only	will	not	see	life	(future	tense)	but	
already	has	(present	tense)	the	wrath	of	God.

some concLudInG thouGhts
In	summary,	by	worldly	standards,	Nicodemus	has	reason	
to	feel	secure	and	John	the	Baptist	reason	to	feel	insecure.	
Jesus,	however,	exposed	Nicodemus’	weakness	and	offers	
the	Christological	basis	for	real	life	—	real	security.	John	
the	Baptist,	on	the	other	hand,	dismisses	any	suggestion	
of	failure	and	celebrates	his	security	in	Jesus’	success.	
You	may	debate	the	political,	psychological,	sociological	
and	economic	marks	of	personal	knowledge	and	success.	
But	when	human	wisdom	is	exhausted,	the	Law	and	
Gospel	of	John	3:36	clearly	speaks	God’s	Word.	Eternal	
life	comes	from	trusting	the	One	whom	God,	in	His	love,	
sent	into	the	world.	Rejecting	that	Love	brings	confusion,	
failure,	death,	and	the	wrath	of	God.

You may debate the political, psychological, sociological and economic 
marks of personal knowledge and success. But when human wisdom is 
exhausted, the Law and Gospel of John 3:36 clearly speaks God’s Word.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 4:1-42

Lead me, dear Lord, to sense Your presence with me as I search Your 
word and seek Your will for me and from my life. Amen.

John	4:1-26
1.	 Why	did	Jesus	“have	to”	go	through	Samaria?

2.	 Why	does	the	Samaritan	woman	not	offer	Jesus	a	drink?

3.	 What	are	some	Old	Testament	roots	for	hostility	between	Jew	and	Samaritan?	1	Kings	12:1-33	(Note:	Shechem	is	in	the	area	of	
Samaria).

	 Ezra	4

	 Nehemiah	4

4.	 How	do	prejudices	literally	hinder	contact	with	Jesus	in	your	life?

5.	 “Living	water	can	refer	literally	to	“fresh	water”	rather	than	“cistern”	water,	or	it	can	figuratively	refer	to	the	Almighty	
Creator’s	blessings.	(John	7:37-38;	Revelation	21:6	&	22:17).	Why	would	Jesus	use	this	ambiguous	phrase	when	
addressing	the	Samaritan	woman?

6.	 Give	three	reasons	why	the	woman	is	skeptical	of	Jesus’	offer.

	 What	is	the	goal	of	Jesus’	reply?

7.	 What	theme	does	the	Gospel	of	John	emphasize	by	showing	that	Jesus	is	greater	than	Jacob	(4:11-15),	John	the	Baptist	
(3:22-30	and	1:19-34),	Nicodemus,	a	teacher	of	Israel	(3:1-21),	the	temple	(2:13-22)	and	purification	water	2:5-11)?

	 How	do	the	first	four	chapters	of	John	illustrate	John	1:17?

8.	 What	happened	at	Shechem	(i.e.	Samaria)	to	indicate	the	proper	place	of	worship	at	a	site	different	from	Jerusalem	
(Joshua	24:1-28)?
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	 Does	Deuteronomy	11:26-29	and	12:14	support	their	claim?

9.	 Why	would	the	Jews	consider	Jerusalem	the	place	to	worship	(1	Kings	9:1-3)?

10.	 The	woman’s	confession	(4:25),	although	true,	steers	clear	of	Jesus’	call	to	true	worship.	Are	there	ways	in	which	our	
“true	confessions”	avoid	“true	worship?”	If	so,	illustrate	and	explain.

	 Another	way	to	face	the	issue	is	to	ask,	“How	do	we	sometimes	prefer	to	‘argue	about	religion’	rather	than	‘be	religious?”

11.	 Could	the	“I	am	(He)”	in	Jesus’	answer	symbolize	more	than	simple	self-identification	as	Messiah?	What	divine	claim	
might	it	also	make?	(Exodus	3:14,	Isaiah	43:25	&	51:12,	John	8:58	&	18:6)

John	4:27-38
12.	 What	is	the	disciples’	reaction	when	they	return	and	see	Jesus	talking	with	the	Samaritan	woman?

13.	 Analyze	the	woman’s	invitation	for	others	to	came	to	Jesus.	What	does	she	want	the	people	to	do?

	 What	personal	and	theological	motivation	does	she	use?	

14.	 Assuming	that	Jesus	speaks	to	the	(unasked)	questions	of	the	disciples,	what	problems	is	Jesus	seeking	to	solve	when	He	
teaches	them?

	 How	can	the	message	of	Jesus	be	applied	to	church	and	mission	work	today?

John	4:39-42
15.	 What	is	the	confession	of	faith	of	the	Samaritans	and	what	is	the	basis	of	that	faith?

16.	 Considering	Jesus’	words	to	the	Samaritan	woman,	to	the	disciples,	and	to	the	Samaritan	people	as,	in	some	way,	
speaking	to	us,	what	personal	message	do	you	find	in	His	words	to:

	 The	Samaritan	woman?

	 The	disciples?

	 The	Samaritan	people?
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Lesson 6
JoHn 4 :1 -42

IntroductIon
There	are	many	ways	to	share	the	faith	ranging	from	public	proclamation	
from	a	pulpit	to	personal	witness	in	an	intimate	setting.	Time,	place,	people,	
need,	and	above	all	the	Holy	Spirit	shape	our	witness.	Jesus’	words	and	
example	in	John	4	help	our	witness	because	He	faces	so	many	different	
people,	moods	and	situations	in	this	story.	He	talks	alone	to	the	Samaritan	
woman,	then	to	His	disciples	as	a	group,	and	finally	to	the	Samaritan	
villagers.	He	speaks	to	a	person	who	expects	no	conversation	(4:9),	and	His	
actions	surprise	those	who	know	Him	best	(4:27).	Jesus’	primary	sharing	of	
the	faith	is,	of	course,	with	the	Samaritan	woman.	She	is	at	times	suspicious	
(vs.	9),	eager	(vs.	15),	deceitful	(vs.	17),	curious	or	perhaps	evasive	(vs.	20),	
and	confessional	(vs.	25).	Through	it	all	Jesus	leads	her	to	an	awareness	
of	who	He	is.	Personal,	cultural,	and	traditional	barriers	make	the	path	
circuitous,	but	Jesus	shows	that	the	goal	of	sharing	is	to	draw	people	to	Him.

The	context	heightens	the	meaning	of	the	event.	John	underscores	the	
wonder	of	the	Samaritan	mission	by	relating	the	story	of	the	sinful,	pagan	
(Samaritan)	woman	soon	after	the	story	of	Nicodemus.	Her	faith	shines	more	
brightly	than	that	of	the	recognized	spiritual	leader.	On	the	other	hand,	the	
spiritual	miracle	of	John	4,	in	a	sense,	introduces	the	great	miracles	of	John	
5	&	6.	Sense	that	John	wants	us	to	marvel	at	the	inner	miracle	of	conversion	
and	faith	before	thinking	about	other	visually	more	spectacular	signs	of	
Jesus’	power.

The	chapter	breaks	down	into	three	distinct	parts.	Chapter	4:4-26	deals	
with	the	Samaritan	woman;	verses	27	and	31-38	focus	on	the	disciples,	and	
verses	28-30,	39-42	speak	of	the	Samaritan	villagers.

“Sometimes God, in Christ, calls us to faith, 
sometimes He expands our faithful vision, and 

sometimes He proves the power of the truth 
with a great harvest of confessing saints.”

http://www.livingwaybiblestudy.org
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the sAmArItAn WomAn – John 4:4-26
Humanly	speaking,	Jesus	did	not	have	to	go	through	
Samaria.	He	could	have	used	the	Jordan	valley	paths,	as	
He	did	according	to	Mark	10:1,	when	going	to	Jerusalem.	
The	Greek	word	translated	“had	to”	sometimes	is	a	
circumlocution	for	“God’s	will.”	The	same	Greek	verb	is	
used	in	Mark	8:31	when	Jesus	states	that	the	Son	of	Man	
must	suffer.	God-fearing	people	used	the	expression	
to	honor	God	and	not	to	use	His	name	in	vain.	It	is	fair	
to	paraphrase	the	story,	“It	was	God’s	will	for	Jesus	to	
go	through	Samaria.”	Perhaps	the	knowledge	of	the	
Pharisees	(4:1)	implies	hostility,	but	Jesus	does	not	“have”	
to	go	through	Samaria	to	escape	human	hate.	God’s	loving	
will	leads	Him	on	as	the	story	will	show.

Count	all	the	details	in	verses	5	&	6.	Samaria,	Sychar,	
near	a	field,	at	a	well,	the	sixth	hour,	Jesus	sits,	He	is	
tired.	The	details	remind	us	that	God	does	not	act	out	
of	sight	in	heaven,	or	in	a	vacuum.	God	acts	in	history.	
Witnessing	never	takes	place	in	a	vacuum.	Sharing	the	
faith	involves	real	people	in	real	places	at	real	times.	“I	will	
witness”	is	not	as	effective	as	“I	will	share	my	faith	with	
Fran	on	Saturday	at	the	picnic.”

A	stereotype	is	that	witnessing	must	begin	with	the	
question,	“Are	you	saved?”	Jesus	breaks	that	stereotype	
with	apparent	self	interest.	He	begins	by	asking	for	a	drink	
when	He	is	weary	(4:6-7).	A	need	provides	opportunity	
for	witness.	The	details	show	not	only	the	humanity	and	
humility	of	Jesus	but	also	models	another	way	to	make	
evangelistic	contact.

The	woman’s	questioning	rests	on	prejudice	that	had	
developed	for	about	a	thousand	years	beginning,	at	least,	
with	the	divided	Kingdom	in	the	Old	Testament	era	which	
separated	Israel	and	Judah.	Varying	political	policies	
during	conflicts	involving	Greeks	and	Romans	since	the	
time	of	Alexander	the	Great	had	greatly	increased	old	
suspicions	and	hatreds.	Sadly,	even	today	virtual	apartheid	
separates	Israeli	Jews	and	Arabs	of	Nablus	(Samaria).

The	suspicion	or	rejection	in	the	woman’s	question	creates	
a	vivid	starting	point	for	Jesus’	willingness	to	give	(vs.	10).	
The	darkness	of	prejudice	faces	the	light	of	the	giving	God.	
The	chapter	functions	as	an	historical	commentary	on	the	

truths	of	John	1:9-13	(and	3:16-21),	as	well	as	showing	the	
contrast	between	flesh	and	spirit	(John	3:6	and	3:31).

Jesus’	expression	“living	water”	(vs.	10),	challenges	
the	woman’s	thinking	(similar	to	the	way	He	challenged	
Nicodemus	in	John	3:3).	The	expression	can	mean	simply	
“spring	water”	(rather	than	“cistern	water”).	The	expression	
could	also	be	a	metaphor	for	God’s	goodness,	that	is,	have	
spiritual	meaning	(cf.	Proverbs	13:14;	15:4	and	Isaiah	
44:3-4;	55:1;	Revelation	21:6;	22:17).	Jesus’	ambiguity	
enables	or	compels	the	person	addressed	to	reveal	her	
interest.	The	woman’s	response	shows	that	she	thinks	on	
a	physical,	not	a	spiritual	level.	The	greatness	of	Jacob,	
the	depth	of	the	well,	and	the	fact	that	Jesus	had	no	
container	make	Jesus’	offer	questionable.	Her	response	
illustrates	what	it	means	to	be	flesh	and	live	in	darkness.	
She	needs	to	be	born	anew,	from	above	by	the	Spirit.

Jesus	accepts	the	woman’s	challenge	(vs.	13-14)	and	
offers	a	gift	greater	than	given	Jacob.	Jesus’	words	
continue	the	theme	that	His	grace	builds	on	and	surpasses	
the	Old	Testament	heritage	(cf.	John	1:17).	Jesus’	words	
again	could	have	two	meanings,	and	the	woman	must	
reveal	her	perspective.	The	human	perspective	would	
interpret	Jesus’	words	as	an	offer	of	magic	water	that	will	
prevent	thirst	and	death.	People	searching	for	the	fountain	
of	youth,	like	Ponce	de	Leon,	would	pounce	on	Jesus’	offer	
as	an	end	to	their	quest!	Jesus,	however,	speaks	not	“of	
flesh”	but	“of	the	spirit.”	“Water	of	life”	carries,	for	spiritual	
people,	the	meaning	of	God-given	vitality.

As	noted	in	John	3:15,	“eternal	life”	is	a	rich	Biblical	
concept	that	we	sometimes	mistakenly	limit	in	meaning	to	
“life	after	death”	or	“unending	life	in	heaven.”	We	stress	
only	the	quantitative	aspect.	“Eternal	life”	does	indeed	
include	the	meaning	“unending	life	after	death”	but	it	also	
carries	a	qualitative	force.	“Eternal	life”	is	that	quality	of	
life	that	even	before	death	trusts	God	and	experiences	
the	love	and	power	of	His	eternal	nature.	Jesus’	words	
offer	the	woman	a	life	greater	than	one	limited	by	history,	
tradition,	opinion	and	prejudice.

The	woman	cannot	understand	the	spiritual	dimension	
of	Jesus’	offer	(4:15)	so	Jesus	approaches	her	on	a	very	
human	level.	Exposing	the	woman’s	human	problems	
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Jesus	leads	her	toward	the	spiritual	solution.	She	is	
about	to	be	born	“again,	from	above.”	By	dealing	with	the	
woman’s	evasive	reply	(4:17),	and	marital	trauma	(4:18),	
Jesus	opens	her	for	more	spiritual	concerns	(4:19)	and	
provides	a	basis	for	her	future	witness	(4:29).

The	spiritual	birth	process	begins	when	she	raises	an	issue	
of	profound	and	relevant	theological	importance	for	Jews	
and	Samaritans	(4:20).	For	centuries	they	had	argued	over	
the	proper	place	to	worship	(1	Kings	12:28-33).

The	Samaritan	claim	rested	on	the	fact	that	Abraham	
and	Joshua	had	worshipped	in	Samaritan	territory	while	
Jerusalem	was	still	a	Canaanite	village	(Genesis	12:8;	
Joshua	24:1-18).	Furthermore	they	thought	God’s	word	
indicated	that	Mt.	Gerizim	(Deuteronomy	11:29)	was	the	
one	place	for	burnt	offerings	(Deuteronomy	12:14).

Jesus	teaches	three	truths	in	His	reply	to	the	woman	
(4:21-24).	First,	He	teaches	her	that	proper	worship	to	the	
Father	depends	on	spirit	and	truth,	not	place.	Second,	he	
connects	“end	time”	with	“present	time.”	Third,	He	asks	
the	woman	to	believe	(4:21).	The	call	to	faith	actually	
links	all	three	concerns.	If	proper	worship	in	the	future	
will	be	neither	in	Jerusalem	or	Samaria,	where	will	it	be?	
The	answer	is	Christological;	Jesus	already	taught	that	in	
Jerusalem	(2:19).	When	will	that	happen?	The	answer	is	
Christological;	true	worship	-	future	and	present	-	comes	
from	believing	Jesus.

Again	the	woman	seeks	to	divert	Jesus’	blunt	truth.	
Rather	than	recognize	that	Jesus	has	answered	her	timely	
question	by	offering	an	eternal	truth,	she	discredits	Jesus’	
answer	by	pointing	to	a	higher	authority.	She	skillfully	
avoids	spiritual	truth	(Jesus’	reply	in	verses	21	and	22)	with	
a	valid	theological	confession.	Her	Messianic	confession	
states	a	general	truth,	however,	which	Jesus	uses	to	make	
a	personal	Christological	claim.	Jesus	wants	her	abstract	
knowledge	to	change	into	a	personal	relationship.

Jesus’	call	can	be	applied	to	our	faith	in	a	number	of	ways.	
Christians	often,	like	the	Samaritan	woman,	know	much	
about	the	Bible	and	Biblical	truths	but	fail	to	have	a	close	
relationship	to	God.	General	truth	cannot	replace	personal	
truth	or	personal	trust.	Jesus’	simple	answer	concludes	
His	dialogue	with	the	woman.	Her	response	(4:28-30)	

shows	that	Jesus’	words	finally	create	faith.	Jesus’	words	
not	only	identify	Him	as	the	Messiah	but	may	also	have	
a	deeper	meaning.	“I	Am”	in	the	Old	Testament	is	God’s	
name	revealed	to	Moses	(Exodus	3:14).	In	the	Gospel	
of	John,	when	Jesus	says,	“I	Am”	(8:58),	people	want	to	
stone	him,	probably,	for	blasphemy.	When	people	hear	
Jesus	identify	Himself	in	the	Garden	of	Gethsemane,	
they	fall	to	the	ground	as	one	might	when	standing	in	the	
presence	of	God	(John	18:6).	Thus,	Jesus’	reply	to	the	
woman	may	carry	an	invitation	not	only	to	see	Jesus	as	
Messiah	but	also	as	Incarnate	God.	The	Samaritan	woman	
may	not	have	grasped	that	fuller	meaning	(4:29),	but	the	
Gospel	of	John	has	already	told	us	that	some	things	were	
fully	understood	only	after	Jesus’	resurrection	(2:22).	
Nevertheless,	the	woman	was	prepared	to	invite	others	to	
consider	Jesus	as	the	Messiah	by	using	words	similar	to	
the	call	issued	by	Jesus	(1:39)	and	Philip	(1:46).

“Jesus does not defend His right to share the 
Gospel with the Samaritan woman. Rather, 
He teaches the disciples that there is a sharing 

of the labor in the bountiful harvest.”

focus on the dIscIpLes – John 4:27 And 31-38
Suddenly	the	plot	thickens.	Jesus	has	successfully	
inaugurated	Samaritan	missions	and	now	explains	that	
work	to	surprised	(4:27)	disciples.	The	disciples	have	
reason	to	be	surprised.	Ancient	literature	shows	that	
religious	leaders	at	Jesus’	time	discouraged,	or	even	
forbade,	women	from	studying	the	Scriptures.	Jesus	
Himself	was	criticized	for	permitting	a	woman	to	listen	to	
His	teaching.	The	Temple	at	Jesus’	time	enabled	men	to	
pray	apart	from	women	just	as	prayer	today	at	the	Western	
Wall	in	Jerusalem	segregates	men	and	women.

Furthermore,	I	wonder	if	human	pride	threatened	the	
disciples’	faith.	Jesus	does	not	defend	His	right	to	share	
the	Gospel	with	the	Samaritan	woman.	Rather,	He	teaches	
the	disciples	that	there	is	a	sharing	of	the	labor	in	the	
bountiful	harvest	(4:36-38).	That	shows	Jesus’	major	
concern.	Ordinary	human	pride	could	drive	the	disciples	
to	resent	being	by-passed	in	the	inauguration	of	the	
Samaritan	church.	Why	would	Jesus	choose	a	novice	
(woman)	to	do	work	for	which	they	felt	more	qualified?	In	
many	ways	I	think	that	Jesus’	message	in	John	4:34-38	
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presents	the	most	important	theme	of	the	chapter.	Petty	
jealousies	and	ungodly	ambition	often	disrupt	the	work	
of	Christ	in	many	tragic	ways.	Again	and	again	disciples	
need	to	view	the	gigantic	task	and	rejoice	together	as	the	
Christ	sends	forth	His	workers.	Why	are	longtime	regular	
church	members	sometimes	upset	about	new	members	
or	new	ideas	from	new	members?	What	makes	that	threat	
especially	acute	if,	as	with	the	Jewish	disciples	and	the	
Samaritan	mission,	different	ethnic	groups	are	involved.

the sAmArItAn VILLAGes – John 4:28-30 And 39-42
After	teaching	His	disciples	a	Christological	and	
“missionlogical”	lesson,	the	story	quickly	concludes.	
Samaritans	hear	and	believe.	They	know	Jesus	is	the	
Savior	of	the	world	(4:42).	Don’t	overlook	the	reason	for	
their	faith.	They	borrow	no	faith	from	the	initial	believer.	
Like	John	the	Baptist	(3:30),	the	Samaritan	woman	
decreases	and	Jesus	increases.	Faith	rests	on	Jesus	and	
His	Word,	not	on	the	bearer	of	the	Gospel.

some concLudInG thouGhts
Jesus	shares	His	divine	revelation	in	three	very	different	
ways.	To	the	Samaritan	woman,	Jesus	lovingly	seeks	
an	opportunity,	keeps	pursuing	the	ultimate	spiritual	
goal,	accepts	her	as	she	is,	and	finally	offers	Himself	
as	Messiah	for	her	faith.	To	the	wondering	disciples,	He	
offers	an	expanded	vision	of	God’s	work.	To	the	Samaritan	
people,	He	offers	faith.	Not	all	sharing	of	faith	is	simple	
or	easy.	Different	people	require	different	strategies	and	
techniques.	Sometimes	God,	in	Christ,	calls	us	to	faith,	
sometimes	He	expands	our	faithful	vision,	and	sometimes	
He	proves	the	power	of	the	truth	with	a	great	harvest	of	
confessing	saints.

Faith rests on Jesus and 
His Word, not on the 
bearer of the Gospel.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 4:43-54, 5:1-47

Open my mind and heart, dear Savior, as I read and study Your Word. 
Use my life to serve You and to glorify Your Name. Amen.

John	4:43-54
1.	 What	do	Jesus’	words	“a	prophet	has	no	honor	in	his	own	country”	mean?

2.	 Do	Jesus’	words	refer	to	the	Samaritan	experience	(4:1-42)	or	pick	up	the	attitude	of	people	described	in	Judea	(3:1-36	
and	4:1-3)?

3.	 How	can	we	apply	Jesus’	words	to	our	lives	as	Christians?	How	do	we	as	“His	own	country,”	dishonor	Him?

4.	 Why	do	Galileans	welcome	Jesus	to	their	area	(4:45-46)?

5.	 Do	you	think	Jesus	is	completely	pleased	with	a	faith	based	solely	on	the	observation	of	signs	(4:48)?	Why?

6.	 How	do	“signs	and	wonders”	affect	your	faith?	Give	an	example.

7.	 How	does	Jesus	heal	the	official’s	son	(4:50)?

8.	 When	does	the	man	believe	-	before	or	after	the	miracle	is	confirmed?	What	lesson	concerning	faith	does	this	order	of	
events	teach	us?

9.	 What	is	the	role	of	the	miracle	in	this	story?

	 Is	the	miracle	the	basis	of	faith?	Why	or	why	not?

John	5:1-18
10.	 Where	is	Jesus	for	the	events	of	chapter	5?

11.	 Explain	why	the	setting	has	importance	in	understanding	the	event.
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12.	 Rabbinic	traditions	permitted	medical	work	on	the	sabbath	in	a	life-threatening	situation.	Why	is	the	length	of	the	man’s	
illness	therefore	important?

13.	 What	is	the	first	action	Jesus’	enemies	contemplate	and	what	is	the	reason	for	it	(vs.	16)?

14.	 Why	do	they	plan	more	drastic	action	(vs.	17-18)?

15.	 Discuss	ways	in	which	we	serve	God	that	cause	different	reactions.

John	5:	19-47
16.	 How	does	Jesus	answer	the	charges	that	He	makes	Himself	equal	to	God?

17.	 What	does	it	mean	to	you	that	Jesus	“makes	himself	equal	to	God?”

18.	 State	Jesus’	offer	to	people	who	trust	Him	(vs.	19-24).

19.	 When	do	we	hear	the	voice	of	the	Son	of	God?

	 How	does	that	affect	our	lives?

20.	 What	or	who	are	the	five	witnesses	that	Jesus	cites	to	support	His	authority	(5:30-46).	List	verse.
	 1

	 2

	 3

	 4

	 5

21.	 What	are	your	personal	reasons	for	trusting	Jesus?

22.	 What	is	your	concept	of	God	and	how	does	Jesus	fit	into	that	concept?



© living way bible study, inc. 36not to be reproduced in any form without permission.

The Gospel According to John 
Dr. robert Holst 

heALInG sIGns – John 5:1-9B 37
the AuthorIty of Jesus – John 5:9B-18 38
Jesus teAches ABout hIs mInIstry – John 5:19-47 38
some concLudInG thouGhts 39
personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 6:1-71 40

Lesson 7
JoHn 4 :43-54 ,  5 :1 -47

sIGns And Wonders – John 4:43-54
To	Nicodemus	and	the	Samaritan	woman	Jesus	talked	about	faith	and	a	new	
life.	Now,	as	if	to	illustrate	His	teaching,	Jesus	restores	life	to	two	people	in	
healing	signs	(John	4:43-54	and	5:1-18).	Jesus	then	explains	how	and	why	
He	does	signs	(5:1-18).

Three	short	verses	(4:43-46)	mark	the	transition	between	the	incident	in	
Samaria	(4:1-42)	and	the	healing	of	the	nobleman’s	son.	The	verses	take	
our	minds	back	to	chapter	4,	verse	3,	where	Jesus	leaves	Judea	because	
of	tension	with	the	Pharisees.	Unless	you	connect	the	verses	with	Jesus’	
experience	before	the	Samaritan	story,	His	words	sound	as	though	He	leaves	
Samaria	without	honor	(4:44),	when,	in	fact,	they	glorify	Him	as	“Savior	of	the	
world”	(4:42).

Jesus’	words	actually	quote	a	Jewish	proverb.	The	words,	“A	prophet	has	no	
honor	in	his	own	country,”	form	a	proverb	that	appears	in	slightly	different	
forms	in	other	places	in	Jesus’	ministry	(Matthew	13:57b;	Mark	6:4;	Luke	
4:24).	It	means	about	the	same	as	the	English	proverb,	“Familiarity	breeds	
contempt.”	The	temptation	to	interpret	“his	own	country”	as	Galilee	also	
creates	confusion.	Because	Matthew,	Mark,	and	Luke	describe	so	many	
activities	of	Jesus	in	Galilee,	we	tend	to	think	of	that	area	as	Jesus’	“own	
country.”	However,	the	Gospel	of	John	stresses	the	broader	perspective.	
The	prologue	spoke	of	Jesus	coming	to	“his	own	home	and	his	own	people	
received	him	not”	(1:11).	Jesus’	proverbial	words	to	the	disciples	explain	the	
rejection	in	Jerusalem.

Unfortunately,	the	confusion	can	lead	us	to	overlook	a	stunning	truth.	People	
who	should	honor	Jesus	do	not.	That	is	a	timeless	truth,	certainly	relevant	
even	today.	For	example,	Dr.	Billy	Graham	in	his	1985	Crusade	in	Southern	
California,	pointed	out	that	non-Christians	sometimes	do	more	for	hungry	
Africans	than	do	disciples	of	Christ.	By	ignoring	the	Parable	of	the	Judgment	
(Matthew	25:31-46)	and	the	directive	“feed	the	hungry,”	do	people	today	“of	
His	own	country”	dishonor	the	Lord?

“Two signs demonstrate the power and love of Jesus.”
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In	contrast	to	the	people	of	Judea,	the	Galileans	welcome	
Jesus.	Yet	their	faith	must	also	grow.	Their	faith	rests	on	
signs	and	wonders	(4:45,	48).	The	Gospel	lesson	will	point	
to	a	deeper	faith	based	on	the	testimony	of	Moses	and,	
especially,	of	Jesus	(5:47).

heALInG sIGns – John 5:1-9B
The	healing	of	the	royal	official’s	son	is	well	known	
because	it	is	told	with	additional	details	in	both	Matthew	
(8:5-13)	and	Luke	(7:1-10).

Some	people	think	that	the	stories	do	not	describe	the	
same	incident	because	Matthew	describes	the	patient	as	
a	“servant”	or	“child,”	Luke	calls	him	a	“slave”	and	John	
says	he	is	the	official’s	“son.”	Brothers	and	sisters,	an	
easy	way	to	harmonize	those	details	is	to	remember	that	
a	word	describing	a	family	relationship	need	not	always	
have	a	literal	meaning	(Philemon	1;	1	Timothy	1:2,	18).	
Furthermore,	in	antiquity,	a	slave	could	be	adopted	and	
become	the	legal	heir.	For	example,	before	Isaac	is	born,	
Abraham’s	legal	heir	(“son”)	is	Eliezer	of	Damascus	
(Genesis	15:2)	whom	traditionally	has	been	identified	as	a	
servant	(Genesis	24:2).

Assuming,	however,	that	the	three	Gospels	describe	the	
same	incident,	John	strips	away	the	details	to	highlight	
faith	based	on	the	word	of	Jesus	(4:50,	53).	For	example,	
John	does	not	mention	the	official’s	military	connection,	
his	being	a	non-Israelite,	nor	his	humility	(cf.	Matthew	
8:8-10;	Luke	7:6-10).	For	John’s	Gospel	the	theological	
spotlight	shines	primarily	on	the	Word	of	Jesus	and	the	
faith	it	creates.	The	official	believes	after	Jesus	speaks	but	
before	he	sees	a	sign	(4:50).	Jesus’	message	is	the	basis	
for	faith.	As	He	taught	Nicodemus	and	the	Samaritans,	His	
word	“saves”	or	“gives	new	life.”

Let	me	illustrate,	one	more	time,	the	problem	signs	present	
in	Jesus’	ministry.	I	think	that	it	can	be	compared	to	the	
problem	wealth	creates	for	a	person	seeking	friendship	
and	love.	A	wealthy	person	wants	trust	and	companionship	
based	on	love,	but	sometimes	receives	a	pseudo-
friendship	based	on	love	of	money.	To	find	a	true	friend,	
a	wealthy	person	may	have	to	“play	poor”	or,	in	some	
other	way,	eliminate	the	“money	factor.”	In	a	similar	way,	
Jesus	“rich	in	the	power	of	God,”	wants	people	to	love	Him	
because	He	loves	them.	People,	however,	may	be	tempted	

to	develop	a	“pseudo-friendship”	based	on	their	love	
of	“His	rich	power.”	Faith,	like	companionship,	requires	
selfless	trust	not	selfish	manipulation.

Chapter	five	exhibits	a	pattern	familiar	to	John’s	Gospel.	
Unlike	the	Synoptic	Gospels	where	Jesus’	miracles	receive	
little	explanation,	in	John’s	Gospel,	signs	usually	are	
interpreted,	debated,	and	closely	connected	with	Jesus’	
divine	mission.	Thus	John	5:1-9a	tells	of	the	healing	sign,	
5:9b-18	establishes	the	controversy	between	the	authority	
of	Jesus	and	the	authority	of	the	Sabbath.	The	chapter	
concludes	(5:19-47)	with	Jesus	teaching	about	His	relation	
to	the	Father,	His	purpose	for	coming	into	the	world,	the	
validity	of	His	ministry,	and	the	reasons	for	trusting	Him.	
Sadly,	the	incident	described	introduces	into	the	Gospel	
story	the	terrible	hostility	unbelievers	direct	at	Jesus.	For	
the	first	time	we	read	that	people	want	to	kill	Jesus	(5:18).	
The	story	illustrates	the	terrible	truth	Jesus	observed	
concerning	a	prophet	in	his	own	country	(4:44).

John	begins	by	anchoring	the	event	firmly	in	the	setting	in	
Jerusalem	(5:1).	We	do	not	know	which	festival	is	being	
celebrated.	Since	one	ancient	Greek	manuscript	describes	
it	as	“the”	(rather	than	“a”)	festival	of	the	Jews,	we	assume	
the	scribe	thought	the	event	was	either	the	Festival	of	
Tabernacles	or	Passover.

Although	we	don’t	know	the	precise	time,	awareness	of	
the	religious	setting	prepares	us	to	appreciate	the	hostility	
Jesus’	action	creates.	The	setting	may	speak	with	a	
missionary	or	evangelistic	theme.	Some	scholars	point	
out	that	Jesus’	actions	in	John	usually	take	place	on	and	
surpass	traditional	religious	festivals.	So	far	the	Gospel	
tells	of	Jesus	making	wine	from	purification	water	used	for	
religious	purification	rites	(2:6-10),	cleansing	the	temple	
and	offering	Himself	as	the	sacrifice	(2:14-21),	teaching	
a	teacher	(3:1	ff).	I	think	the	Gospel	of	John	notes	these	
details	because	some	of	the	early	readers	are	of	Jewish	
background	and	they	are	uncertain	how	Jesus	fits	into	
their	faith.	John’s	recitation	of	Jesus’	words	and	deeds	tell	
them	to	trust	Him	because	he	offers	much	more	than	they	
had	before.

The	precise	place	of	the	action	is	well	known	although	
the	various	Greek	manuscripts	give	different	ways	to	spell	
the	Hebrew	name.	Your	English	translation	may	name	the	
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place	Bethzatha,	Bethesda,	or	Bethsaida.	Regardless	how	
the	name	is	spelled,	archaeology	shows	the	site	about	one	
hundred	yards	north	of	the	temple	area.

John	includes	one	important	detail	when	he	tells	that	
the	man	had	been	ill	for	thirty-eight	years.	The	detail	is	
important	because	healing	was	permitted	on	the	Sabbath	
only	in	an	emergency	situation.	Since	the	man’s	life	was	
not	in	danger,	Jesus’	critics	would	claim	that	Jesus	should	
not	have	healed	on	the	Sabbath	(but	should	have	waited	
until	another	day	cf.	5:16).

John	tells	the	story	with	brevity	but	force.	Jesus	knows	the	
man	has	been	lying	there	a	long	time	and	we	learn	of	his	
desire	to	be	healed	(5:6).	We	see	how	Jesus’	words	end	
long	term	helplessness.	Jesus	accomplished	in	an	instant	
what	the	man,	his	assistants	(or	lack	of	them)	and	the	pool	
could	not	do	in	thirty-eight	years.

“John rivets our attention to the sabbath 
conflict and demands that we think about 

Jesus’ relationship to the Father.”

the AuthorIty of Jesus – John 5:9B-18
The	healing	sign	offers	a	variety	of	theological	meanings.	
We	certainly	could	stress	the	divine	power	or	compassion	
of	Jesus,	but	John’s	Gospel	mentions	neither	of	these	two	
themes.	John	rivets	our	attention	to	the	sabbath	conflict	
and	demands	that	we	think	about	Jesus’	relationship	to	the	
Father.	The	high	point	of	the	chapter	is	actually	5:17-18.	
The	sabbath	controversy	raises	that	issue.	First	the	man	
is	criticized	for	carrying	his	mat	on	the	sabbath	(5:10)	and	
then	they	attack	Jesus	for	the	sabbath	(non-emergency)	
healing	(5:16).	The	Gospel,	however,	helps	us	see	clearly	
that	the	debate	is	not	about	what	one	can	or	cannot	do	on	
the	sabbath.	The	issue	is	Jesus’	relationship	to	God.

Verses	16	through	18	touch	the	heart	of	the	controversy	
and,	hopefully,	the	following	paraphrase	will	clarify	the	
issue.	Because	Jesus	healed	on	the	sabbath,	those	who	
did	not	trust	Him	wanted	to	hurt	Him.	Jesus	answered	
their	charges	of	disrespect	for	God’s	teaching	by	saying,	
“My	Father	works	on	the	Sabbath	and	so	do	I.”	That	
made	them	want	to	kill	him.	He	not	only	broke	God’s	law	
concerning	the	Sabbath,	but,	when	He	claimed	God	as	

His	own	Father,	He	claimed	divinity.	Then	they	wanted	
(“the	more”)	to	kill	Him	(John	5:16-18).	Strict	monotheists	
(Jews)	claimed	Jesus	denied	the	creed-like	truth	of	
Deuteronomy	6:4.

There	are	a	variety	of	ways	in	which	the	story	can	be	
applied	today.	Perhaps	we	should	start	by	pondering	
the	position	of	those	who	did	not	trust	Jesus.	When	their	
religious	rules	are	violated	even	with	a	miracle	of	love,	
they	are	prepared	to	kill.	Christians	are	tempted	to	hate	
enemies	instead	of	praying	for	them	and	showing	love.	
The	primary	purpose,	of	course,	leads	us	to	take	a	closer	
look	at	Jesus.	Do	our	religious	actions	including	rules,	
regulations,	customs	and	interpretations	separate	us	from	
the	power	and	love	of	Jesus?	Do	His	person	and	Word	
reveal	God	to	us	or	do	we	find	God	in	our	own	works	
and	ways?	We	might	question	even	the	goal	of	our	Bible	
studies	together.	Do	we	study	the	Bible	to	“prove	our	
points”	or	to	“know	God?”

Jesus teAches ABout hIs mInIstry – John 5:19-47
The	words	of	Jesus	in	the	rest	of	the	chapter	challenge	
people	to	identify	with	Jesus	or	with	those	who	do	not	
trust	Him.	He	not	only	accepts	but	explains	the	charges	
made	against	Him.	His	work	is	the	same	as	the	Father’s	
work	(5:19).	Because	of	the	Father,	He	gives	life	and	
judges	people	(5:21).	The	reason	for	this	is	the	Father’s	
love	(5:20).	The	promise	is	life,	rather	than	death,	for	
those	who	trust	and	honor	Jesus	as	they	trust	and	honor	
God	(5:23-24).	The	first	part	of	Jesus’	words	therefore	
emphasize	His	divine	authority	and	mission.

The	next	section	deals	with	the	matter	of	life.	Those	who	
do	not	trust	Jesus	apparently	use	the	idea	of	life	after	death	
to	postpone	giving	their	lives	to	God.	Jesus	challenges	
religiosity	that	sharply	divides	life	before	death	and	life	
after	death.	The	reality	of	a	final	judgment	(5:29)	affects	
life	now	(5:25).	Hearing	the	Son	or	following	Jesus	means	
doing	good.	The	implication	is	that	they	should	accept	the	
healing	(good)	and	not	do	evil	(persecute	or	kill).

Notice	the	usage	of	the	title	“Son	of	God”	(5:25)	which	
emphasizes	Jesus’	authority	from	above.	But	observe	that	
in	verse	27	He	is	identified	as	“Son	of	Man”	which,	in	light	
of	1:51,	emphasizes	He	is	the	link	between	God	above	
and	human	beings	below.	The	challenge	to	our	thinking	is	
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to	see	God-given	life	as	a	present	fact	of	life.	The	judgment	of	the	Son,	given	
by	the	Father,	will	be	based	on	the	good	(or	evil)	people	do	because	they	trust	
(or	do	not	trust)	Jesus.	Jesus’	parable	of	the	Last	Judgment	(Matthew	25:31-
46)	illustrates	the	same	teaching.

Finally,	the	chapter	ends	with	Jesus	listing	the	witnesses	that	prove	His	
equality	with	God	is	not	self-delusion.	John	the	Baptist	(5:31-35),	Jesus’	
deeds	(5:36-38),	the	Scriptures	(5:39)	and	especially	the	writings	of	Moses	
(5:45-47)	prove	His	relationship	with	the	Father.	Jesus’	critics	face	a	defense	
that	discredits	their	basic	charge.	They	want	to	kill	Jesus	because	he	“does	
His	own	thing”	(to	use	our	slang)	and	self-righteously	acts	like	God	when	He	
does	it.	Jesus	makes	them	face	the	fact	that	He	does	not	act	alone.	Scripture,	
including	Moses’	writings,	the	teaching	of	John	the	Baptist	that	they	enjoyed	
for	a	time,	and	Jesus’	works	back	up	His	claims.	Their	attack	on	Jesus	
paradoxically	attacks	their	own	heritage.

Jesus’	words	here	call	us	to	frame	our	love	for	Him	in	a	broader	theological	
context.	Jesus’	teaching	and	deeds	are	part	of	a	pattern	of	divine	action	that	is	
present	in	a	variety	of	forms.	From	the	creation,	in	the	Exodus,	in	the	Written	
Word,	in	oral	proclamation	of	that	Word,	in	good	actions,	the	goodness	of	God	
(as	revealed	in	Jesus)	is	known.	Divine	love	in	Jesus	is	not	an	incredible	leap	
of	faith.	Jesus	fills	our	logic	and	our	lives	with	witnesses	of	His	truth.

some concLudInG thouGhts
Two	signs	demonstrate	the	power	and	love	of	Jesus.	Unfortunately,	such	
goodness	shows	how	people	choose	to	live.	Some	want	to	control	God,	so	
to	speak.	They	dictate	how	and	when	God	acts.	They	must	seek	to	get	rid	
of	Jesus	because	He	does	not	fit	their	preconceived	notions	of	godly	action.	
Jesus’	words	warn	us	from	closing	ourselves	off	from	His	power	and	love	by	
trusting	ourselves	for	divine	judgment.	The	life	giving	signs	are	seen	by	those	
who	trust	Jesus	as	evidence	that	God	touches	lives	now.	Despite	our	hopes,	
not	all	are	healed	and	not	all	are	happy	with	the	healing	that	does	occur.	Yet	
the	message	is	that	the	Son	of	God	brings	God	into	life	now.	For	that,	He	
deserves	our	trust.

Jesus’ words warn us from closing ourselves 
off from His power and love by trusting 

ourselves for divine judgment.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 6:1-71

Pray that God would feed you spiritually as you read how Jesus provides.

John	6:1-15
1.	 Why	do	the	crowds	follow	Jesus?

	 How	is	their	reason	valid	and	how	might	it	be	wrong?	Read	1:50,	2:18,	4:48,	6:30,	20:27-29.

2.	 At	Passover,	all	male	Jews	were	directed	to	worship	at	the	temple	in	Jerusalem	(Deuteronomy	16:15-16).	Why	do	you	
think	Jesus	did	not	do	that	according	to	John	6:3-4?	(Note	what	happened	on	the	previous	Passover	in	John	2:14-25).

3.	 What	did	that	“national	holiday”	mean	to	the	Jews?	Read	Exodus	12:17-20.

	 Why	is	it	significant	that	Jesus’	feeding	of	the	5,000	takes	place	at	Passover	time?

4.	 Do	we	sometimes	use	Christian	traditions	or	national	holidays	in	ungodly	ways?	Explain	your	answer.

5.	 Symbolically,	how	does	Jesus	compare	to	things	associated	with	the	Passover?	Read	John	1:17,	29	and	compare	John	
19:33	to	Exodus	12:46.

6.	 In	the	Synoptic	Gospels,	the	disciples	tell	Jesus	to	send	the	people	home	(Matthew	14:15,	Mark	6:36,	and	Luke	9:12).	
Why	do	you	think	John	omits	their	request?

	 How	does	the	editorial	comment	in	John	6:6	influence	your	answer?

7.	 Whose	loaves	and	fish	does	Jesus	use?

	 What	does	this	suggest	about	God’s	power?	(John	3:3,	Matthew	18:3,	Mark	10:14-16	and	Luke	18:16-17)

8.	 In	Jesus’	time,	barley	was	used	to	feed	animals	or	as	food	for	the	poor.	What	lesson	can	John’s	unique	detail	teach	us?
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9.	 How	do	the	people	respond	to	Jesus’	miracle?

10.	 How	do	you	respond	to	God’s	miracles?	Do	great	blessings	always	bring	you	closer	to	God?	Explain	your	answer.

11.	 Why	does	Jesus	withdraw	instead	of	becoming	king?	(John	19:36a)

John	6:16-24
12.	 John	sets	the	stage	(6:17b)	for	Jesus	walking	on	the	water	by	recording,	“By	now	it	was	dark	and	Jesus	had	not	yet	joined	

them.”	What	symbolic	meaning	does	that	suggest	for	those	of	us	who	are	not	physically	rowing	a	boat	on	a	lake?

13.	 What	is	Jesus’	message	to	the	terrified	disciples	and	how	do	you	apply	that	message	to	your	life?

14.	 What	happens	when	the	disciples	are	willing	to	take	Jesus	into	their	boat?

15.	 Discuss	some	goals	you	have	reached	when	you	were	willing	to	let	Jesus	into	your	life?

John	6:25-59
16.	 Why	are	the	people	looking	for	Jesus	and	what	is	Jesus’	attitude	toward	such	motivation?

	 Why	do	you	seek	Jesus?

17.	 How	does	Jesus	compare	the	bread	of	the	wilderness	with	the	bread	His	Father	gives?

18.	 What	metaphor	does	Jesus	use	to	describe	Himself	and	what	does	it	mean?	(6:35-53)

19.	 How	do	you	understand	John	6:53-58	and	apply	Jesus’	words	to	your	faith	and	life?

John	6:60-71
20.	 Explain	the	reactions	to	Jesus’	miracle	and	teaching.	Identify	similar	reactions	today.

21.	 What	does	Peter’s	confession	mean	to	you?
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BAckGround And settInG – John 6:1-4
Jesus	had	returned	from	Jerusalem	(John	5:1-48)	to	Galilee.	We	do	not	know	
His	precise	location	except	that	it	was	at	the	northern	end	of	the	lake	near	
Capernaum	(John	6:59)	and	Phillip’s	home	at	Bethsaida	(John	1:44,	6:5).

Since	it	is	Passover,	it	is	surprising	that	Jesus	is	so	far	from	Jerusalem.	
Deuteronomy	16:15	required	every	adult	Jewish	male	to	make	a	Passover	
pilgrimage	to	the	Holy	City.	John	tells	us	that	Jesus	made	that	pilgrimage	at	
least	twice	(John	2:13f	and	12:1f).	Why	does	Jesus	celebrate	this	Passover	
in	Galilee?	Mark	explains	why	Jesus	withdrew	from	Galilee	to	an	isolated	
place	(Mark	6:31)	but	does	not	tell	us	that	it	is	Passover	time.	Although	John	
does	not	record	Mark’s	reasons,	by	noting	that	it	is	Passover,	he	inspires	us	
to	speculate	that	the	detail	may	enrich	our	understanding	of	the	story.	Was	
it	that	Jesus	needed	more	time	for	His	public	ministry,	that	it	was	not	yet	
time	for	Him	to	die,	or	did	He	leave	Jerusalem	to	celebrate	a	more	“spiritual”	
Passover?	The	previous	Passover	had	suffered	from	great	distractions	(2:13-
25)	and	perhaps	Jesus	wanted	to	teach	His	disciples	to	celebrate	a	more	
spiritual	Passover	with	“the	temple”	that	He	would	“build	in	three	days”	(cf.	
John	2:19-21).

It	must	be	noted	that	the	crowds	may	have	followed	Jesus	for	the	wrong	
reasons.	John	doesn’t	say	that	they	came	because	they	believed	(John	6:2).	
Maybe	they	selfishly	wanted	to	experience	the	power	of	Jesus	but	did	not	
care	about	His	relation	to	the	Father.	The	ungodly	self-interest	is	illustrated	
by	the	crowd’s	response	to	the	sign	(6:15).	The	annual	Passover	celebrated	
national	victory	from	slavery	and	the	creation	of	a	people	governed	by	God’s	
Law.	People	at	Jesus’	time	hoped	that	a	similar	miracle	would	free	them	from	
Roman	military	occupation	and	create	an	independent	nation.	According	
to	some	Jewish	traditions,	the	deliverance	would	take	place	at	a	Passover.	

“The disciples, alone, in the dark, work hard 
but reach their destination only when Jesus 
comes. That is a timeless message of grace.”

Lesson 8
JoHn 6 :1 -71
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Perhaps.	John	heightened	that	awareness	by	redundantly	
calling	it	the	“Jewish	Passover	Feast”	(6:4).	No	other	ethnic	
group	celebrated	Passover.	Since	the	people	held	high	
nationalistic,	political,	and	military	hopes	for	deliverance	
at	Passover	time,	Jesus	needed	to	revise	their	ideas	of	
Passover,	kingship,	nation,	temple,	worship	and	God’s	rule.

The	speculation	on	why	Jesus	is	in	Galilee	is	not	frivolous	
because	it	provides	a	context	for	Jesus’	celebration.	It	
also	makes	us	question	why	we	follow	Jesus.	Are	there	
reasons	why	Jesus	would	want	us	to	have	a	mountainside	
(or	“mountaintop”)	experience	away	from	our	traditional	
“religious”	activities?	Do	we	want	religious	traditions	to	
make	us	feel	secure	or	are	they	spiritual	exercises	that	
praise	God?	To	His	disciples,	Jesus	offers	the	Way,	Truth	
and	Life	different	from	traditional	rituals.	The	teaching	
of	Jesus,	in	the	second	half	of	the	chapter,	draws	sharp	
contrasts	between	the	limited	blessings	of	traditional	
Passovers	and	His	gift	of	Himself	(John	6:29,	32-33,	49,	
50-51,	58).	The	Law,	including	the	Passover	rules	and	
regulations,	was	given	through	Moses	but	the	divine	
reality	of	grace	and	truth	comes	through	Jesus	Christ	
(John	1:16-18).

teAchInG dIscIpLes – John 6:5-13
The	feeding	of	the	5,000	obviously	had	great	meaning	
in	the	early	church.	Beside	the	resurrection	of	Jesus,	it	
is	the	only	miracle	reported	in	all	four	Gospels	(Matthew	
14:13-21,	Mark	6:32-44,	Luke	9:10-17	and	John	6:1-15).	
The	loaves	and	the	fish	were	often	used	by	early	Christian	
artists	to	symbolize	the	Eucharist.

Jesus’	Lordship	dominates	John’s	version	of	the	feeding	of	
the	five	thousand.	Comparison	with	the	Synoptic	versions	
helps	one	see	more	clearly	John’s	focal	point.	The	
Synoptics	state	that	the	disciples	approach	Jesus	to	solve	
a	problem	at	the	end	of	a	long	day	(Matthew	14:15,	Mark	
6:35-36	and	Luke	9:12).	In	John	6:5,	Jesus	initiates	the	
action.	John	doesn’t	mention	the	problem,	the	disciples’	
suggestion,	or	the	time	of	day.	John	doesn’t	even	mention	
the	compassion	of	Jesus	(Matthew	14:14,	Mark	6:34),	but	
shows	Jesus	as	Lord	of	the	situation.	John	doesn’t	record	
Jesus’	directive	that	the	disciples	themselves	feed	the	
people	(Matthew	14:16,	Mark	6:37,	Luke	9:13).	Rather	
already	knowing	His	solution,	Jesus	asks	a	question	
merely	to	test	a	disciple	(John	6:6).	The	Synoptics	often	

present	Jesus’	Messianic	power	hidden	in	humility,	but,	for	
John’s	readers,	the	divine	knowledge	and	power	of	Jesus	
is	obvious.

Jesus’	question	and	John’s	editorial	comment	(John	6:5-6)	
teach	us	to	look	at	life	from	Jesus’	spiritual	perspective.	
A	physical	problem	may	demand	a	spiritual	solution.	
Jesus	sees	beyond	the	people’s	physical	needs	to	the	
necessity	of	faith.	Before	meeting	the	physical	needs	
of	a	hungry	crowd,	Jesus	offers	His	closest	disciples	a	
spiritual	meal.	Jesus	calls	us	to	see	the	spiritual	side	of	
a	human	problem.	How	often	we,	like	Philip	and	Andrew,	
use	common	sense	instead	of	faith.	Like	Philip,	often	our	
first	thoughts	focus	on	a	budget.	Like	Andrew,	we	judge	
our	resources	inadequate.	Perhaps	we	hunger	for	a	better	
family	life,	better	congregational	life,	or	better	mission	
service	but	fail	to	act	because	of	budget	concerns	or	a	
desire	for	better	resources.	Perhaps	God	is	testing	us	
to	make	clear	if	we	are	disciples	searching	for	human	
solutions	with	common	sense,	or,	awaiting	a	miracle	in	
Christian	faith.

Having	established	that	human	ingenuity	will	not	solve	the	
problem,	Jesus	performs	a	miracle.	He	takes	the	barley	
loaves	and	fish,	gives	thanks	and	distributes	them	to	the	
crowd.	Observe	how	John	emphasizes	the	Lordship	of	
Jesus	again.	The	Synoptics	tell	us	that	Jesus	utilized	the	
disciples	in	the	distribution	process	(Matthew	14:19,	Mark	
6:41,	Luke	9:16).	John	tells	us	the	ultimate	truth.	Jesus	
Himself	feeds	the	people.	The	story	illustrates	the	truth	
already	set	forward	in	John	1:3.	Jesus,	the	Word	of	God,	
creates.	Furthermore,	as	John	1:14	teaches,	the	Word	in	
flesh	among	people	reveals	the	glory	of	God.

John’s	report	gives	some	unique,	thought	provoking	
details.	None	of	the	Synoptics	identify	the	loaves	as	the	
barley	bread	of	a	small	boy.	Reading	only	the	Synoptics	
we	would	assume	that	the	disciples	speak	of	their	own	
food	(Matthew	14:17,	Mark	6:38,	Luke	9:13).	Do	John’s	
unique	details	contain	a	message?	Does	John	tell	us	that	
it	was	a	boy’s	lunch	to	remind	us	that	no	one	is	too	small	
to	be	part	of	Jesus’	ministry?	Remember	Jesus’	words	in	
Matthew	18:3,	19:14,	Mark	10:14-15,	Luke	18:16-17	and	
John	3:3-5.	Since	“barley”	bread	was	food	for	poor	people	
at	Jesus’	time,	does	that	detail	remind	us	that	no	one	is	
too	poor	to	be	a	part	of	Jesus’	ministry?	People	familiar	
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with	the	Hebrew	Scriptures	would	remember	how	Elisha	
shared	twenty	barley	loaves	with	one	hundred	men	(2	
Kings	4:42-44).	Like	Jesus’	disciples,	the	servant	of	Elisha	
considered	the	bread	insufficient,	but,	as	with	Jesus,	the	
Word	of	the	Lord	created	a	surplus.	Jesus	is	that	creative	
Word	already	active	in	Elisha’s	ministry.	The	magnitude	
of	Jesus’	miracle	-	fewer	loaves	and	more	people	-	also	
shows	that	Jesus	is	greater	than	Elisha.

“kInG-mAkInG theoLoGy” -John 6:14-15
John	ends	the	story	by	showing	the	mysterious	face	of	
unbelief.	Matthew,	Mark,	and	Luke	do	not	record	the	
reaction	of	the	crowd.	John	recalls	a	violent	reaction.	The	
miraculous	feeding	demonstrating	the	glory	of	God	also	
brings	out	the	selfishness	of	human	beings.	The	people	
judge	Jesus	to	be	the	prophet	promised	in	Deuteronomy	
18:15.	Yet	their	puny	theological	vision	thinks	not	of	
God’s	will	but	of	their	own	force	to	bring	the	help	they	
want.	As	the	prologue	forewarned	(John	1:10-11),	“The	
world	did	not	recognize	him…his	own	did	not	receive	
him.”	Like	fools,	they	think	that	Jesus’	kingship	needs	
human	force.	Like	selfish	children,	they	will	fight	to	have	
the	toy	for	themselves.

Jesus’	withdrawal	(6:15)	shows	God’s	attitude	toward	
“king-making	theology.”	The	message	speaks	directly	to	us	
today.	Our	power	does	not	force	Christ	to	serve	us.	God’s	
love	sent	Him	to	save	us.	Our	prayers	do	not	force	God	to	
act.	We	pray	for	help	and	offer	praise	because	His	mercy	
endures	forever.	Our	gifts	of	time	and	money	are	not	like	
an	investment	on	which	God	must	pay	high	interest	rates.	
Such	gifts,	like	an	anniversary	present,	respond	to	love	
already	known.

The	Johannine	story	of	the	feeding	of	the	five	thousand	
gives	much	food	for	thought.	The	action	of	Jesus	at	
Passover	time	suggests	how	Jesus	can	surpass	our	
traditions	and	practices.	His	testing	of	the	disciples	tests	
our	faith.	Do	we	see	Christ-given	opportunity	or	human	
limitations?	Disciples	who	think	first	and	foremost	of	
money	and	limited	resources	need	faith.	Yet,	sadly,	even	
a	bountiful	feeding	creates	no	grateful	followers.	Even	
a	miracle	can	be	misunderstood.	As	the	story	ends,	we	
realize	that	the	Word	of	God,	not	merely	God’s	miraculous	
power,	must	address	the	terrible	force	of	selfish	sin.

Jesus WALks on WAter – John 6:16-24
After	the	feeding	of	the	5,000,	John	shows	another	miracle	
of	Jesus	over	nature.	He	walks	on	a	stormy	sea.	Of	course,	
the	story	shows	the	power	of	Jesus.	Only	God,	ruler	of	
wind	and	wave,	can	walk	on	water.	The	miracle	also	has	
meaning	for	those	of	us	not	rowing	a	boat	in	the	middle	
of	stormy	waters.	The	physical	miracle	illustrates	how	
Jesus	spiritually	calms	the	storms	of	life.	The	darkness	of	
disciples	without	Jesus’	presence	(6:17b)	reminds	us	of	the	
spiritual	situation	of	all	people	without	Him.

Jesus Better thAn WorLdLy expectAtIons – John 
6:25-59
This	section	of	the	Gospel	of	John	explains	the	meaning	of	
the	Feeding	of	the	Five	Thousand	and	relates	it	to	Jesus.	
Previously,	the	people	who	had	eaten	wanted	to	make	Jesus	
king	by	force	(6:15).	Now	Jesus	teaches	them	that	they	
are	looking	for	the	wrong	thing.	Since	many	do	not	want	to	
change	their	expectations,	they	will	reject	Jesus	(6:66).

Jesus	challenges	the	selfish	motives	of	the	people	who	
look	for	Him.	They	think	about	bread	and	do	not	see	the	
spiritual	meaning	behind	His	miraculous	feeding	(6:26).	
They	work	for	the	food	of	this	world	but	Jesus	wants	to	
give	them	spiritual	food	(6:27).	Jesus	speaks	to	our	needs	
also.	We	also	are	tempted	to	spend	all	our	energy	working	
for	the	things	of	this	world.	If	materialism	is	the	primary	
goal	of	life,	one	is	endlessly	searching	and	striving.	Jesus	
wills	to	instruct	us	also	on	God’s	better	way.	Unfortunately,	
we	too,	like	Jesus’	original	listeners,	think	we	must	work	to	
satisfy	God’s	requirements	(6:28)	or	earn	His	love.	Jesus	
wants	them	and	us	to	know	that	God’s	love	is	given.	We	
respond	to	God’s	love	but	do	not	earn	or	create	it.	Our	
responsibility	is	to	trust	Jesus	(6:29).

The	people	respond	to	Jesus’	words	by	asking	for	reasons	
to	trust	Him	(6:30-31).	They	judge	His	miracle	of	feeding	
a	crowd	one	meal	less	impressive	than	the	miraculous	
feeding	of	their	whole	nation	for	forty	years	in	a	desert.	
Jesus’	response	(6:32-33)	shows	that	they	find	Him	less	
trustworthy	than	Moses.	Jesus	explains	why	they	are	
wrong.	God	the	Father,	not	Moses,	gives	bread	from	
heaven.	The	bread	given	during	the	time	of	Moses	did	not	
give	eternal	life.	People	ate	and	died	(6:49,58).	Jesus	is	
the	bread	from	heaven	that	the	Father	gives	for	eternal	
life.	Jesus	raises	people	on	the	last	day	of	human	history	
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(6:39-40,54).	Like	the	people	long	ago,	we	want	proof	that	
God	can	meet	our	needs	or	wants.	We	put	God	on	trial	and	
ask	Him	to	prove	Himself	trustworthy.	Jesus	wants	to	feed	
us	spiritual	truth	so	that	we	trust	God	instead	of	judging	
Him	by	the	materialistic	standards	of	the	world.

Read	carefully	Jesus’	claim	to	be	the	bread	of	life	(6:35-
40,	42,	51,	53-58).	When	Jesus	says,	“I	am	the	bread	of	
life,”	the	Greek	words	translated	“I	am”	emphatically	point	
back	to	the	divine	description	given	to	Moses	in	Exodus	
3:14.	This	is	the	first	of	the	seven	different	ways	in	which	“I	
am”	is	used	by	Jesus	to	describe	Himself	(6:35).	Cf.	8:12,	
10:7	and	11,	11:25,	14:6,	15:1.	As	the	bread	of	life,	Jesus’	
promise	is	that	He	will	raise	His	own	on	the	last	day	(6:39-
40).	Jesus	gives	life,	not	death.

Finally,	think	about	what	it	means	“to	eat	Jesus’	flesh	and	
drink	His	blood”	(6:54-55).	In	the	context	of	this	chapter,	
Jesus	uses	figurative	language	to	call	for	trust	in	Him	or	
identification	with	Him.	Perhaps	we	can	illustrate	Jesus’	
intent	by	noting	our	own	expressions.	When	asked,	“What	
do	you	think	of	Bruce	Springsteen?”	an	avid	fan	may	
respond,	“I	gobble	him	up!”	Or,	you	may	ask	a	friend,	
“Did	you	enjoy	Disneyland?”	“I	ate	it	up!”	is	an	intelligible	
response.	In	John,	Chapter	6,	after	feeding	people	some	
food	of	“this	world,”	Jesus	wants	them	to	“eat”	some	
spiritual	food.	He	calls	them	to	accept	His	work	as	the	
work	of	God.	He	wants	them	to	trust	Him.

Although	at	this	point	in	His	ministry,	Jesus	has	not	yet	
established	the	Sacrament	of	the	Altar,	His	teaching	here	
prepares	His	disciples	for	that	sacred	act.	Jesus’	words	
about	eating	His	flesh	and	drinking	His	blood	(6:53-57)	
have,	throughout	the	ages,	made	Christians	think	about	
the	body	and	blood	of	Jesus	given	in	the	Sacrament	of	the	
Altar	(Matthew	26:26-28,	Mark	14:22-24,	Luke	22:17-20,	
1	Corinthians	11:24-25).	As	noted	above,	early	Christian	
artists	used	bread	and	fish	as	the	symbol	of	the	Lord’s	
Supper	because	of	the	close	connection	of	the	feeding	
of	the	five	thousand	with	Jesus’	“explanatory	comments”	
given	here.	Although	many	Christians	prefer	to	emphasize	
the	straightforward	words	Jesus	used	when	He	instituted	
the	Lord’s	Supper,	the	call	to	faith	given	in	John	can	help	
put	the	sacrament	into	the	larger	context	of	Jesus’	entire	
ministry.	Realizing	that	the	Lord’s	Supper	stands	not	only	
on	the	words	of	institution	but	also	flows	from	the	fullness	

of	Jesus’	life	and	ministry	may	make	celebration	of	it	even	
more	meaningful.

four reActIons to Jesus’ Words – John 6:60-71
The	final	section	of	chapter	six	illustrates	the	fact	that	
not	all	people	accept	the	truth.	Jesus’	words	receive	four	
reactions.	Some	find	His	teaching	hard	to	accept	(6:60).	
Others	reject	Jesus	(6:66).	One	will	eventually	betray	
Jesus	(6:70-71).	But	Simon	Peter,	speaking	for	other	
believers,	confesses	that	Jesus	is	the	Holy	One	of	God	
who	has	the	words	of	eternal	life	(6:68).

Now	we	must	ask	ourselves	for	our	reaction.	Essentially,	
we	have	only	two	choices	-	rejection	or	acceptance	of	
Jesus.	The	choice	can	be	stated	in	more	vivid	terms.	Do	
we	want	a	power	in	this	world,	like	a	king,	or	do	we	want	
God’s	love	to	rule	us?	Do	we	concentrate	on	our	wants	
or	on	God’s	plan?	Do	we	worry	about	staying	alive	(or	
staying	“young”)	or	do	we	celebrate	the	wonder	of	having	
eternal	life?

May	Simon	Peter’s	reply	be	our	own.	There	really	is	no	
option	if	one	wants	life.	Jesus	is	the	Holy	One	of	God.	
Human	beings	need	food	and	are	satisfied	if	that	need	
is	met.	Jesus	knows	they	need	more	than	the	food	of	
this	world.	He	wants	them	to	see	Him	as	more	than	a	
(miraculous)	chef	for	a	banquet	of	5,000	people.	He	wants	
people	to	share	the	love	and	truth	of	Godly	life…

some concLudInG thouGhts
In	summary,	chapter	six	ranges	from	mundane	things	like	
bread,	fish,	human	fear	and	hunger	to	divine	revelation	
about	Jesus	as	the	Bread	of	God	who	gives	eternal	life.	
Divine	power	is	also	the	central	theme	in	the	story	of	Jesus	
walking	on	the	sea.	Yet	there	is	an	element	of	grace.	The	
disciples,	alone,	in	the	dark,	work	hard	but	reach	their	
destination	only	when	Jesus	comes.	That	is	a	timeless	
message	of	grace.	The	chapter	gives	us	opportunity	to	
survey	our	human	needs	and	recognize	the	blessings	of	
this	world.	May	such	recognition	of	materialistic	blessings	
lead	to	the	more	important	spiritual	questions.	May	the	
Love	of	Jesus	invite	us	to	accept	His	will	and	way	as	the	
pattern	and	power	of	our	lives.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 7:1-53

Pray for enlightenment and understanding of God’s word that we 
may apply it to our daily lives and grow daily in our faith.

John	7:1-13
1.	 From	the	following	references	tell	why	and	how	people	celebrated	the	Feast	of	Tabernacles.	(Leviticus	23:33-43,	

Numbers	29:12-38,	and	Deuteronomy	16:13-15)

2.	 Since	Jesus’	enemies	were	plotting	to	kill	Him,	why	did	His	brothers	want	Him	to	go	to	the	Festival?	Explain	how	their	
reason	is	an	action	of	unbelief.

3.	 How	might	doubt	effect	the	way	you	talk	to	Jesus	or	your	prayer	life?

4.	 In	telling	His	brothers	that	it	is	not	an	“opportune	time”	for	Him	to	follow	their	advice,	Jesus,	in	essence,	is	calling	
them	“opportunists.”	Apply	Jesus’	words	and	tell	in	what	ways	“opportunists,”	including	yourself,	misuse	Jesus	or	the	
Christian	faith.

5.	 Why	do	you	think	Jesus	went	to	the	feast	in	secret?

6.	 Has	God	ever	done	something	important	in	your	life	which,	at	the	time,	you	did	not	see	as	His	work?	If	so,	how	and	why	
do	you	think	God	“acted	in	secret?”

7.	 In	verses	11-13,	what	do	people	say	about	Jesus?

	 How	do	people	say	similar	things	about	Jesus	or	the	Christian	faith	today?

John	7:14-24
8.	 Why	are	the	people	amazed	at	Jesus’	message?

	 How	is	“Christian	faith”	different	from	“acquired	knowledge?”

9.	 How	does	Jesus	defend	His	teaching	against	the	criticism	and	name	calling	of	unbelievers?
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10.	 Mention	ways	in	which	Christian	people	sometimes	argue	about	the	faith	or	criticize	others	for	reasons	similar	to	the	
arguments	used	against	Jesus?

John	7:25-44
11.	 Some	Jewish	people	believed	that	the	Messiah	would	come	from	Bethlehem	(Micah	5:2)	but	others	held	a	non-Biblical	

tradition	that	the	Messiah	would	be	mysteriously	revealed.	How	can	Jesus’	words	help	us	deal	with	people	with	non-
Biblical	ideas?

12.	 How	does	the	confusion	of	the	Jews	illustrate	the	confusion	of	the	world	today?

13.	 During	the	Festival	of	Tabernacles,	priests	would	march	in	a	solemn	procession	to	the	pool	of	Siloam	and	bring	back	
water	in	sacred	vessels	to	be	poured	over	the	altar.	The	harvest	festival	actions	symbolized	a	prayer	for	God	to	bless	
His	people	with	rain.	What	impact	do	you	think	Jesus’	words	(vs.	37-38),	spoken	during	the	observance	of	the	“water	
processional	liturgy,”	might	have	on	the	people?

14.	 How	is	the	Spirit	more	important	than	anything	else	you	can	receive?

15.	 How	are	the	ancient	opinions	about	Jesus	similar	or	different	from	opinions	that	people	hold	today?

John	7:45-53
16.	 How	do	the	well	trained	Jewish	leaders	evaluate	opinions	with	which	they	disagree?

	 How	do	you	evaluate	opinions	with	which	you	disagree?

17.	 Does	Nicodemus	offer	an	adequate	defense	of	Jesus?	Why	or	why	not?

18.	 How	do	Jesus’	enemies	end	the	debate?

	 How	does	their	answer	illustrate	their	unbelief?
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Lesson 9
JoHn 7 :1 -53

IntroductIon
Chapter	seven	shows	Jesus	giving	a	deeper	meaning	to	people	celebrating	a	
religious	holiday.	He	calls	them	to	a	more	dynamic	spiritual	life	by	exposing	
the	pettiness	of	their	criticism,	the	foolishness	of	their	logic,	and	the	basis	
for	His	own	ministry.	Chapters	five	and	six	reminded	us	of	the	words	of	the	
prologue.	“He	came	to	that	which	was	his	own	but	his	own	did	not	receive	
him”	(1:11).	As	the	events	of	chapter	seven	unfold,	we	already	know	that	“his	
own”	want	to	kill	Jesus	(5:18),	stop	following	Him	(6:66)	and	are	destined	
to	betray	Him	(6:71).	Chapter	seven	will	continue	to	show	how	the	world	
condemns	itself	with	the	rejection	of	Jesus.

We	will	examine	the	chapter	in	four	sections.	The	first	section	(7:1-13)	
gives	us	background	information	before	Jesus	goes	to	Jerusalem.	In	the	
second	section	(7:14-24),	Jesus	defends	His	ministry	by	calling	people	to	
“stop	judging	by	mere	appearances”	(7:24).	The	third	section	(7:25-44)	is	
dominated	by	silly	reasons	for	rejecting	Jesus	and	sensational	promises	
for	those	who	accept	Him.	The	final	section	(7:45-52)	gives	the	frustrating	
debate	of	people	justifying	their	own	actions	and	attitudes.

Why ceLeBrAte? – John 7:1-13
Countries	create	holidays	and	religions	observe	festivals	to	provide	
inspiration	and	education	for	life.	Unfortunately,	selfish	interests	or	simple	
ignorance	often	overshadow	the	original	purpose	of	such	celebrations.	For	
example,	in	the	United	States,	Memorial	Day	has	become	simply	a	three-
day	vacation	weekend	for	many	people	instead	of	a	day	of	grateful	patriotic	
remembering	of	heroic	military	and	civilian	sacrifices.	As	another	example,	in	
the	church,	Lent	began	as	a	time	for	moral	examination,	but	today,	for	many,	
it	is	ignored	or	merely	a	tradition.

What	happens	when	people	celebrate	for	the	wrong	reasons?	They	must	
again	learn	the	real	reason	for	celebration.	In	chapter	seven,	Jesus	

“Like Jesus’ enemies of old, unbelievers today reject great 
blessings when they are satisfied with their own opinions.”
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teaches	His	disciples,	His	enemies,	and	us	what	real	
Christian	celebration	is	all	about.	The	event	takes	place	
at	the	time	of	the	Feast	of	Tabernacles.	Tabernacles	
was	one	of	the	three	most	important	religious	holidays	
at	the	time	of	Jesus.	It	was	one	of	the	three	so-called	
pilgrimage	festivals	since	males	were	required	to	make	a	
pilgrimage	to	Jerusalem	(Exodus	23:14-17,	34:22-23	and	
Deuteronomy	16:1-17).	Passover,	in	the	spring	celebrated	
the	God-given	release	from	slavery.	The	second	great	
festival	originally	was	a	celebration	of	the	beginning	of	
the	wheat	harvest	but	it	also	became	a	celebration	of	the	
giving	of	the	Law	at	Mt.	Sinai.	Greek	speaking	Jews	gave,	
it	the	name	Pentecost	because	it	was	approximately	fifty	
days	(Greek:	“Pentecoste”)	after	Passover.

The	Festival	of	Tabernacles	was,	in	many	ways,	the	most	
joyous	of	the	three	pilgrim	festivals.	Like	a	Thanksgiving	
Day,	it	joyfully	and	gratefully	marked	the	completion	of	the	
harvest.	Tabernacles	also	recalled	national	glory	because	
it	was	the	time	when	Solomon	dedicated	the	magnificent	
temple	(1	Kings	8:2).	The	holiday	also	expressed	a	longing	
for	peace	when	all	nations	would	gather	to	worship	God	
(Zechariah	14:16).

The	Bible	gives	basic	information	about	the	festival.	It	
was	called	a	seven	day	festival	although	the	closing	
ceremonies	were	held	on	the	eighth	day.	On	the	first	and	
eighth	day	no	work	was	done	(Leviticus	23:35,	36	&	39).	
Regular	sacrifices	of	grains	and	other	foods	were	burned	
each	day	to	praise	God.	The	people	carried	leaves	and	
branches	much	as	people	today	might	wave	a	flag	at	an	
Olympic	event	or	national	holiday	(Leviticus	23:40).	The	
branches,	called	a	“lubab,”	were	carried	and	waved	each	
day	when	the	congregation	sang	Psalms	113	through	118.

The	most	conspicuous	element	of	the	celebration	was	
the	construction	of	temporary	shelters	or	booths	in	which	
people	lived	during	the	festival	(Leviticus	23:42).	The	
outdoor	living	reminded	the	people	of	God’s	historic	
protection	during	the	wilderness	wanderings	and	helped	
them	realize	better	their	own	blessings.

The	Tabernacle	celebration	through	the	centuries	
developed	three	liturgical	acts	not	mentioned	in	the	Bible	
but	helpful	in	understanding	Jesus’	comments.	Every	
morning,	the	priests	gathered	at	the	gate	overlooking	

the	Kidron	Valley	and	faced	the	temple.	As	the	sun	rose,	
they	stated,	“Our	ancestors,	when	they	were	in	this	
place,	turned	with	their	faces	toward	the	east,	and	they	
worshiped	the	sun	toward	the	east;	but	as	for	us,	our	eyes	
are	turned	toward	the	Lord.”

The	second	liturgical	act	took	place	every	evening	when	
four	huge	seven	branched	torches	(Menorahs)	were	lit	to	
give	light	to	the	whole	temple	area.	Worn-out	clothing	of	
the	priests	provided	wicks	for	the	huge	lamps.	The	choir	
of	Levites	chanted	one	of	each	of	the	fifteen	Psalms	of	
Ascent	(Psalms	120-134)	on	each	of	the	fifteen	steps	into	
the	court	of	the	women.	Other	pilgrims	worshiped	with	
a	torch	dance.	The	liturgy	lasted	almost	all	night.	That	
“Liturgy	of	Light”	provides	a	vivid	background	to	Jesus’	
claim	to	be	the	light	of	the	world	(John	8:12).

The	third	liturgical	act	helps	us	understand	why	Jesus	
would	apply	water	imagery	to	Himself	and	His	work	(John	
7:37-38).	On	the	first	day	of	the	festival	there	was	a	
procession	of	priests	that	went	down	to	the	pool	of	Siloam	
to	bring	water	in	a	special	vessel	back	to	the	temple	area.	
The	priests	would	parade	about	the	altar	while	the	people	
waved	their	branches	and	sang	“Save	us,	we	beseech	
thee,	0	Lord.”	A	priest	would	then	mount	the	great	altar	
and	pour	water	and	wine	from	two	silver	bowls	on	the	
altar.	The	action	reminded	the	people	of	the	God-given	
gift	of	water	and	served	as	a	prayer	for	the	winter	rains	
to	come.	Without	the	rain,	there	would	be	no	harvest	and	
no	life.	Remembering	God’s	gift	of	rain	encouraged	moral	
examination	because	people	could	remember	when	God	
withheld	the	rain	during	the	immoral	era	of	King	Ahab	(1	
Kings	17:1).	They	may	also	have	remembered	how	God	
gave	rain	as	part	of	the	demonstration	of	His	power	over	
Baal	(1	Kings	18:41-45).

fAmILy mIsunderstAndInG or reJectIon
After	Jesus	had	claimed	the	divine	right	to	break	Sabbath	
traditions	by	His	healing	act	of	mercy	(5:16),	certain	
religious	leaders	wanted	to	kill	Him	(5:18	and	7:1).	Yet	
Jesus’	brothers	urge	Him	to	go	to	Jerusalem.	The	inspired	
writer	tells	us	that	they	speak	as	unbelievers	(7:5).	The	
fine	sounding	words	taunt	Jesus.	Either	they	expect	
Jesus	to	stay	away	proving	that	He	is	a	cowardly	false	
prophet	proclaiming	strong	but	empty	words,	or	they	may	
hope	that	He	will	go	and	face	public	humiliation	for	His	
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preposterous	(to	them)	claims.	Like	the	jealous	brothers	of	
Joseph	(Genesis	37),	they	do	not	believe	their	brother	has	
an	important	part	of	God’s	work.	Or	maybe	they	wonder	
if	Jesus	will	practice	what	He	preaches.	If	Jesus	has	the	
power	He	claims,	let	Him	do	some	public	miracle	that	will	
bring	honor	to	the	family!

Such	unbelief	appears	in	the	church	in	many	forms.	We,	
as	Christian	brothers	and	sisters,	may	selfishly	pray	that	
Jesus	will	do	what	we	want	done.	Never	asking	that	“His	
will	be	done	on	earth	as	it	is	in	heaven,”	our	demands	fail	
to	consider	God’s	superior	wisdom.	Or	we	may	demand	
church	workers	and	church	leaders	to	do	things	our	way.	
We	may	even	hope	that	they	will	fail	because	their	failure	
covers	our	own	failures.	We	may	seek	public	recognition	
rather	than	serving	God.	We	may	even	support	evangelism	
wanting	new	members	to	share	church	costs	rather	than	
wanting	others	to	share	the	Good	News	of	salvation.	Like	
Jesus’	brothers,	good	words	about	Christian	service	may	
camouflage	bad	motives.

Jesus’	words	(7:6-8)	correct	His	brothers’	desire	for	public	
power.	Key	words	in	Jesus’	response	are,	“the	right	time”	
or	“opportune	time.”	Jesus	tells	His	brothers	that	every	
time	is	an	“opportune	time”	for	people	who	live	seeking	
public	prestige.	The	world	will	not	hate	such	people	
because	it	approves	the	motivation	of	seeking	popularity,	
going	along	with	the	crowd,	keeping	up	with	the	neighbors,	
or	following	peer	pressure.	The	world	does	not	demand	
good	ethics	as	much	as	great	success.	Jesus	will	be	hated	
because	He	condemns	evil	rather	than	practices	grandeur.	
He	teaches	that	God’s	truth	is	more	important	than	popular	
approval.	Following	His	brothers’	advice	would	make	
Him	a	human	“opportunist”	but	would	deny	the	Godly	
“opportunity”	to	suffer	for	the	world	(7:30,	8:20,	12:23,27,	
13:1,	and	17:1).

The	public	comments	illustrate	why	Jesus	chose	not	to	
go	to	the	feast	with	His	brothers.	They	do	not	understand	
God’s	will	or	Jesus’	work.	People	privately	debate	if	He	
is	good	or	deceptive	but	fear	of	others	(7:13)	shows	the	
weakness	of	their	faith.	As	Jesus	will	show,	such	confused	
people	need	divine	revelation	and	not	merely	displays	of	
miraculous	power.	His	dramatic	power	at	previous	festivals	
had	left	them	confused	and	hostile	(2:23-24,	5:18).

“God’s word and teaching are not 
of this world. The revelation of Jesus 
surpasses human understanding!”

chAnGe your stAndArds of JudGment – John 7:14-24
John	records	that	Jesus	went	to	the	feast	to	teach	(7:14),	
not	to	display	miraculous	power	as	His	brothers	had	urged	
(7:3).	The	peoples’	response	itself	ironically	convicts	them.	
They	cannot	accept	Jesus’	claim	to	speak	as	God,	yet	
they	are	amazed	at	His	learning	because	human	beings	
did	not	teach	Him.	They	ignore	the	logical	question,	“If	
humans	didn’t	teach	Him,	is	His	teaching,	as	He	claims,	
from	God?”

Jesus’	response	deals	not	with	the	abstract	sources	
of	authority	but	the	concrete	issue	of	moral	behavior.	
Jesus’	source	of	truth	is	the	invisible	God,	but	the	lack	of	
obedience	to	the	Mosaic	law	visibly	proves	rejection	of	
God.	Name	calling	and	lying	denial	(7:20)	add	proof	to	
Jesus’	witness	of	the	truth.	As	He	had	told	His	brothers,	
He	is	hated	because	He	tells	the	truth	(7:6-7).	Again,	
Jesus	does	not	debate	the	invisible	issue	of	whether	
or	not	they	want	to	kill	Him.	He	goes	to	the	heart	of	the	
problem	and	tries	to	prove	their	hatred	wrong.	He	knows	
they	want	to	kill	Him	because	He	broke	the	Sabbath	and	
made	Himself	equal	with	God	(5:18).	Using	their	faith	in	
Moses,	He	defends	His	healing	on	the	Sabbath	(7:22-
23).	Moses,	whom	they	accept,	proves	that	the	anger	
(or	desire	to	kill)	is	wrong.	Since	they	are	wrong	on	that	
point,	Jesus	demands	that	they	—	like	His	brothers	—	stop	
using	visible	standards	and	make	right	judgments,	by	
implication,	on	the	basis	of	God-given	criteria.

John’s	report	exposes	the	power	of	Jesus’	teaching	and	
the	folly	of	human	logic.	Name	calling	and	lies	stand	
revealed	as	evil.	More	positively,	the	story	underscores	
the	priority	of	God’s	power	over	religious	tradition.	A	good	
way	to	begin	applying	Jesus’	words	is	to	start	with	verse	
twenty-four.	Jesus	calls	us	to	dig	deeper	theologically	
than	public	appearances.	God’s	word	and	teaching	are	
not	of	this	world.	The	revelation	of	Jesus	surpasses	
human	understanding!	Then	let	God’s	word	show	you	
where	name	calling	and	lies	have	denied	Christian	
behavior	and	attitudes.
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A GreAt deBAte – John 7:25-44
The	next	section	illustrates	why	Jesus	would	tell	people	
to	stop	judging	by	mere	appearances	and	to	make	right	
judgments.	Human	opinions	and	observations	lead	people	
away	from	Jesus.	Instead	of	deciding	to	accept	(or	reject)	
Jesus’	teaching,	people	grapple	with	extraneous	issues.	Is	
this	the	man	threatened	with	death	(7:25)?	Does	His	public	
activity	mean	that	authorities	have	changed	their	minds	
(7:26)?	Do	His	miracles	make	Him	the	Christ	(7:31)?	Can	
He	be	the	Messiah	since	He	is	from	Galilee	and	Scripture	
says	the	Messiah	will	come	from	Bethlehem	(7:41-42)?	
Will	He	go	into	exile	and	teach	the	Greeks	(7:35)?	The	
responses	illustrate	the	variety	of	questions	people	can	
debate	today	as	they	avoid	Christ’s	call	to	faith.

Christ’s	call	to	faith	embraces	three	teachings.	First,	He	
tells	them	that	He,	but	not	they,	knows	God	because	He	
is	from	and	sent	by	God	(7:28-29).	Second,	Jesus	warns	
them	that	they	are	in	danger	of	losing	the	opportunity	to	
know	God	(7:33).	Finally,	He	makes	the	dramatic	claim	
that,	as	the	Scripture	promises,	“living	water	will	flow	from	
Him”	(7:38).

The	great	claim	clearly	means	that	Jesus	meets	the	
needs	of	people	although	some	details	are	not	clear.	For	
example,	does	the	living	water	flow	from	Jesus	or	the	
believer?	Furthermore,	to	which	Scripture	does	Jesus	
point?	Biblical	interpreters	are	almost	equally	divided	
on	the	first	question.	In	John	4:14,	Jesus	had	told	the	
Samaritan	woman	that	the	water	He	gives	will	become	a	
spring	inside	a	believer.	Yet,	in	John	19:34	water	flows	
from	the	side	of	Jesus.	Furthermore,	the	water	symbolized	
the	Spirit	(7:39)	which	is	given	by	Jesus	(20:22).	Although	
I	prefer	to	interpret	it	as	coming	“from	Jesus,”	I	am	content	
to	leave	the	interpretation	ambiguous.	The	call	of	the	
Gospel	is	for	believers	to	receive	the	Spirit	given	by	Jesus	
and	to	let	that	Spirit	flow	through	them	to	others.

Your	opinion	on	the	previous	question	will	influence	your	
search	for	the	Scripture	to	which	Jesus	refers.	Isaiah	
58:11,	Zechariah	14:8,	and	Proverbs	18:4	support	the	idea	
that	the	living	water	flows	from	God’s	people.	Isaiah	43:19-
21,	44:3	and	Psalm	78:15	support	the	interpretation	that	
the	water	flows	from	Jesus.	Furthermore,	Ezekiel	47:1-2	
describes	when	God	will	provide	a	great	deal	of	water	
coming	from	the	temple,	and	the	Feast	of	Tabernacles	
also	involved	water	ceremonies.	Thus	Scripture	connected	
the	Temple	with	the	promise	of	great	(water)	blessings	
to	people,	but	Jesus	promised	greater	blessings	through	
Himself	and/or	those	who	believe	in	Him.	Perhaps	Jesus	
wanted	people	to	think	about	such	Scripture.

In	conclusion,	there	are	a	variety	of	passages	to	which	
Jesus	may	have	referred.	Nevertheless,	we	must	honestly	
admit	that	we	cannot	point	to	one	Bible	passage	and	
assert	that	it	must	be	Jesus’	reference.	Perhaps	the	
uncertainty	is	deliberate.	It	reminds	us	of	our	own	limited	
knowledge	and	motivates	us	to	learn	more	from	Jesus.	
Our	own	uncertainty	mirrors	the	confusion	with	which	
this	section	ends.	People	are	divided:	they	want	to	act	
but	don’t	(7:43).	The	conclusion	shows	that	human	
indecisiveness	and	confusion	need	the	divine	authority	and	
blessings	of	Jesus.

the foLLy of JudGment By AppeArAnces – John 7:45-53
The	final	section	reads	like	a	tragic	comedy	of	errors.	
Unbelievers	reject	honest	questions	and	answers.	
Their	low	expectations	reject	even	a	plea	for	personal	
involvement	(7:51).	They	expect	a	prophet,	not	the	Son	of	
God.	Since	Jesus	does	not	meet	their	expectations,	they	
reject	Him.	Their	need	for	deeper	faith	reminds	us	that	the	
Law	was	given	through	Moses	but	grace	and	truth	came	
through	Jesus	Christ	(1:17).	Their	immediate	rejection	
warns	us	about	ending	our	search	for	God’s	truth	too	soon.	
Like	Jesus’	enemies	of	old,	unbelievers	today	reject	great	
blessings	when	they	are	satisfied	with	their	own	opinions.

Their need for deeper faith reminds us that the Law was given 
through Moses but grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 8:1-59

Dear Lord Jesus, Light of the world, give us Your teaching and enable us 
to hold it so that we can know God’s truth and be free. Amen.

John	8:1-12
1.	 Check	the	footnotes	in	your	Bible	concerning	John	7:53	to	8:11.	What	do	you	learn	about	this	story	in	the	earliest,	most	

reliable	copies	of	John?

2.	 Do	you	think	the	story	is	consistent	with	the	teachings	of	Jesus?	Explain	your	answer.

3.	 What	did	the	Law	of	Moses	teach	about	sexual	immorality?	

	 Exodus	20:14

	 Leviticus	20:10

	 Deuteronomy	22:22-27

4.	 What	did	Jesus	teach	in	the	Sermon	on	the	Mount	(Matthew	5:27-30)	about	sexual	immorality?

5.	 How	were	the	teachers	of	the	law	and	Pharisees	trying	to	trap	Jesus?

6.	 Describe	Jesus’	action	and	how	His	answer	avoids	His	enemies’	trap.

7.	 What	do	you	find	most	thought	provoking	about	this	event?

8.	 What	are	your	attitudes	toward	the	accepted	morality	of	our	day?

9.	 How	would	you	apply	verse	12	to	the	narrative	told	in	the	previous	verses?

10.	 What	does	this	claim	of	Jesus	mean	to	you?
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John	8:13-30
11.	 How	does	Jesus	defend	His	witness?

12.	 How	do	you	defend	your	faith	in	Jesus?

13.	 How	did	the	listeners	misunderstand	Jesus’	words	in	8:21?	Explain	the	reaction	of	Jesus’	enemies.

14.	 How	does	Jesus	explain	the	thought	that	He	might	commit	suicide?

	 What	role	does	death	or	self-destruction	have	for	people	who	think	only	about	“this	world?”

15.	 The	Greek	word	behind	the	translation	“lifted	up”	(8:28)	can	have	a	literal	meaning	(“lift	up”	cf.	John	3:14,	12:32-34)	or	a	
figurative	meaning	(“praise”	or	“give	honor”).	What	does	“lifted	up”	mean	in	the	context	of	the	debate	in	chapter	8?

John	8:31-59
16.	 What	does	the	great	promise	of	Jesus	in	verses	31-32	mean	to	you?

17.	 How	do	unbelievers	today	misunderstand	Jesus	or	“underestimate”	His	importance?

18.	 Who	are	really	children	of	Abraham?	(Romans	4:1-5,	Galatians	3:6-7)

19.	 Why	does	Jesus	“challenge	the	ancestry”	of	people	who	trust	their	inherent	goodness?

	 Who	does	He	claim	is	their	real	“father?”

20.	 Give	three	reasons	why	the	people	attack	Jesus	and	what	can	we	learn	from	their	attack?

21.	 Chapter	eight	raises	the	question	of	“inherited”	spirituality.	How	can	being	born	into	a	family	with	strong	denominational	
traditions	or	even	into	a	strong	Christian	family	create	personal	spiritual	problems?	Compare	“We	are	children	of	
Abraham”	to	“We’ve	always	been	Christians”.
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context
Chapter	eight	answers	questions	raised	in	chapter	seven	about	Jesus’	
right	to	speak	God’s	truth.	It	also	prepares	us	for	the	great	sign	in	chapter	
nine	when	Jesus	takes	a	man	without	sight,	surrounded	by	people	without	
spiritual	vision,	and	shows	how	He	is	the	Light	of	the	World.	Chapter	eight	
calls	us	to	seek	God’s	revealing	light	and	warns	us	about	complacency	
based	on	traditions.

LIGht or dArkness; forGIVeness or reJectIon – John 7:53-8:11
Although	many	Bibles	and	commentaries	label	this	incident	the	story	of	a	
woman	caught	in	adultery,	that	is	not	the	major	theme.	It	is	actually	a	story	
of	judgmental	people	caught	in	hypocrisy.	The	focal	point	is	not	adultery	but	
divine	forgiveness.

A hIstorIcAL questIon:
The	Concordia Self-Study Bible	(NIV)	prints	a	heading	before	the	story	
which	says,	“The	earliest	and	most	reliable	manuscripts	and	other	ancient	
witnesses	do	not	have	John	7:53-8:11.”	Although	the	original	copy	of	John’s	
Gospel	has	not	survived,	the	copies	from	the	second,	third	and	fourth	
centuries	do	not	have	the	story	of	religious	leaders	trying	to	trap	Jesus	in	
debate	over	the	proper	punishment	of	a	sinful	woman.	The	story	is	first	
written	in	a	fifth	century	manuscript	but	then	was	included	in	almost	all	
subsequent	copies.	Not	always	does	it	appear	after	John	7:52.	Some	Greek	
manuscripts	have	it	after	John	7:36;	others	after	John	21:25	and	others	after	
Luke	21:38.

There	is	no	reason	to	insist	that	the	event	never	happened.	The	Gospels	
record	other	attempts	to	trap	and	discredit	Jesus	(e.g.	Matthew	19:3-9,	
22:15-21)	and	Jesus’	teaching	to	forgive	is	a	vital	part	of	His	ministry	(e.g.	
Matthew	6:14,	9:1-8,	18:21-35,	Luke	7:36-50	or	15:1-32).	I	personally	think	
that	the	incident	happened	and	Christians	told	it	through	four	centuries	as	an	
example	of	human	evil	and	divine	grace.	Thank	God	that	it	was	finally	written	

“Jesus, the Light of God, calls people to 
leave the darkness to live in God’s light.”

Lesson 10
JoHn 8 :1 -59
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down	so	that	it	will	never	be	forgotten.	It	stands	as	a	vivid,	
poignant	lesson	from	the	life	of	Jesus.

“Jesus frees the sinner not only 
from the death sentence but also 
from a life that embraces sin.”

the trAp
John	tells	us	the	religious	leaders	do	not	seek	moral	
guidance	but	rather	want	to	trap	Jesus	(8:6).	The	trap	is	
clever	and	dangerous.	If	Jesus	confirms	the	priority	of	
the	Mosaic	law	and	approves	the	sinner’s	execution,	He	
challenges	the	Roman	law.	Jesus’	enemies	knew	that	
the	Romans	reserved	capital	punishment	for	themselves	
(19:31).	It	heightens	the	tension	or	vividness	of	the	story	
to	remember	that	John	the	Baptist	went	to	prison	and	
eventually	lost	his	life	over	a	question	regarding	sexual	
immorality	(Mark	6:17-18).

On	the	other	hand,	if	Jesus	ignores	the	Mosaic	edict,	He	
will	discredit	His	ministry	since	He	used	Moses	to	expose	
the	sin	of	His	enemies	(7:16-19,	21-24).	The	enemies,	
like	clever	politicians,	want	to	expose	their	opponent	as	
a	“traitor	to	the	traditions!”	They	want	Bible	believing	
people	to	stop	trusting	Him	or	the	powerful	Romans	to	
get	rid	of	Him.

The	answer	of	Jesus	is	intriguing	because	He	could	have	
pointed	out	the	failure	to	follow	carefully	the	Mosaic	law.	
Leviticus	20:10	and	Deuteronomy	22:22	decreed	that	
both	adulterers,	the	man	and	the	woman,	be	executed.	
Therefore	Jesus,	like	a	shrewd	lawyer,	could	have	
discredited	the	case	by	pointing	to	improper	procedure	
with	only	the	woman	on	trial	for	her	life.	Jesus	chose	not	to	
do	that	because	He	did	not	want	to	teach	better	legalism	
but	better	love.	Salvation	comes	not	from	more	detailed	
study	of	rules	and	regulations	but	from	more	generous	
giving	of	forgiveness.

Jesus	shares	His	love	with	three	actions.	First,	He	bends	
down	and	writes	on	the	ground	with	His	finger	(8:6b).	
Second,	He	decrees	that	a	sinless	person	begin	the	
execution	(8:7).	Third,	He	proclaims	that	He	does	not	
condemn	the	sinner	and	that	she	should	leave	her	life	of	
sin	(8:11).

Think	about	the	three	actions	and	apply	them	to	the	human	
tendency	to	condemn	others.	There	have	been	ingenious	
guesses	at	what	Jesus	wrote	ranging	from	meaningless	
doodling	to	quoting	Scripture	like	Jeremiah	17:13	or	
Exodus	23:1-2.	Since	the	content	is	unknown,	people	have	
also	speculated	on	Jesus’	intent.	Did	He	write	to	protect	
the	sinner,	condemn	the	accusers,	or	was	He	giving	them	
time	to	realize	their	injustice?	His	verbal	decree	(8:7)	
skillfully	eludes	the	false	issue	His	enemies	present	and	
forces	them	to	face	the	real	question.	Are	the	accusers	
so	perfect	that	they	can	execute	another?	Finally,	Jesus	
frees	the	sinner	not	only	from	the	death	sentence	but	also	
from	a	life	that	embraces	sin.	The	story	reminds	us	of	the	
many	faces	of	human	sin	and	the	divine	mercy	which	gives	
forgiveness	and	a	new	way	of	life.

the GreAt cLAIm – John 8:12
John	8:12	stands	as	the	thesis	statement	for	chapter	
eight.	Claiming	to	be	the	light	of	the	world	means	that	
Jesus	gives	sinful	people	God’s	truth.	The	rest	of	the	
chapter	presents	material	that	challenges,	defends	or	
explains	that	claim.

the chALLenGe of credentIALs – John 8:13-30
The	Pharisees	challenge	Jesus	by	observing	that	self-
praise	means	nothing	(8:13).	It	is	as	meaningless	as	a	
person	today	framing	an	award	given	by	self	to	self.	Jesus	
refutes	that	challenge	by	claiming	credentials	from	the	
Father.	He	defends	that	claim,	warning	them	about	their	
deadly	sin.	The	fact	that	they	reject	Him	supports	Jesus’	
knowledge	of	the	Father,	since	they,	as	sinners,	are	
different.	Their	sinful	incredulity	confirms,	indirectly,	the	
Father’s	approval.	Bad	people	reject	good	people,	or,	in	
this	case,	God’s	Person.	The	reference	to	the	Son	of	Man	
being	lifted	up	(8:28-29)	prepares	us	to	understand	the	
united	suffering	love	of	Father	and	Son	in	the	crucifixion	
of	Jesus.

the chALLenGe of Ancestry or LeGItImAcy – John 
8:31-59
Jesus	again	makes	a	great	claim	or	offer	(8:31-32).	
He	offers	people	truth	and	freedom.	His	listeners	
claim	no	need	for	the	gift	of	freedom	because	they	
are	descendants	of	Abraham.	Jesus	points	to	their	
murderous	intent	and	other	things	(8:37-39)	as	
inconsistent	with	Abraham’s	way	of	life.	Avoiding	moral	
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introspection,	they	claim	a	special	relationship	to	God	
(8:41b).	Jesus,	who	has	identified	Himself	as	the	one	
who	speaks	for	God	the	Father,	refutes	their	claim	by	
reminding	them	that	murder	and	lies	come	from	the	
devil	not	God.	Still	avoiding	moral	self-examination,	they	
start	calling	Jesus	names	(8:48).	The	listeners	illustrate	
how	sinful	people	reject,	hate,	criticize,	and	blame	
other	people,	or	even	God	for	their	problems	but	never	
consider	the	possibility	of	personal	responsibility.

Jesus	rejects	the	charge	that	He	is	possessed	by	a	demon	
(8:49),	but	calls	people	to	see	God’s	glory	in	His	life-
giving	Word	of	truth	(8:50-51).	The	evil	of	the	name	callers	
now	becomes	visible.	Jesus	teaches	timeless	spiritual	
truth	but	the	human	mind	is	held	captive	by	the	limits	of	
logic	and	time	(8:52-53).	When	Jesus	says	that	Abraham	
“rejoiced	at	the	thought	of	seeing	my	day;	he	saw	it	and	
was	glad”	Jesus	is	not	claiming	that	they	are	chronological	
contemporaries	but	spiritual	coordinates.

The	Jewish	leaders	do	not	understand	Jesus	words	
regarding	Abraham.	Their	reasoning	sends	warning	
signals,	“You	are	not	yet	fifty	years	old,	and	you	have	seen	
Abraham”	(8:57)?	In	Luke	3:23	we	learn	that	Jesus	was	
about	thirty	years	old	when	he	began	His	ministry	so	their	
“not	yet	fifty	years	old”	was	a	generous	allowance	for	His	
possible	age.

The	remarks	may	also	be	sarcastic.	Their	remark	may	
be	comparable	to	the	“put	down”	intended	in	our	culture	
if	we	remark	that	someone	is	“not	yet	dry	behind	the	
ears.”	Jesus’	antagonists	knew	the	high	regard	the	Old	
Testament	urged	for	old	people.	The	Law	taught	them,	
“Rise	in	the	presence	of	aged,	show	respect	for	the	elderly	
and	revere	your	God	(Leviticus	19:32).”	Job	had	asked,	
“Is	not	wisdom	found	among	the	aged?	Does	not	long	
life	bring	understanding	(Job	12:12)?”	If	Jesus	was	about	

thirty	years	old,	the	people	might	even	mock	Him	because	
He	did	not	have	gray	hair.	They	judged	Him	a	religious	
“smart	aleck”	because	“Gray	hair	is	a	crown	of	splendor;	
it	is	attained	by	a	righteous	life	(Proverbs	16:31).”	Since	
in	Jesus’	culture	older	people	were	given	great	respect,	
the	hostile	remark	attacked	Jesus	because	He	was	young	
and	inexperienced.	The	sarcasm	illustrates	the	human	
temptation	to	use	stereotypes	when	listening	to	people.	
Too	often,	we	unfairly	judge	people	—	even	ourselves	—	
with	comments	like,	“What	do	you	expect	from	kids?”	or	
“You’re	too	old	to	understand!”	or	“I’m	just	a	layperson.”

Jesus	teaches	that	Abraham,	long	before	Jesus	was	
born,	lived	in	the	faith	and	truth	that	He	now	proclaims.	
Jesus’	words,	recorded	in	John	8:58,	demand	either	faith	
or	rejection.	Jesus	does	not	limit	Himself	to	human	logic	
when	He	says	“Before	Abraham	was,	I	am.”	His	words	
sound	like	God	calling	Moses	to	serve	with	the	claim	to	
be	“I	am	who	I	am”	(Exodus	3:14).	Note	that,	as	in	His	
previous	statements,	“I	am	the	bread	of	life”	(6:35),	and	
“I	am	the	light	of	the	world”	(8:12)	Jesus	again	claims	
eternity	and	His	oneness	with	the	Father	(1:1).

As	John	the	Baptist	had	told	his	students,	faith	looks	
not	at	human	chronology	but	divine	order	(1:27,	30-34).	
The	unbelieving	response	to	Jesus’	words	displays	the	
terrible	grip	of	evil.	The	Jews	note	Jesus’	human	age	
(8:57)	and	act	with	murderous	intent	(8:59).	They	seize	
the	opportunity	to	interpret	Jesus’	claim	as	blasphemy,	
for	which	stoning	was	permitted	as	the	legal	penalty	
(Leviticus	24:16).

The	chapter	ends	with	a	vivid	illustration	of	Jesus’	words	
in	8:12.	People	without	God’s	light	live	in	murderous	
darkness.	Jesus,	the	Light	of	God,	calls	people	to	leave	
the	darkness	to	live	in	God’s	light.

People, without God’s light live in murderous darkness. Jesus, the 
Light of God, calls people to leave the darkness to live in God’s light.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 9:1-41

Dear Lord, open our eyes to see how You lovingly help people and how 
people sinfully hurt each other. As we study this chapter, give us vision to 

see as You see and to love as You love. In Jesus’ name, Amen.

John	9:1-7
1.	 What	question	do	Jesus’	disciples	ask	about	a	blind	man?

2.	 Answer	the	disciples’	question	on	the	basis	of:	
	 Exodus	20:5

	 Psalm	109:9-14

	 Psalm	137:7-9

	 Isaiah	65:6-7

3.	 Give	an	example	of	how	people	have	suffered	for	the	sins	of	their	parents	or	ancestors.

4.	 Think	of	ways	in	which	you	have	blamed	(rightly	or	wrongly)	your	parents,	spouse,	children	or	others	for	your	personal	
problems.	Or,	think	of	ways	in	which	you	have	blamed	yourself	(rightly	or	wrongly)	for	the	problems	of	others.

5.	 Answer	the	disciples’	question	on	the	basis	of:
	 Deuteronomy	24:16

	 Ezekiel	18:1-4

	 Jeremiah	31:29-30

6.	 Give	an	example	of	a	person	who	has	experienced	serious	problems	despite	a	good	background	and	environment.	Are	
there	examples	of	how	you	created	a	problem	for	yourself	because	you	sinfully	ignored	the	advice	of	parents	or	some	
other	caring	person?
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7.	 How	does	Jesus	answer	the	disciples’	question	and	what	are	the	four	parts	of	His	reply?

8.	 How	do	you	apply	Jesus’	words	to	blindness,	handicaps	or	other	things	which	some	people	today,	like	the	disciples,	
judge	to	be	punishment	for	sin?

9.	 How	did	Jesus	give	the	man	sight?

	 Why	do	you	think	He	used	this	method?

John	9:8-27
10.	 List	the	ways	people	react	to	Jesus’	power	and	love.

11.	 How	do	you	react	when	someone	seems	to	be	blessed	by	God’s	love	and	power	in	a	special	way?

12.	 How	do	the	(former)	blind	man’s	parents	react	and	why?

13.	 Have	you	ever	avoided	Christian	witness	or	commitment	in	order	to	avoid	embarrassment	or	danger?	Please	share	your	
experience	with	the	group.

14.	 How	does	the	man	born	blind	respond	to	pressure	to	“praise	God?”

John	9:28-41
15.	 What	do	the	enemies	of	Jesus	do	to	the	man	born	blind?

16.	 How	do	“religious	people”	today	ridicule	or	“throw	out”	people	who	disagree	with	them?

17.	 Describe	Jesus’	conversation	with	the	former	blind	man	and	the	man’s	reaction.

18.	 How	do	you	interpret	Jesus’	discussion	with	the	Pharisees	in	verses	39-41?
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context
Chapter	eight	began	with	Jesus	claiming	to	be	the	light	of	the	world	and	
ended	with	Jesus’	enemies	wanting	to	kill	Him.	How	could	the	people	be	so	
blind?	Chapter	nine	examines	that	question	and	exposes	the	blindness	of	
people	who	reject	Jesus.

the questIon And AnsWer – John 9:1-5
The	story	begins	when	Jesus	and	His	disciples	see	a	man	blind	since	birth.	
The	disciples	ask	a	very	human	question.	Whose	fault	is	this	blindness?	It	
is	not	unusual	that	the	disciples	want	to	know	why	the	man	was	born	blind.	
Historians,	congressional	committees	and	we	ourselves	try	to	determine	
cause	and	to	fix	blame.

Furthermore	the	options	posed	in	the	disciples’	question	are	also	reasonable.	
Obviously,	sometimes	our	sins	hurt	us.	Satan	tempted	Adam,	Eve,	and	even	
Jesus	(Matthew	4:1-11)	to	do	things	to	hurt	themselves	and	we	are	tempted	
likewise.	Equally	obvious,	the	sin	of	parents	can	hurt	children.	For	example,	
children	learn	prejudice	from	parents,	and	statistics	indicate	that	children	
of	abusive	parents	frequently	abuse	their	children,	children	of	alcoholic	
parents	are	more	likely	to	become	alcoholics,	and	children	who	are	unloved	
frequently	suffer	more	psychological	problems.

The	disciples’	question	rests	on	theological	blindness	as	well	as	natural	
curiosity.	They	assume	that	physical	blindness	is	a	punishment	of	sin	by	God.	
They	don’t	question	that	assumption;	they	merely	question	whose	sin	God	is	
punishing.	The	assumption	of	the	disciples	distorts	their	reading	of	the	Old	
Testament.	They	overlook	the	loving	creative	goodness	of	God	and	blindly	
assume	that	God	wants	to	hurt	people.	They	remember	passages	like	Exodus	
20:5,	Psalm	109:9-14,	137:7-9	and	Isaiah	65:6-7	teaching	that	it	is	God’s	
will	that	children	suffer	for	the	sins	of	their	parents.	On	the	other	hand,	they	
remember	passages	like	Deuteronomy	24:16,	Ezekiel	18:1-4	and	Jeremiah	

“Jesus graciously tries to help people see.”

Lesson 11
JoHn 9 :1 -41

http://www.livingwaybiblestudy.org
http://www.livingwaybiblestudy.org


© living way bible study, inc. 60not to be reproduced in any form without permission.

The Gospel  According to  John Dr .  Robert  Holst John 9:1-41  –  Lesson 11

31:29-30	which	seem	to	teach	the	opposite.	The	blindness	
comes	with	the	focus	on	sin	rather	than	salvation.

We	suffer	from	the	same	distorted	theological	vision.	We	
know	that	God	punishes	sin	and,	like	Job’s	friends	(Job	4:2-
8),	we	force	moral	judgments.	We	jest	that	“God’s	going	to	
get	you”	or	threaten	our	children	by	telling	them	that	Jesus	
is	watching	and	does	not	like	naughty	children.	Our	jest	or	
threat	creates	problems	for	ourselves	and	others.

Jesus’	reply	ignores	the	disciples’	question.	He	knows	
that	the	disciples’	question	creates	more	problems	than	
it	solves.	Answering	their	question	would	deal	with	
human	sin	but	ignore	divine	glory.	Nevertheless,	we	often	
let	the	disciples’	question	guide	our	own	conduct.	For	
example,	we	may	not	give	people	a	fair	chance	because	
of	judgments	about	a	handicap,	their	background,	or	the	
character	of	their	parents.	We	excuse	and	tolerate	our	own	
bad	attitudes	or	bad	actions	because	“that’s	the	way	I	was	
taught!”	Jesus	will	not	answer	a	question	which	enables	
us	to	blame	others	and	avoid	personal	responsibility.	On	
the	other	hand,	using	only	the	options	of	the	disciples’	
question,	we	may	unreasonably	blame	ourselves	for	our	
own	problem	or	even	the	problems	of	a	loved	one.	For	
example,	we	may	wonder	if	bad	health	or	a	business	
failure	is	retribution	for	a	sin	committed	long	ago.	When	a	
child	is	born	with	a	handicap,	dies	tragically,	does	poorly	
in	school,	or	even	commits	a	crime,	parents	feel	great	guilt	
and/or	wonder	why	God	is	punishing	them.	Jesus	must	
teach	His	disciples	that	blaming	self	or	others	does	not	
solve	the	question	of	sin	or	explain	a	physical	handicap.

Jesus’	reply	leads	the	disciples	away	from	an	examination	
of	sin	into	a	deeper	understanding	of	God’s	glory.	His	
answer	has	four	parts.	First,	He	rejects	the	idea	that	
blindness	is	caused	by	the	man’s	or	his	parent’s	sin.	
Second,	Jesus	teaches	that	the	blindness	is	an	opportunity	
for	God’s	work.	Third,	there	is	an	urgency	to	do	God’s	
work	and,	finally,	He	teaches	the	disciples	to	understand	
such	work	as	the	shared	responsibility	given	by	the	One	
Who	sent	Jesus.

Reflect	upon	the	four	aspects	of	Jesus’	reply.	First,	reject	
the	idea	that	a	physical	handicap	is	an	opportunity	to	fix	
blame	or	wallow	in	guilt.	Second,	see	how	handicaps	
or	problems	provide	opportunity	to	display	the	work	of	

God.	Third,	think	urgently.	What	can	be	done	now?	Meet	
present	opportunities.	Finally,	understand	helping	people	
as	a	God-given	mission.	In	our	society,	human	“problems”	
are	often	put	“out	of	sight	and	out	of	mind.”	Jesus	calls	us	
to	see	such	“problems”	as	opportunities.	Loving	parents,	
helpful	children,	and	caring	friends	are	all	missionaries	
revealing	the	glory	of	Christian	love.

In	conclusion	to	this	section,	a	Christian	pastor	to	the	blind	
once	pointed	out	to	me	that	the	Bible	never	tells	us	that	
Jesus	“healed”	a	blind	person.	Jesus	“gives	sight”	but	He	
does	not	“heal.”	I	think	the	semantics	are	important	and	
I	now	try	to	avoid	using	the	word	“healing”	with	regard	to	
blindness	and	other	handicaps.	“Healing”	implies	disease	
and	gives	a	negative	image	to	handicapped	people.	It	
smacks	of	punishment.	“Giving	sight”	expresses	love	and	
sharing	a	blessing.

“Trusting God influences our action and may 
mean more than simply sitting and waiting.”

the GIft of sIGht – John 9:6-7
Although	Jesus	helped	other	blind	people	with	simply	a	
word	or	a	touch	(Matthew	9:27-31,	20:29-34,	Mark	10:46-
52	and	Luke	18:35-43),	He	now	spits	on	the	ground,	makes	
mud	with	the	saliva,	puts	the	paste	on	the	blind	man’s	eyes	
and	tells	him	to	go	wash	in	the	Pool	of	Siloam	(9:6).

As	an	aside,	one	should	not	feel	squeamish	or	consider	
Jesus’	action	crude	and	unsanitary.	People	at	Jesus’	time	
thought	spit	had	healing	value.	Ancient	Greco-Roman	
writers	as	famous	as	Tacitus	and	Suetonius	wrote	of	the	
therapeutic	usage	of	spit.	The	scientific	Pliny	the	Elder	
wrote	an	entire	book	on	how	to	use	beneficially	human	and	
animal	spit.	Perhaps	Jesus	also	uses	that	positive	attitude	
about	spit	in	the	parable	of	the	rich	man	and	poor	Lazarus	
(Luke	16:19-31).	When	the	dogs	lick	the	poor	man’s	sores	
(Luke	16:20),	Jesus	may	be	teaching	that	the	dogs	do	
more	for	the	man’s	health	than	the	rich	man.

Returning	to	the	story,	I	think	that	Jesus’	action	is	
important	for	two	reasons.	First,	He	uses	the	things	of	this	
world	to	help	and,	second,	His	action	demands	faith.	Like	
a	sacrament	using	water	or	bread	and	wine,	something	of	
the	world	combines	with	Jesus’	Word	to	offer	miraculous	
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help.	Second,	Jesus	does	not	impose	His	blessing.	The	
man	must	trust	Him	enough	to	go	to	the	pool	to	wash	off	
the	mud.	Jesus	forced	the	man	to	make	a	decision.	In	
unbelief,	he	could	have	rejected	Jesus’	directive	and	gone	
home.	Instead,	he	trusted	Jesus	enough	to	do	as	He	said.	
In	a	sense,	the	man	faithfully	participates	in	Jesus’	action.	
Apply	the	two	reasons	to	life	today.	Today	the	healing	
power	of	God	may	place	worldly	things	on	our	handicaps,	
such	as	exercise,	rest,	good	food,	medicine,	surgery,	
physical	therapy	or	other	“spit-like”	things	of	this	world.	
Second,	actively	trust	that	God	wants	to	help.	That	means	
acting	according	to	God’s	will	and	following	His	Word.	
Trusting	God	influences	our	action	and	may	mean	more	
than	simply	sitting	and	waiting.

the BAttLe of BLIndness – John 9:8-17
The	man	recovers	his	sight!	Is	the	battle	with	blindness	
over?	Matthew,	Mark	and	Luke	simply	tell	stories	of	blind	
men	receiving	sight.	They	record	little	of	the	reaction	to	
the	miracle.	Perhaps	they	know	that	their	readers	will	
understand	that	the	miracle	is	part	of	the	Messianic	activity	
of	“giving	sight	to	the	blind	(Isaiah	29:18,	35:5,	and	42:7).”	
John’s	story	is	radically	different.	He	tells	us	that	the	
struggle	with	spiritual	blindness	begins	after	the	blind	man	
sees.	The	blindness	manifests	itself	in	a	number	of	ways.	
First,	people	are	not	certain	what	happened	(9:8-9).	Then	
they	want	to	know	how	it	happened	(9:10).	Like	them,	we	
too,	debate	whether	miracles	really	happen.	Like	them,	we	
have	more	curiosity	for	how	things	work	than	awe	for	the	
work	itself.	We	view	a	model	ship	in	a	tiny	bottle	and	we	
ask,	“How	did	you	do	that?”	We	view	a	friend’s	blessing	
and	we	want	to	know	what	happened	so	that	we,	too,	can	
be	blessed.

Next	John	tells	us	that	religious	legalists	question	the	
way	Jesus	acted	since	He	opened	the	man’s	eyes	on	the	
Sabbath.	Like	many	religious	people,	they	criticize	Jesus	
not	for	what	He	did	but	for	the	way	He	did	it.	Their	criticism	
is	rooted	in	religious	traditions	that	carefully	interpreted	

God’s	teaching	about	work	on	the	Sabbath	(Exodus	
20:8-11	and	Deuteronomy	5:12-15).	People	debated	
how	to	keep	the	Sabbath	holy	and	developed	thirty-nine	
rules	about	cooking	food,	traveling	and	other	work	which	
preserved	or	profaned	the	sanctity	of	the	day.	According	
to	such	traditions,	Jesus	probably	broke	four	rules.	He	
kneaded	clay,	used	Sabbath	spittle,	anointed	eyes,	and	
healed	on	the	Sabbath	in	a	non-life	threatening	situation.

The	dilemma	of	the	Pharisees	is	clear.	Jesus	broke	
the	Sabbath	but	with	super-human	results.	The	end	is	
good	but	does	it	justify	the	means?	Their	blindness	is	
clear.	Rather	than	debate	the	validity	of	their	Biblical	
interpretation,	they	debate	Jesus	and	His	work.	Assuming	
the	validity	of	their	own	traditions,	either	they	must	reject	
the	miracle	or	the	miracle	worker.

Today	we	easily	discern	the	folly	of	such	ancient	
blindness.	Nevertheless,	in	a	similar	way,	Christians	today	
may	overlook	a	good	thing	improperly	done.	We	grumble,	
“I	respect	what	they	did	but	they	should	have	checked	with	
the	proper	committee	first!”	We	are	tempted	to	overlook	
truth	if	it	is	spoken	by	someone	of	an	opposing	political	
party	or	of	a	different	denomination.

douBtInG the sIGn – John 9:18-23
Jesus’	enemies	blindly	debate	the	reality	of	the	miracle.	
First,	they	interrogate	the	parents	of	the	former	blind	man.	
Their	blind	predetermined	sentence	(9:22)	forces	the	
parents	to	choose	personal	safety	or,	in	a	sense,	to	disown	
their	son	(9:23).	Describing	their	action,	John	reminds	
the	Christians	that	loving	Christ	tests	the	closest	human	
relationship.	People	who	think	primarily	about	their	own	
welfare	misunderstand	and	even	disown	those	who	follow	
God’s	will.	The	parental	decision	reminds	us	of	Jesus’	
words	in	Matthew	10:36-38	and	Luke	12:53.	Peer	pressure	
and	the	search	for	social	acceptability	abort	precious	
opportunities	to	confess	faith	today	also.

John reminds the Christians that loving Christ 
tests the closest human relationship.
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reJectInG the sIGn – John 9:24-34
After	successfully	pressuring	the	parents	not	to	acknowledge	Jesus,	His	
enemies	again	interrogate	the	former	blind	man	(9:24-34).	Once	more,	their	
blindness	reveals	itself.	The	former	blind	man	is	pressured	to	deny	his	faith,	
ridiculed	on	the	basis	of	his	faith,	and	finally	rejected.	The	irony	is	vivid.	Since	
the	man	was	born	blind,	they	condemn	him	as	a	sinner	(9:34	and	9:2).	But	
the	man	is	no	longer	blind.	According	to	their	theological	logic,	the	question	of	
sin	is	no	longer	relevant.	They	do	not	see	the	sign	of	God’s	glory.	Even	in	the	
Christian	church	similar	blindness	still	appears.	There	is	a	reluctance	to	accept	
testimony,	a	temptation	to	ridicule	experience,	a	quickness	to	condemn,	and	
a	slowness	to	forgive.	New	disciples	are	judged	by	traditional	standards.	New	
expressions	of	faith	in	non-traditional	songs	are	“thrown	out.”	Mission	work	in	a	
different	language	receives	no	support	or	is	rejected.

Jesus seArches – John 9:35-41
The	chapter	ends	where	it	began.	Jesus	graciously	tries	to	help	people	see.	
He	finds	the	former	blind	man	and	gives	him	something	even	more	precious	
than	physical	sight.	Jesus	enables	him	to	believe	and	to	worship	(9:38).	
Jesus’	remarks	after	the	excommunication	call	His	enemies	to	recognize	their	
blindness	(9:39).	Jesus’	final	words	stand	as	Law	and	Gospel	(9:41).	People	
who	remain	blind	to	the	illogic	of	their	theology	and	the	injustice	of	their	
actions	must	reject	Jesus’	ways.	However,	if	they	see	their	sin,	Jesus	stands	
ready	to	help.

Jesus’	final	words	can	be	applied	in	a	number	of	ways.	Experts	claim	that	
alcoholics	must	“see”	the	problem	before	they	can	be	helped.	Marriage	
partners,	blind	to	growing	lovelessness,	blindly	create	more	lovelessness.	
They	drift	apart	until,	by	God’s	grace,	they	see	the	problem	and	search	for	
new	ways	to	see	the	old	love.	The	thrill	of	having	things	blinds	people	to	
the	pressure	of	materialism.	Only	when	they	see	how	the	“rat	race”	creates	
frustration	rather	than	happiness	are	they	ready	to	look	beyond	the	blindness	
of	materialism	to	the	love-giving	sight	of	Jesus.

Jesus graciously tries to help people see. He finds 
the former blind man and gives him something 

even more precious than physical sight. Jesus 
enables him to believe and to worship.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 10:1-42

Lord God, with Your great love, protect us from evil and lead us to 
trust and love You more and more. In Jesus’ name. Amen

John	10:1-6
1.	 In	your	own	words,	what	does	the	illustration,	“figure	of	speech”	(10:6),	or	parable	in	verses	1-5	mean?

2.	 Why	would	the	people	have	failed	to	understand	the	“figure	of	speech?”	(Refer	to:	9:41)

3.	 Read	Psalm	23,	Jeremiah	23:1-4	and	Ezekiel	34	for	the	Biblical	background	with	which	Jesus’	listeners	would	have	
tried	to	understand	it.	Describe	the	blessings	of	Psalm	23	from	the	following	verses:

	 Verse	One:

	 Verse	Two:

	 Verse	Three:

	 Verse	Four:

	 Verse	Five:

	 Verse	Six:

	 According	to	Jeremiah	23:1-4,	whom	will	God	punish	and	how	will	He	bless	His	people?

	 Who	are	the	shepherds	in	Ezekiel	34:1-10?

	 How	have	they	taken	care	of	the	flock	(Ezekiel	34:1-4)?

	 What	happened	to	the	sheep	(Ezekiel	34:5-9a)?
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	 How	will	God	help	His	sheep	(Ezekiel	34:10-31)?

4.	 With	whom	or	what	could	you	equate	the	following	today?	John	10:1-6

	 Sheep	pen

	 Climber/thief	and	robber

	 Shepherd

	 Watchman

	 Gate

	 Sheep

	 “Calls	by	name”

	 “Leads	them	out”

	 “Goes	ahead	of	them”

	 “Follow/know	his	voice”

	 “Not	follow/run	away”

John	10:7-21
5.	 What	will	the	good	shepherd	do?

6.	 The	Latin	word	for	“shepherd”	is	“pastor.”	How	is	a	congregation’s	pastor	(clergy)	a	“shepherd?”
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	 How	can	the	“Good	Shepherd”	be	a	model	for	a	good	pastor?

	 How	can	a	“hired	hand”	(as	clergy)	affect	a	congregation?

7.	 Many	of	us	live	in	an	urban	culture	and	seldom,	if	ever,	see	shepherds	taking	care	of	sheep.	Therefore,	Jesus’	figure	of	
speech	is	not	as	vivid	to	us	as	it	was	to	the	original	listeners.	List	some	“figures	of	speech”	that	mean	about	the	same	
as	“shepherd”	but	might	have	more	impact	on	urban	people	today.

John	10:22-33
8.	 Use	a	dictionary	to	determine	the	meaning	of	the	Feast	of	Dedication	or	Hanukkah.

	 If	possible,	ask	a	Jewish	person	how	Hanukkah	is	celebrated	today.

9.	 Read	again	10:25-30.	Summarize	what	these	passages	mean	to	you	and	how	you	can	apply	them	to	your	life.

10.	 What	great	claim	does	Jesus	make	and	how	do	the	unbelievers	react	to	that	claim?

John	10:34-42
11.	 State	two	reasons	Jesus	gave	for	believing	that	He	is	the	Son	of	God.

12.	 What	religious	significance	or	tradition	is	connected	with	the	Jordan	River?	(Joshua	4:1-7)

13.	 Why	is	it	significant	that	Jesus	is	rejected	in	Jerusalem	but	trusted	near	the	Jordan?

14.	 How	can	retreating	to	the	original	truths	of	our	faith	help	our	spiritual	life?
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Lesson 12
JoHn 10:1-42

context
In	chapter	ten,	Jesus	changes	the	focus	of	the	theological	dispute	that	
followed	His	giving	sight	to	the	man	born	blind.	Jesus’	enemies	rejected	
Jesus	because	the	healing	sign	had	been	performed	on	the	Sabbath	(9:16).	
Their	rejection	included	throwing	out	the	former	blind	man	who	believed	that	
Jesus	came	from	God	(9:33).	In	chapter	ten,	Jesus	explains	the	meaning	of	
His	ministry	using	agricultural	metaphors	with	a	strong	Biblical	background.	
Jesus	identifies	Himself	as	the	Good	Shepherd	but	also	warns	people	about	
bad	shepherds,	as	did	the	prophets	Jeremiah	and	Ezekiel.	The	following	
chapter	will	demonstrate	even	more	vividly	the	power	and	love	of	Jesus	for	
His	people.

We	will	study	the	chapter	in	two	parts.	The	first	section	(10:1-21)	consists	
primarily	of	Jesus’	words	about	His	ministry.	It	presents	an	exciting	invitation	
to	believe.	The	second	section	(10:22-42)	continues	Jesus’	call	to	faith	but	
shows	the	ugly	face	of	rejection.

Jesus’ mInIstry – John 10:1-21
Although	the	Gospel	of	John	calls	the	material	in	John	10:1-5	a	“figure	of	
speech,”	it	reminds	us	of	the	“parables”	recorded	in	the	Synoptic	Gospels.	As	
an	agricultural	metaphor,	the	illustration	is	simple	and	makes	two	points.	The	
approach	and	reception	differs	for	a	sheep	thief	and	a	shepherd.	Robbers	
sneak	into	a	sheep	pen	while	the	shepherd	enters	through	the	gate	(10:1-
2).	The	security	guard	for	the	sheep	and	the	sheep	themselves	accept	the	
shepherd	but	not	the	thief.	Jesus	reminds	us	how	differently	we	react	to	
people	we	trust	and	to	those	we	do	not	trust.	Perhaps	today	Jesus	would	
illustrate	the	truth	by	saying	that	a	pet	dog	wags	its	tail	for	its	owner	but	
growls	at	a	burglar.

John	tells	us	(10:6)	that	the	figure	of	speech	was	not	understood.	Jesus’	
words	thus	illustrate	the	truth	proclaimed	in	debate	with	the	Pharisees	
(9:41).	They	don’t	see	how	much	Jesus	cares	for	people	and	how	little	they	
care.	Their	blindness	and	Jesus’	words	have	added	force	because	of	the	

“The love of God stands face to face with human hate. 
The choice now faces us. Will we seek our fate with human 

hate, or will the love of Jesus Christ shepherd us?”
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prophetic	usage	of	shepherd	metaphors.	Read	Ezekiel	
34	to	understand	the	Biblical	force	of	Jesus’	illustrations.	
The	words	teach	the	plight	of	God’s	people	(the	sheep),	
the	selfishness	of	uncaring	shepherds	(false	prophets),	
and	the	protecting	love	of	God,	as	a	shepherd.	Jeremiah,	
writing	about	a	generation	before	Ezekiel,	proclaimed	the	
same	basic	truths	in	his	condemnation	of	false	shepherds	
scattering	God’s	sheep,	and	of	God’s	promise	to	gather	
the	remnant	(Jeremiah	23:1-4).

Thus	readers	with	an	awareness	of	the	prophetic	truths	
would	find	in	Jesus’	words	clear	reference	to	the	Biblical	
message	of	God’s	love,	and	to	self-serving	religious	
hypocrisy.	Jesus	Himself	applies	the	truth	contained	in	
the	figures	of	speech	to	His	own	time	in	the	next	verses	
(10:7-18).	First,	Jesus	identifies	Himself	as	the	gate	(10:7-
10)	and,	then,	as	the	good	shepherd	(10:11-17).	The	two	
metaphors	complement	each	other	and	work	to	present	the	
whole	truth.

As	the	gate,	Jesus	is	the	way	to	the	Father.	As	the	way	
to	the	Father,	He	offers	people	full	life	(10:10).	In	light	of	
the	immediate	context	(John	9),	Jesus	is	saying	that	He	
gave	the	blind	man	spiritual	as	well	as	physical	sight.	The	
words	remind	us	of	John	1:18,	“No	one	has	ever	seen	
God,	but	God	the	One	and	Only	(i.e.	Jesus),	who	is	at	the	
Father’s	side,	has	made	him	known.”	Jesus	will	express	
the	same	truth	in	John	14:6	when	He	says,	“I	am	the	way	
and	the	truth	and	the	life.	No	one	comes	to	the	Father	
except	through	me.”	The	thieves	and	robbers	who	came	
before	Jesus	remain	anonymous,	but	the	text	must	refer	
to	the	false	prophets	of	the	past	and	the	spiritually	blind	
hypocrites	facing	Him.

Apply	Jesus’	first	metaphor	to	your	faith.	Praise	Jesus	for	
leading	you	in	the	pasture	of	God’s	word,	for	His	forgiving	
love,	and	for	His	caring	peace.	Thank	Him	for	coming	to	
give	life	-	full	life.	Use	the	words	to	identify	thieves	and	
robbers	that	threaten	you.	They	may	be	inner	selfish	
impulses	that,	if	acted	upon,	would	destroy	you.	They	may	
be	attractive	but	false	spiritual	claims.	They	may	be	people	
with	charm	and	sincerity	who	will	lead	your	life	in	the	
wrong	direction.

The	second	metaphor	(10:11-18)	builds	on	the	first.	Jesus	
is	more	than	the	way	(“gate”)	to	God.	He	is	the	Good	

Shepherd.	The	metaphor	contains	positive	and	negative	
meaning.	On	the	positive	side,	Jesus	is	willing	to	give	
His	life	for	His	sheep	(10:11,	15,	17-19).	His	love	is	total.	
He	loves	people	more	than	His	own	life.	Furthermore,	He	
serves	as	the	Son	of	God	doing	the	will	of	God.	On	the	
negative	side,	when	evil	(“wolf”)	attacks,	selfish	religious	
forces	(“hired	man”)	will	fail.	False	religious	leaders	look	
out	for	their	own	interests	and	not	for	the	welfare	of	the	
people	they	claim	to	serve.

Again,	try	to	apply	the	metaphor	to	your	life.	Remember	
and	sense	Jesus’	love	and	think	about	how	it	guides	and	
protects	you.	Second,	think	about	the	“wolves”	of	life	that	
threaten	you.	Identify	the	“hired	hands”	with	false	promises	
of	security.

The	final	three	verses	of	the	first	section	illustrate	how	
people	respond	to	Jesus’	truth.	Some	reject	Jesus	as	
a	crazed	person,	caught	under	the	influence	of	a	devil	
(10:20).	The	depth	and	force	of	their	unbelief	will	be	
exposed	in	the	next	section	(10:22-40).	Others	know	what	
Jesus	has	done,	and	know	that	the	devil	does	not	work	
that	way	(10:21).	The	former	blind	man,	who	now	sees,	
proves	the	power	of	the	Good	Shepherd.	The	words	test	
us	also.	One	cannot	be	neutral	about	Jesus.	His	love	and	
power	demand	acceptance	or	rejection.

the uGLy fAce of reJectIon – John 10:22-42
The	second	major	section	of	chapter	ten	has	three	parts.	
First	(10:22-30),	unbelievers	want	to	know	if	Jesus	is	
the	Messiah	(10:24),	and,	then	(10:31-39),	they	want	to	
stone	Him	because	He	claims	to	be	God	(10:33).	The	
section	concludes	with	Jesus	moving	to	the	area	east	of	
the	Jordan	River	(10:40-42).	For	the	fourth	time,	Jesus	is	
in	Jerusalem	for	a	religious	festival.	The	same	Feast	of	
Dedication	is	celebrated	today	in	December	as	Hanukkah.	
It	marks	the	purification	of	the	temple	in	165	BC	following	
military	victories	of	the	leader	Judas	Maccabeus.	For	
several	years	the	temple	had	been	desecrated	because	
a	non-Jewish	ruler	named	Antiochus	Epiphanes	IV	had	
made	it	a	shrine,	offering	sacrifices	to	Zeus.	It	was	quite	
natural,	therefore,	for	the	people	to	want	Jesus	to	tell	
plainly	if	He	was	Messiah	or	not.	To	understand	their	
question,	remember	that	the	Jewish	people	held	many	
different	ideas	about	the	Messiah.	The	word	“Messiah”	
translates	a	Hebrew	word	which	means	“anointed	one”	
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or,	simply,	“leader.”	The	nationalistic	celebration	made	
people	wonder	if	Jesus	would	lead	them	against	enemies	
as	had	their	hero,	Judas	Maccabeus.	Their	question	is	
comparable	to	pre-election	year	curiosity	in	the	United	
States	about	those	who	want	to	be	President.

Jesus	responds	to	the	question	by	claiming	to	be	a	better	
leader	than	they	expect	(10:25-29).	He	is	not	a	national	
deliverer	but	the	life-giving	Son	of	God.	The	call	to	
discipleship	rests	on	the	claim	that	Jesus	and	the	Father	
are	“one”	(10:30).	The	irony	is	that	people	in	suspense	
(10:24)	about	the	leadership	offered	by	a	mere	man	
(10:33),	reject	as	blasphemy	Godly	leadership.	Using	the	
previous	metaphors,	Jesus’	questioners	show	that	they	are	
thieves	or	robbers	who	kill	and	destroy	(10:33,	Cf.	10:10).

Jesus	responds	to	the	charge	of	blasphemy	by	using	
a	teaching	method	in	which	a	“lesser”	(or	“obvious”)	
truth	illustrates	a	“greater”	(or	“debatable)	truth.	Like	
the	rabbis	of	His	time,	Jesus	frequently	used	such	a	
teaching	device	(Matthew	7:9-11,	10:29-31,	Luke	18:1-
8).	The	debatable	issue	here	is	Jesus’	claim	to	be	God	
(10:33).	Jesus	supports	His	claim	by	pointing	to	Psalm	
82:6.	The	poetry	of	the	Psalm	calls	“gods”	the	unjust	
rulers	and	judges	who	practice	evil	instead	of	defending	
the	weak,	poor,	oppressed	and	needy.	The	Psalm	states	
that	such	“gods”	will	die	like	“mere	men”	(Psalm	82:7,	
Cf.	John	10:33).	The	strength	of	Jesus’	argument	rests	
on	the	fact	that	the	Bible	calls	unjust	rulers	“gods”	and	
the	premise	that	the	Bible	tells	the	truth	i.e.	“cannot	be	
broken”	(10:35).	Therefore,	claiming	the	title	of	God	
is	not	blasphemy	per	se.	Jesus	wants	His	accusers	to	
see	themselves	acting	like	the	unjust	“god”	portrayed	
in	Psalm	82.	On	the	other	hand,	Jesus’	“rescue	of	the	
needy”	corresponds	to	the	Psalm’s	declaration	of	the	
true	God’s	will.	Another	way	to	say	it,	Jesus	wants	His	

enemies	to	question	their	right	to	condemn	Him.	He	gave	
sight	to	a	blind	man	on	the	Sabbath.	They	condemned	
Him	and	the	blind	man.	Whose	action	is	more	Godlike?	
Who	really	is	“mere	man?”

Along	with	the	“argument	from	lesser	to	greater”	using	
Scripture,	Jesus	also	supports	His	divine	claim	by	pointing	
to	His	miracles	(10:38).	Such	wonders	point	beyond	
humanity	to	God	(10:21,	9:31-32).	Sadly,	neither	teaching	
drawn	from	Scripture	nor	wonder	based	on	experience	
change	the	minds	of	the	unbelievers.	That	sad	truth	
repeats	itself	many	times	in	our	own	lives.	Today,	too,	
people	resist	the	Word	of	God	and	reject	its	truths.	Also	
today,	people	ignore	the	wonders	of	God	ranging	from	
the	universe	as	a	monument	of	His	creative	handiwork	to	
forgiveness	of	sins	as	a	monument	of	His	love.

The	chapter	ends	(10:40-42)	with	Jesus	leaving	Jerusalem	
and	going	across	the	Jordan.	The	conclusion	sadly	shows	
that	people	in	Jerusalem	are	trapped	by	their	own	spiritual	
blindness.	The	citadel,	established	as	a	place	to	worship	
God,	is	filled	with	people	who	do	not	know	Him.	The	
Jordan	marks	the	site	where	God’s	chosen	people	entered	
the	land	with	Joshua.	There	the	proclamation	of	the	desert	
prophet,	John	the	Baptist,	proves	reliably	insightful	while	
people	in	the	temple	model	spiritual	blindness.

In	summary,	chapter	ten	shows	that	people	need	
protection	and	guidance.	The	question	is	where	to	get	
that	help.	The	choices	offered	are:	Jesus	as	the	Good	
Shepherd	who	is	willing	to	die	for	others,	or	people	with	
religious	convictions	that	make	them	willing	to	kill.	The	
love	of	God	stands	face	to	face	with	human	hate.	The	
choice	now	faces	us.	Will	we	seek	our	fate	with	human	
hate,	or	will	the	love	of	Jesus	Christ	shepherd	us?

…people ignore the wonders of God ranging from the universe as a monument 
of His creative handiwork to forgiveness of sins as a monument of His love.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 11:1-57

Dear Lord, use Your Word to raise me from the death of unbelief 
into the eternal life of faith. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

John	11:1-16
1.	 John	11:4	is	a	key	to	understanding	the	whole	story.	How	does	Jesus	explain	the	purpose	of	Lazarus’	illness?

2.	 How	do	you	think	the	disciples	understood	Jesus’	diagnosis	in	verse	4?

3.	 How	would	you	interpret	11:9-10?

4.	 Why	do	the	disciples	not	want	to	return	to	Judea?

5.	 How	do	you	relate	Jesus’	statement	in	verse	11	with	that	of	verse	14?

6.	 Interpret	the	statement	of	Thomas	as	irony.	Is	Lazarus	or	Jesus	the	antecedent	of	“him”	when	Thomas	says,	“Let	us	
also	go	that	we	may	die	with	him?”	(11:16)

	 How	is	his	statement	based	on	human	fear?

	 How	does	it	express	true	discipleship?	(15:13-16:2,	Mark	8:34-38)

John	11:17-37
7.	 What	is	Martha’s	attitude	as	she	greets	Jesus?

8.	 How	does	Jesus	“expand”	or	“deepen”	Martha’s	faith?

9.	 What	do	Jesus’	words	in	verses	25-26	mean	to	you?

10.	 How	is	Jesus’	conversation	with	Mary	different	from	His	conversation	with	Martha?
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11.	 In	the	opinion	of	unbelievers,	why	does	Jesus	weep?

12.	 In	the	light	of	John	11:4,	11,	23,	25	and	33,	why	do	you	think	Jesus	wept?

	 Do	you	think	that	Jesus	weeps	when	He	looks	at	our	lives	or	our	world	today?	Explain	your	answer

John	11:38-44
13.	 Explain	Martha’s	comment	in	11:39	in	the	light	of	her	great	confession	in	11:27.

14.	 Does	the	reality	of	death	threaten	your	faith?	How	does	death	“test”	your	trust	of	Jesus?

15.	 Comment	on	Jesus’	prayer	and	tell	why	He	prays?

16.	 Why	do	you	think	John	tells	us	that	Lazarus	was	still	wrapped	in	grave	clothes?

John	11:45-57
17.	 List	three	ways	in	which	people	reacted	to	what	Jesus	did.

18.	 List	three	ways	in	which	people	today	react	to	Jesus’	gift	of	life.

19.	 Explain	the	dilemma	of	Jesus’	enemies.

	 Have	you	ever	faced	a	similar	dilemma?	If	so,	explain.

20.	 What	is	Caiaphas’	advice	and	what	ironic	truth	lies	in	his	words?

21.	 Have	you	ever	hurt	one	person	to	help	many?	How	does	love	for	individuals	sometimes	conflict	with	group	loyalty?

	 How	do	you,	as	a	Christian,	solve	that	conflict?
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purpose And structure
Many	Bible	outlines	call	this	story	“The	Raising	of	Lazarus”.	Although	it	is	
true	that	Lazarus’	call	to	life	from	death	provides	the	focal	point	of	the	story,	
the	theological	spotlight	is	on	the	power	of	Jesus	to	give	life,	eternal	life.	The	
Gospel	teaches	us	that	Jesus’	real	concern	is	not	the	dead	body	of	Lazarus	
but	the	“dead”	(weak)	faith	of	Martha,	Mary,	mourning	compatriots,	doubting	
religious	leaders,	and	finally	you	and	me.

The	story	is	divided	into	four	main	parts,	and	we	can	identify	them	by	
location.	The	action	begins	(11:1-6)	beyond	the	Jordan	River	where	Jesus	
learns	that	Lazarus	is	sick.	Then	the	story	moves	to	Jesus’	encounter	with	
Lazarus’	two	sisters	somewhere	near	Bethany	on	the	Jericho	to	Jerusalem	
road	(11:17-37).	Next	we	move	to	the	cave	where	Lazarus	was	buried	(11:38-
44)	and,	finally,	the	story	closes	in	Jerusalem	with	the	solemn	assembly	of	
religious	leaders	planning	Jesus’	death	(11:45-57).	In	each	section,	Jesus	
seeks	to	give	people	life.

physIcAL And spIrItuAL deAth – John 11:1-16
Section	one	reveals	both	the	problem	of	physical	and	spiritual	death.	
Lazarus	of	Bethany	is	ill,	deadly	ill,	and	his	sisters	send	word	to	Jesus	who	
is	avoiding	arrest	beyond	the	Jordan	River.	Jesus	is	near	the	Jordan	where	
John	baptized	Him	and	His	public	ministry	began.	Like	that	covenant	people	
of	God,	who	began	the	conquest	and	establishment	of	a	nation	at	the	Jordan,	
so	Jesus	now	begins	His	march	to	Jerusalem	and	back	to	the	glory	of	the	
Father.	The	True	Son	of	God	does	in	a	more	significant	or	complete	way	
what	Joshua	(whose	Hebrew	name	in	Greek	is	also	translated	Jesus)	and	the	
people	of	God	did	before	Him.

While	at	the	Jordan,	two	sisters	send	Jesus	a	simple	message.	“Lord,	he	
whom	you	love	is	ill.”	It	is	a	simple	statement.	No	directive.	No	request.	It	
reminds	me	of	the	mother	of	Jesus	saying,	“They	have	no	wine”	(2:3).	Is	this	
a	subtle	hint	reminding	us	that	prayer	does	not	tell	God	what	to	do	but	simply	
shares	with	Him	the	concerns	of	our	heart?	Is	the	information	based	on	trust	
that	Jesus	will	know	what	to	do	and	will	do	it?	Whatever	the	intent	behind	the	

“The words make us pause and examine our own faith.”

Lesson 13
JoHn 11:1-57
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information,	Jesus	responds	with	what	must	have	been	
good	news.	“The	illness	is	not	unto	death”	(11:4).	His	
words	sound	like	a	promise	that	the	sick	man	will	recover.	
But	the	second	part	of	His	response	is	more	important,	“It	
(the	illness)	is	for	the	glory	of	God,	so	that	the	Son	of	God	
may	be	glorified	by	means	of	it.”	We	need	to	ponder	these	
words	carefully	because	the	Gospel	of	John	teases	us	with	
irony.	Or,	to	move	from	a	literary	emphasis	to	a	theological	
emphasis,	the	Johannine	record	creates	a	crisis	-	a	
moment	of	truth	which	tests	whether	we	think	on	a	spiritual	
or	material	level.	To	recall	the	crisis	of	Nicodemus	(3:3),	
is	our	life	natural	or	supernatural?	Or,	to	put	it	another	
way,	do	we	trust	Jesus	or	not?	Do	we	see	a	spectacular	
raising	of	one	man	from	the	dead	or	do	we	see	the	life-
giving	glory	of	the	Son?	Do	personal	problems	produce	
complaints	or	prayers?

Whatever	our	sickness,	Jesus	has	some	Good	News,	“It	is	
not	unto	death.	It	is	unto	the	glory	of	God.”	He	doesn’t	tell	
us	how	it	will	happen.	He	tests	faith.	There	are	many	ways	
to	apply	this	verse	to	life	today.	Illness	may	be	cursed	as	
painful	or	accepted	as	a	time	to	realize	human	weakness	
and	the	importance	of	God’s	blessings.

The	call	to	faith	receives	a	new	challenge	in	verse	five.	
We	hear	that	Jesus	loves	Martha,	Mary,	and	Lazarus	and	
that	makes	it	easy	to	anticipate	what	will	happen	next.	
We	expect	the	One	who	gave	sight	to	a	blind	man	(9:1-7),	
healed	a	nobleman’s	son	(4:46-54),	and	enabled	a	cripple	
to	walk	(5:1-9),	to	break	camp	and	move	quickly	to	heal	
again.	The	surprising	action	(or	inaction)	in	verse	six	is	
deliberate	on	Jesus’	part	but	not	what	the	sisters	wanted	
or	what	we	expect.	Let	my	paraphrase	try	to	express	the	
full	impact	of	verses	five	and	six,	“Therefore,	because	
Jesus	loved	Martha,	and	Mary,	when	He	heard	that	
Lazarus	was	sick,	He	didn’t	budge	for	two	days.”

What	does	Jesus	want	to	teach	the	sisters	and	us?	Is	He	
teaching	us	that	sometimes	God	requires	that	we	wait	for	
His	presence?	God’s	ways	of	dealing	with	illness	are	not	
our	ways.	Nor	are	God’s	motives	our	motives.	We	seek	
quick	solutions.	Jesus	waits	two	days.	Waiting,	letting	
time	pass,	letting	events	develop,	may	be	a	part	of	God’s	
plan.	Even	on	a	human	level	we	can	learn	from	Jesus.	
Parents	must	wait	and	give	children	the	time	necessary	
to	struggle	to	maturity.	Humans	may	be	motivated	by	the	

glory	of	success	and	the	absence	of	suffering.	Jesus	is	
motivated	by	love.	He	loved	them	so	He	did	nothing	for	
two	days.	It	reminds	me	of	one	of	my	favorite	quotations	
attributed	to	President	Eisenhower	speaking	to	Secretary	
of	State	Dulles.	As	people	clamored	for	decisive	action	
in	some	diplomatic	crises,	the	President	warned	Dulles,	
“Don’t	just	do	something,	stand	there.”	I	can	imagine	the	
disciples	pressuring	Jesus,	“Do	something.	A	friend	might	
die.”	And	Jesus	replies,	“Don’t	just	do	something.	Stand	
here	—	in	faith.”

But	let	us	return	to	the	story.	After	the	two	day	delay,	
Jesus	prepares	to	go	to	Bethany	in	Judea	(11:7).	Aware	
of	the	danger,	the	disciples	make	a	reasonable	protest.	
To	return	to	Judea	is	to	face	danger	because	the	enemies	
of	Jesus	have	twice	tried	to	stone	Him	there	(8:59	and	
10:31).	Reading	between	the	lines,	their	fear	stands	as	
a	sad	commentary	on	Jesus’	delay.	They	must	have	
interpreted	Jesus’	two	day	delay	as	motivated	by	fear	of	
opposition	and	an	attempt	to	protect	Himself.	I	wonder	
if	they	hoped	for	some	“long	range	miracle.”	After	
all,	Jesus	was	not	present	when	the	nobleman’s	son	
recovered	(4:50)	or	the	blind	man	(9:7)	gained	his	sight.	
The	disciples’	comments	show	that	Jesus	needs	to	go	to	
Jerusalem	not	to	raise	dead	Lazarus,	but	to	show	“dead”	
disciples	that	His	divine	mission	does	not	wait	because	of	
fear	or	lack	of	power.

In	some	ways,	we	are	like	the	disciples.	We	have	seen	
signs	of	the	glory	of	our	Lord.	There	is	security	with	Jesus	
near	the	Jordan	River	of	our	own	baptisms,	but	there	is	
danger	going	to	the	places	of	the	world	where	people	are	
sick	and	dying.	Jesus’	enemies	are	there.	We	want	to	
stay	near	the	Jericho-like	oasis	and	enjoy	the	presence	
of	Jesus.	Is	it	the	Jericho	of	a	great	liturgical	tradition?	Is	
it	the	security	of	a	well-organized	mission	program?	Is	it	
the	oasis	of	a	carefully	structured	church	with	well	defined	
job	descriptions	and	an	accurate	organizational	chart?	
What	gifts	God	gives	us	with	our	decency	and	order!	But	
sometimes	unbelief	motivates	us	to	inactivity	rather	than	
following	the	Lord	as	He	faces	the	enemies	of	life.

Verses	nine	and	ten	are,	in	a	sense,	a	parable	or	a	
proverb.	Jesus	vividly	tells	the	disciples	that	there	is	
limited	time	for	action.	The	meaning	is	comparable	to	our	
expressions,	“Strike	while	the	iron	is	hot”	or,	“Make	hay	
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while	the	sun	shines.”	The	references	to	day	and	light	
also	suggest	that	a	moral	issue	is	involved.	To	respond	to	
Lazarus’	need	is	right	(“of	the	light”).	Failure	to	act	would	
be	wrong	(“not	walking	in	the	light”).

Jesus’	next	words	(11:11)	ironically	not	only	give	the	
reason	He	must	go	but	also	challenge	the	disciples	to	
understand	the	real	crisis.	Jesus	tells	the	disciples	that	
Lazarus	is	sleeping.	The	disciples	fail	the	test.	They	think	
of	things	of	this	world.	They	think	that	Jesus’	words	mean	
that	Lazarus	is	sleeping	physically.	Such	sleep	would	
suggest	that	the	fever	has	broken	or	that	the	pain	has	
subsided.	The	disciples	in	their	human	wisdom	think	that	
a	human	medical	crisis	has	passed	and	do	not	understand	
that	the	Lord	of	glory	is	talking	about	something	much	
more	serious.

The	inspired	editor	makes	sure,	in	verse	thirteen,	that	
we	do	not	share	the	disciples’	ignorance.	And,	in	verse	
fourteen,	Jesus	clearly	informs	the	disciples	of	their	lack	
of	faith	(“Lazarus	is	dead”).	Thomas’	response	translated	
in	the	Greek	says,	“Let	us	also	go	in	order	that	we	too	
might	die	with	him.”	The	irony	of	the	statement	rests	on	
determining	who	is	the	antecedent	of	the	pronoun	“him?”	
If	“him”	refers	to	Lazarus,	Thomas	is,	sarcastically	without	
faith,	saying,	“We	(including	Jesus?)	will	all	join	Lazarus	if	
we	follow	Jesus!”	If	“him”	refers	to	Jesus,	his	words	also	
may	reveal	his	lack	of	trust,	but	at	an	ironic	level	they	
stand	as	a	challenge	to	the	disciples’	faith	which	will	be	
called	on	to	face	death	for	the	sake	of	Jesus.

Thus	ends	the	first	section	of	the	story.	Lazarus	is	dead.	
Jesus’	love	rejoices	in	that	death	and	calls	the	disciples	to	
anticipate	the	glory	of	Father	and	Son.	The	disciples	are,	in	a	
more	important	sense,	also	dead.	Their	spokesman	accepts	
the	reality	of	death	rather	than	the	anticipation	of	glory.

on the roAd neAr BethAny – John 11:17-37
The	second	section	takes	place	somewhere	on	the	road	
from	Jericho	to	Jerusalem,	near	Bethany.	The	disciples	are	
unimportant	in	this	part	of	the	story.	Now	Martha,	Mary	and	
anonymous	Jewish	people	join	Jesus.	The	human	drama	is	
explained	in	verses	seventeen	through	twenty.

Martha	first	meets	and	addresses	Jesus	with	a	twofold	
prayer	of	faith.	She	states	that	she	knows	Jesus	could	

have	helped	had	He	been	there,	and	she	realizes	God	will	
grant	His	prayers.	Think	carefully	about	Martha’s	words.	
What	is	the	state	of	her	faith?	At	least	the	first	statement	
(vs.	21)	may	imply	a	critical	question,	such	as,	“Why	
weren’t	you	here,	Jesus?”	In	the	second	statement,	is	she	
asking	for	a	miracle	(vs.	22)?

In	rather	typical	fashion,	Jesus’	reply	leads	Martha	toward	
a	deeper	faith.	Martha	must	judge	if	Jesus	is	affirming	the	
faith	in	the	resurrection	of	the	dead	at	the	end	of	time	or	if	
He	is	hinting	at	a	more	immediate	response	to	her	faithful	
comment	(vs.	22),	“But	I	know	that	even	now	God	will	give	
you	whatever	you	ask	(NIV).”	Is	Jesus	inviting	Martha	to	think	
that	He	could	duplicate	the	miracle	of	Elisha	who	“asked	
God”	(2	Kings	4:33)	and	a	boy	regained	life?	We	can	only	
speculate	if	Martha	had	heard	about	how	Jesus	had	given	
life	to	the	daughter	of	Jairus	(Matthew	9:18-26,	Mark	5:22-
43,	Luke	8:41-56)	or	to	the	son	of	the	widow	of	Nain	(Luke	
7:11-17)	but,	if	she	had,	those	events	would	also	help	probe	
the	depth	of	her	confession.	Martha	confesses	(vs.	24)	that	
she	believes	in	the	resurrection	at	the	end	of	time.	That	is,	of	
course,	a	great	and	important	faith.	Not	all	people	at	her	time	
or	at	ours	share	that	vital	belief	(Matthew	22:23,	Mark	12:18,	
Luke	20:27	and	Acts	23:8).

Jesus’	response	(11:25)	stands	as	one	of	the	greatest	
statements	of	Scripture	repeated	today	at	almost	every	
Christian	funeral.	After	the	great	claim	that	Jesus	is	
the	resurrection	and	the	life	not	only	in	the	hereafter	
but	already	in	the	here	and	now,	He	asks	Martha	if	she	
believes	that.	He	calls	her	to	a	deeper	faith	than	her	
previous	confession.	Martha’s	response	(11:27)	stands	
as	an	ideal	confession.	Compare	her	faithful	statement	to	
the	goal	of	the	Gospel	(20:31).	Her	confession	stands	as	a	
high	point	in	the	Gospel	of	John,	similar	to	the	confession	
of	Peter	in	the	Synoptic	Gospels	(Matthew	16:16,	Mark	
8:29,	Luke	9:20).	After	her	confession	she	tells	her	sister	
that	Jesus	asks	for	her.	Martha	not	only	confesses	but	also	
bears	witness	to	Jesus.	However,	as	we	shall	see	(11:39b),	
despite	her	ideal	confession	and	her	witness,	she	—	like	
Peter	in	the	Synoptics	—	must	continue	to	grow	in	the	faith.

Mary	greets	Jesus	with	words	similar	to	her	sister’s	(11:32)	
but	without	the	faith	that	He	might	still	do	something	
(11:22).	Her	faith	is	limited	by	“what	might	have	been”	and	
expresses	no	hope	in	Jesus	for	the	future.	Read	carefully	
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Jesus’	response.	Jesus	weeps	for	the	“dead”	(flagging)	
faith	of	Mary	and	others,	not	for	the	dead	body	of	Lazarus.	
Jesus	is	deeply	moved	and	troubled	by	the	weeping	of	
Mary	and	the	people	with	her.	He	weeps	(11:35)	because	
death	has	weakened	the	faith	of	Mary	and	the	people	
mourning	with	her.	Jesus	is	not	weeping,	as	is	sometimes	
claimed,	because	He	regrets	the	death	of	Lazarus.	He	is	
not	at	the	tomb	of	Lazarus.	Furthermore,	He	already	told	
the	disciples	that	He	was	glad	that	Lazarus	died	(11:14)	
and	has	even	revealed	His	solution	for	that	problem	
(11:11).	Unbelievers	think	that	Jesus	weeps	because	of	
His	love	for	Lazarus	and	because	He	could	have	kept	that	
man	from	dying	(11:36-37).

The	primary	lesson	to	be	drawn	from	this	short	section	
is	the	call	to	see	Jesus	as	the	Resurrection	and	the	Life.	
Jesus	calls	us	to	believe	in	life	after	death,	but	also	to	
see	Him	now	as	the	One	Who	gives	life.	People	who	
trust	Jesus	confess	their	faith,	like	Martha,	and	tell	others	
that	Jesus	asks	for	them.	People,	like	Mary,	who	do	not	
confess	that	Jesus	is	the	Son	of	God,	weep	because	of	
death	and	see	Jesus	as	a	rather	helpless	figure.	If	we	do	
not	see	Jesus	as	the	Lord	of	life,	we	misunderstand	Christ,	
and,	like	the	crowd,	mock	Him.

LAzArus rAIsed – John 11:38-44
Jesus	raises	Lazarus	from	the	dead	with	four	actions.	
First,	He	orders	the	stone	rolled	away	(11:39a).	Second,	
Jesus	recalls	Martha	to	faith	(11:40).	Martha’s	statement	
about	the	odor	of	death	(11:39b)	seems	to	contradict	
her	recent	confession	(11:27).	Has	she	lost	her	faith?	
Her	lapse	(11:40)	reminds	one	of	Peter’s	objection	to	
Jesus’	prediction	of	His	own	death	on	the	heels	of	Peter’s	
great	confession	(Matthew	16:22-23,	Mark	8:32-33).	
Martha’s	objection	serves	to	remind	us	that	doubt	often	
follows	faith	and	the	struggle	to	believe	continues.	Her	
worry	underscores	the	importance	of	Paul’s	advice	in	
1	Corinthians	10:12,	“So,	if	you	think	you	are	standing	
firm,	be	careful	that	you	don’t	fall!”	Jesus’	third	action	
is	formally	a	prayer	addressed	to	the	Father	(11:41-42)	
but	also,	in	fact,	is	a	revelation	to	people	facing	death.	
He	puts	what	is	about	to	happen	in	the	category	of	a	
Gospel	event	calling	people	to	trust	Him.	Jesus	will	not	
raise	Lazarus	from	the	dead	to	help	Lazarus	but	to	help	
unbelievers.	Finally,	Jesus	calls	Lazarus	out	of	the	tomb.	
Lest	people	think	only	the	spirit	of	Lazarus	has	been	

raised,	or	that	he	appears	as	a	ghost,	Jesus	orders	him	
released	from	the	grave	clothes.	The	life	giving	power	of	
Jesus	is	not	an	hallucination	but	is	real.	Raising	Lazarus	
from	the	dead	calls	people	to	believe	that	Jesus	was	sent	
as	“the	resurrection	and	the	life.”	It	confirms	Jesus’	words	
that	anyone	“who	believes	in	me	will	live	even	though	he	
dies	and	whoever	lives	and	believes	in	me	will	never	die”	
(11:25-26).	Such	clear	Gospel	power	needs	no	explanation	
or	comment.	It	calls	for	faith.

reJectIon – John 11:45-57
Now	the	story	comes	to	its	astonishing	and	sad	conclusion.	
Jesus	has	performed	a	sign	which	gives	life	to	Lazarus	
and	calls	for	life	giving	faith	from	others.	What	happens?	
People	reject	the	sign	and	plot	to	kill	Jesus	(11:53).	Two	
principles	work	toward	death.	First,	people	want	to	protect	
their	own	interests	The	enemies	of	Jesus	worry	about	
the	Romans	destroying	their	place	and	nation	(11:48).	
Second,	they	are	willing	to	destroy	an	innocent	person	to	
protect	their	interests	(11:50).	The	advice	of	Caiaphas	is	
demonic	because	it	sounds	correct.	It	is	true	that	the	rights	
and	privileges	of	an	individual	often	must	be	sacrificed	for	
the	common	good.	For	example,	all	of	us	want	to	spend	
our	money	as	we	choose,	but	we	pay	taxes	to	support	
community	affairs.	Caiaphas,	like	a	mobster	with	no	
respect	for	human	life,	wants	to	kill	Jesus	for	his	own	good.

The	wonder	of	the	Gospel	of	John	appears	clearly	in	the	
inspired	editorial	comment	of	verses	51-53.	Caiaphas	
has	spoken	like	a	gangster	ordering	the	execution	of	an	
innocent	man.	John	shows	the	irony	of	the	statement	in	
that	Jesus	will,	in	fact,	die	to	save	all	nations	and	people.	
God	uses	the	words	of	a	sinner	to	speak	God’s	truth.	The	
irony	proves	that	God’s	will	is	done.	Powerful,	wicked	
people	do	not	thwart	God’s	plan.	By	God’s	power,	wicked	
Caiaphas	fulfills	His	God-given	purpose	and	explains	
God’s	saving	work	in	Jesus.

The	closing	verses	confirm	the	tragedy	of	unbelief	(11:54-
57).	After	Jesus’	greatest	sign	-	the	giving	of	life	-	sin	
show	its	ugliest	face:	rejection	and	a	desire	to	kill.	The	
words	make	us	pause	and	examine	our	own	faith.	After	
experiencing	God’s	power,	do	we	live	in	ways	which	force	
Jesus	away	from	us?
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 12:1-50

Pray that, as Mary anointed Jesus and crowds welcomed Him to Jerusalem, 
so the joy of loving Him will motivate your thoughts and deeds.

John	12:1-11
1.	 According	to	(12:1)	what	is	the	setting	of	chapter	twelve?

	 How	had	people	reacted	to	the	raising	of	Lazarus	from	the	dead?	(11:45-57)

2.	 Why	were	the	people	together	for	a	dinner	and	what	would	you	think	was	their	mood?

3.	 Visualize	Mary’s	act	and	make	some	mental	notes.	What	motivated	her?	How	was	she	feeling	and	thinking	as	she	
anointed	Jesus	and	as	the	others	watched?	How	did	she	feel	about	Judas’	and	Jesus’	remarks?

4.	 Think	about	your	motives	and	feelings	about	doing	things	for	Jesus.	How	and	why	have	you	“anointed”	Jesus?

5.	 What	does	the	motive	of	Judas	reveal	about	his	attitude	toward	Mary?	Jesus?	Lazarus?	Himself?

6.	 How	do	you	react	when	you	observe	meaningful	acts	of	love	toward	God,	to	the	church	or	to	charity?

	 What	do	the	reasons	reveal	about	your	attitude	toward	God?	Other	people?	Yourself?

7.	 How	does	Jesus	respond	to	Judas?

8.	 How	do	“un-Christian”	attitudes	and	actions	(“absence	of	Jesus”)	create	poverty	or	affect	poor	people?

9.	 How	does	vs.	9-11	illustrate	Jesus’	remark	to	Judas?

John	12:12-16
10.	 Only	the	Gospel	of	John	tells	us	that	“palm	branches”	were	waved	when	Jesus	entered	Jerusalem.	What	do	you	think	

the	usage	of	palms	symbolizes?	(Use	a	dictionary	or	1	Kings	6:29-32,	Psalm	92:12,	Revelation	7:9)
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11.	 Explain	v.12-16.	How	might	the	disciples	have	misunderstood	the	events	of	Palm	Sunday?	Why	would	they	understand	
after	Jesus’	resurrection?

John	12:17-36
12.	 What	does	Jesus	mean	when	He	says,	“The	Hour	has	come...?”	Compare	John	2:4,	7:6,	8:20	to	John	12:23,	27,	13:1.	

How	does	the	12:24	passage	illustrate	the	meaning	of	“the	hour?”

13.	 How	does	12:25-26	describe	a	follower	of	Jesus?

	 How	do	you	apply	Jesus’	words	to	your	life?

14.	 How	does	12:27	show	the	humanity	and	also	the	divinity	of	Jesus?

15.	 In	what	three	ways	was	the	“voice	from	heaven”	explained?

16.	 List	three	ways	in	which	the	“voice	from	heaven”	or	God’s	Word	is	explained	in	the	world	today.

John	12:37-50
17.	 Explain	the	quotation	from	Isaiah	6:10	(12:40,	Matthew	13:14,	Mark	4:12	and	Luke	8:10).	Romans	11	may	help.

18.	 What	does	12:42-43	teach	about	people	unwilling	to	confess	Jesus	openly?

19.	 Summarize	the	message	Jesus	gives	to	the	disciples	and	us	in	the	closing	verses	of	this	chapter.
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context
Chapter	twelve	plays	a	vital	literary	role	in	the	Gospel	of	John.	The	action	
builds	on	the	preceding	event,	the	resurrection	of	Lazarus,	and	actually	
pulls	together	all	of	Jesus’	previous	ministry.	On	the	other	hand,	the	chain	of	
events	told	in	the	rest	of	the	gospel	begins	to	unfold	in	chapter	twelve.	Jesus	
moves	to	Jerusalem	for	the	last	time.	Furthermore,	Jesus	interprets	Mary’s	
anointing	of	His	feet	in	terms	of	His	own	burial	(12:7)	and,	for	the	first	time,	
proclaims	that	His	hour	(to	die)	has	come	(12:23	&	32).

Four	major	events	are	contained	in	chapter	twelve.	First,	Jesus	is	anointed	
(12:1-11),	then,	He	enters	Jerusalem	(12:12-19),	followed	by	some	Greeks	
seeking	Him	(12:20-36)	and	ending	with	words	on	the	perplexing	problem	of	
unbelief	(12:37-50).

Jesus AnoInted – John 12:1-11
The	simple	words	of	John	12:1-2	stand	against	the	vivid	backdrop	of	the	
previous	events.	Lazarus,	who	has	been	given	a	new	lease	on	life	(11:44),	
and	his	sister	Martha,	who	confessed	a	living	faith	(11:27),	share	a	“dinner	
given	in	Jesus’	honor.”	What	honor	must	have	been	given	to	our	Lord	that	
evening	for	His	life-giving	power	and	love!

Suddenly	Mary	enters	the	room	and	in	a	dramatic	action	anoints	Jesus’	
feet	with	expensive	perfume	and	wipes	His	feet	with	her	hair.	In	a	sense,	
the	surprising	action	completes	the	story	of	the	resurrection	of	Lazarus.	In	
chapter	eleven,	Mary’s	statement	to	Jesus	and	her	weeping	troubled	Him	
(11:32-33).	Although	we	learned	that	Jesus’	words	and	deed	strengthened	
Martha’s	faith	and	gave	life	to	Lazarus,	we	were	not	told	how	the	event	
affected	Mary.		She	now	responds	with	an	extravagant	act	of	honor	and	love.

Two	details	of	John’s	introductory	comments	may	be	meaningful.	According	
to	some	scholars,	six	days	before	the	Passover,	lambs	were	brought	from	
pastures	to	special	pens	to	be	inspected	for	Passover	usage.	Does	John’s	

“Yet in the face of rejection, Jesus is still Lord and we are 
told that many, even among the leaders, believed in Him.”
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unique	time	datum	remind	some	(Jewish)	readers	that	
Jesus,	as	the	true	Lamb	of	God	who	bears	the	sin	of	the	
world,	comes	to	Jerusalem	to	die	at	the	same	time	as	the	
ordinary	Passover	lambs?	The	other	surprising	detail,	is	
the	notation	that	Martha	served	the	meal	(12:2).	Rabbinic	
literature	confirms	how	unusual	it	is	for	a	woman,	even	
a	wife	or	daughter,	to	serve	men.	Even	today,	whenever	
I	have	been	a	guest	in	the	home	of	a	Palestinian,	the	
women	cook	the	meal	but	the	men	serve	it.	Perhaps,	John	
reports	Martha’s	action	to	show	how	Jesus’	gift	of	life	and	
faith	creates	surprising	responses.

Returning	to	the	story,	Mary’s	action	expresses	
tremendous	gratitude.	Her	gift	is	costly.	Do	you	know	
anyone	who	has	given	Jesus	a	year’s	salary?	Her	action	
also	expressed	humility.	Note	that	she	anointed	Jesus’	
feet	instead	of,	as	might	be	expected,	His	head	(Psalm	
23:5b	and	133:2).	Does	she	present	herself	as	Jesus’	
slave	since	foot	washing	was	a	slave’s	task?	Does	she	
anoint	the	feet	rather	than	the	head	because	she,	like	
John	the	Baptist	(1:27),	considered	herself	unworthy	of	
more	important	work?	Furthermore,	she	publicly	disgraces	
herself	by	wiping	Jesus’	feet	with	her	hair	(1	Corinthians	
11:6).	Her	action	exemplifies	worship	and	praise	of	Christ	
without	regard	for	financial	cost	or	personal	pride.

Mary’s	faithful	action	faces	Judas’	critical	reaction.	Let’s	
not	make	Judas	a	villain	too	quickly.	His	question	is	
reasonable.	Sometimes,	reasonable	people	may	question	
the	wisdom	of	parents	giving	extravagant	gifts	to	children.	
Reasonable	church	leaders	may	act	with	responsible	
integrity	when	they	stop	a	building	project	and	give	the	
money	for	a	relief	project.	Judas	stands	as	a	villain	not	
because	his	care	for	the	poor	is	unimportant	but	because	
he	is	a	hypocrite.	Judas	seeks	to	take	personal	advantage	
of	Jesus’	concern	for	the	poor.	There	is	certainly	an	
important	lesson	here.	Individuals	and	organizations	often	
raise	great	funds	claiming	to	serve	the	poor	but	sometimes	
the	funds	are	poorly	or	selfishly	spent,	Jesus	responds	to	
Judas	by	defending	Mary’s	sincerity	and	exposing	Judas’	
hypocrisy.	He	tells	Judas	to	leave	her	alone.	He	explains	
that	she	did	not	give	the	money	to	the	poor	because	the	
perfume	was	for	His	own	burial.	Judas	thinks	of	personal	
advantage,	but	Mary’s	gift	stands	as	part	of	Jesus’	gift	of	
His	life	for	the	world’s	salvation.	The	lesson	is	obvious.	
People	may	express	Christian	concern	but,	if	it	is	

hypocritical,	it	pushes	Christ	away	and	perpetuates	human	
suffering.	To	use	Jesus’	words	to	explain	poverty,	and	to	
tolerate	it	as	a	fact	of	life	stands	as	a	misunderstanding	of	
Jesus’	teaching	of	divine	love	now	and	forever.

The	first	section	of	chapter	twelve	closes	showing	even	
more	vividly	the	inhumanity	of	living	without	Christ.	
People	who	reject	Jesus	want	to	kill	Lazarus!	Like	Judas,	
people	who	elect	to	live	without	Jesus	will	ignore	the	
rights	of	others	and	will	stop	at	nothing	to	protect	their	
own	interests.	Living	with	Christ	creates	the	joy	of	giving	
things	of	this	world,	in	worship	of	the	Lord	of	Life.	Living	
without	Him	means	criticizing	the	generosity	of	others,	
hypocritically	stealing	from	the	poor,	arid	planning	to	kill	
the	blessed.

“The Gospel of John will not emphasize 
the agony of Jesus in Jerusalem as much 
as the Synoptic accounts. Instead, John 

will stress the glory of Jesus.”

Jesus enters JerusALem – John 12:12-19
John’s	Gospel	account	of	Jesus’	entry	into	Jerusalem	
is	surprisingly	different	from	the	way	the	Synoptics	tell	
the	story.	You	may	want	to	read	Matthew	21:1-13,	Mark	
11:1-10	and	Luke	19:28-41	before	studying	the	details	of	
John.	In	general,	John	more	clearly	records	the	people’s	
misunderstanding	of	Jesus’	glory.	John	begins	by	vividly	
portraying	Jesus	as	one	who	has	been	anointed.	John	tells	
us	that	Jesus	enters	Jerusalem	the	day	after	the	anointing.	
Since	two	of	the	Synoptic	Gospels	record	the	anointing	of	
Jesus	after	His	triumphal	entry	(Matthew	26:6-13,	Mark	
14:3-9),	John’s	narrative	more	vividly	symbolizes	an	
important	theological	truth.	Jesus	enters	as	the	Anointed	
one,	i.e.	the	Christ	or	King.	He	comes	as	King	to	claim	His	
throne.	The	Gospel	of	John	will	not	emphasize	the	agony	
of	Jesus	in	Jerusalem	as	much	as	the	Synoptic	accounts.	
Instead,	John	will	stress	the	glory	of	Jesus.	Jesus	enters	
not	so	much	to	suffer	as	to	be	glorified.	Like	the	coach	of	
a	victorious	team,	He	will	be	“lifted	up.”	Of	course,	that	
“lifting	up”	involves	the	agony	of	Roman	torture	on	a	cross,	
but,	more	important,	it	displays	the	wonder	of	divine	love.

John	also	shows	the	royal	welcome	by	saying	that	the	
people	have	palm	branches	(12:13).	Only	John	shares	
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that	information	which	gives	the	name	Palm	Sunday	to	
the	Sunday	before	Easter.	It	probably	also	shows	the	
nationalistic	messianic	hopes	of	the	people.	Another	major	
difference	from	the	Synoptic	accounts	is	the	fact	that	John	
does	not	record	Jesus’	directions	to	the	disciples	to	get	his	
donkey	(Matthew	21:2-3,	Mark	11:2-3	and	Luke	19:30-31).	
In	the	Johannine	narrative,	Jesus	receives	praise	before	
we	learn	that	He	is	on	a	donkey.	The	contrast	stands	vivid.	
The	people	welcome	a	king!	Jesus	sits	on	a	domestic	
beast	of	burden	probably	to	critique	their	claim.	Jesus	
claims	a	different	kind	of	kingship	than	people	offer	or	
want	(6:15).	The	masses	come	because	they	have	heard	
of	Jesus’	power	(12:18).	His	enemies	worry	because	
His	popularity	threatens	theirs.	John	tells	us	that	even	
the	disciples	did	not	understand	the	event	until	the	true	
humility	and	glory	of	Jesus	was	revealed.	Only	after	Jesus’	
death	and	resurrection	do	the	disciples	understand	how	
the	Scripture	and	Jesus’	action	proclaimed	a	loving	Savior	
rather	than	a	powerful	miracle	working	king.

The	message	of	the	event	deserves	our	prayerful	
consideration.	Why	do	we	welcome	Jesus	into	our	hearts	
and	lives?	Do	we	merely	want	His	power?	Do	we	praise	
Him	because	we	expect	Him	immediately	to	solve	all	our	
problems?	If	so,	like	the	crowd,	we	will	be	confused	and	
disappointed.	Like	the	disciples,	we	need	to	take	another	
look	at	Scripture	and	Easter.	Jesus	comes	with	surprising	
humility	and	deceptive	weakness	because	His	glory	lies	in	
His	willingness	to	die	and	to	rise	again	to	show	that	God’s	
gift	of	life	is	more	important	than	the	glory	of	this	world.

seeInG Jesus – John 12:20-36
The	next	event	in	the	chapter	begins	with	some	Greeks	
asking	to	see	Jesus	(12:20-22).	John	tells	how	their	
request	is	passed	from	Philip	to	Andrew	and	finally	to	
Jesus.	Surprisingly,	we	don’t	know	if	the	Greeks	ever	see	
Jesus.	I	think	that	we	are	not	told	because	John	wants	to	
show	God’s	perspective	on	our	interest	in	things	of	this	
world.	Instead	of	satisfying	our	historical	curiosity,	John	
plunges	into	what	is	really	important.	He	records	the	words	
of	Jesus	about	Himself.

The	response	of	Jesus	teaches	four	truths.	First,	Jesus’	
ministry	is	over	and	the	time	to	die	has	come	(12:23).	
Second,	Jesus	illustrates	the	“productive”	power	of	death	
by	comparing	it	to	planting	a	seed.	The	“burial”	of	a	

seed	produces	a	harvest.	Third,	Jesus	calls	disciples	to	
evaluate	their	priorities	(12:25).	Finally,	Jesus	promises	
life	to	all	who	follow	Him	(12:26).	The	truth	is	profound.	
Jesus	will	now	show	the	glory	of	God	in	death	and	His	
truth	involves	our	lives.	We	are	part	of	the	harvest	and	are	
called	to	follow	His	example.	Like	the	crowd	waving	palm	
branches,	we	may	welcome	Jesus	for	what	He	can	do	for	
us	but	hesitate	to	be	like	Him	in	sharing	the	glory	of	self-
giving	service	to	God.	Jesus’	words	seem	to	speak	to	that	
hesitancy	in	the	next	verse	(12:27b).	Self-giving	service	
is	painful	and	causes	trouble	even	for	our	Lord.	But	He	
refuses	to	pray	for	escape	from	His	divine	work.	His	prayer	
(12:28a)	reveals	His	divine	harmony	with	the	Father	and	
models	our	service.	Let	all	be	done	to	the	glory	of	God.

A	voice	from	heaven	signifies	that	the	Father	
communicates	with	the	Son.	Their	unique	relationship	is	
demonstrated	by	the	fact	that	the	crowd	thinks	of	thunder	
or	angelic	speech.	The	voice	from	heaven,	God	the	Father,	
affirms	Jesus’	past	and	future	work	(12:28b).	How	had	
Jesus	already	glorified	God’s	name?	Probably	the	voice	
refers	to	the	teaching	and	signs	of	His	public	ministry.	
How	would	Jesus	glorify	God’s	name	in	the	future?	The	
next	chapters	will	show	God’s	glory	as	Jesus	gives	His	life	
facing	human	sin	and	death.

The	final	words	of	this	section	already	show	the	unfolding	
future	glory	of	God	in	Jesus.	The	ruler	of	this	world	is	
being	driven	out	(12:31).	Mission	work	-	drawing	people	to	
salvation	-	comes	from	the	cross	(12:32).	Human	questions	
show	the	need	for	God’s	revelation	(12:34)	and	Jesus	calls	
them	to	find	the	Light	of	God	in	Him	(12:35-36).	But,	as	He	
said	(12:31),	the	time	of	judgment	has	arrived	and	Jesus	
hides	from	the	unbelievers.	The	final	section	of	the	chapter	
(12:37-50)	will	present	in	stark	contrast	the	ugly	darkness	
of	unbelief	and	the	bright	light	of	God’s	saving	truth.

the mystery of unBeLIef And fAIth – John 12:37-50
John	explains	the	unbelief	of	the	crowd	by	referring	to	
the	word	of	Isaiah	the	prophet.	The	words	are	not	easy	
to	understand	since	they	seem	to	teach	that	God	wants	
some	people	not	to	believe.	Yet	we	know	other	passages	
of	Scripture	clearly	teach	that	God	wants	all	people	to	be	
saved	and	to	come	to	the	knowledge	of	the	truth	(3:16,	1	
Timothy	2:4).	Study	the	careful	way	in	which	the	Synoptic	
Gospels	use	the	Isaiah	passage	and	you	will	begin	to	
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understand	the	intention	of	the	verses	(Matthew	13:13-15,	
Mark	4:1-12	and	Luke	8:10).	As	is	so	often	true	in	human	
language,	reading	between	the	lines	to	find	the	intention	
may	be	more	important	than	examining	the	words	as	a	
precise	expression.

Perhaps	we	can	understand	the	statements	from	Isaiah	
better	when	we	realize	that	the	Bible	teaches	two	truths	
that	seem	to	conflict.	The	first	truth	deals	with	the	love	of	
God.	God	loves	all.	When	the	Scripture	emphasizes	the	
love	of	God,	it	stresses	that	human	sin	is	due	to	Satan’s	
power	or	human	stubbornness	and	resistance	to	God.	The	
second	truth	deals	with	God’s	power.	God	has	all	power.	
When	the	Scripture	emphasizes	God’s	power	it	speaks	in	
a	way	which	shows	that	God	permits	evil	(Job	1:12	and	
2:6)	in	order	to	bring	about	good.	Human	logic	cannot	
reconcile	the	different	truths	but	both	stand	as	true.	We	
see	the	tension	vividly	in	St.	Paul	who	clearly	preached	
the	power	and	love	of	God.	For	example,	in	Romans	
chapters	nine	through	eleven,	God	teaches	through	Paul	
that	the	mystery	of	the	rejection	of	Jesus	rests	on	God’s	
plan	to	bring	Gentiles	to	saving	faith.

I	am	not	certain	that	I	understand	the	theological	tension	
or	can	explain	it	correctly	but	let	me	share	an	analogy	
which	will	reveal	my	thoughts.	A	parent	may	say,	“You	
made	that	mess,	now	you	clean	it	up.”	“You	made	your	
bed,	now	you	sleep	in	it.”	Such	words	teach	children	that	
actions	may	create	problems	which	parental	love	will	not	
remove.	They	teach	children	that	you	have	to	live	with	the	
consequences	of	personal	actions.	I	think	that	is	part	of	
the	truth	Isaiah	teaches.

Let	me	suggest	another,	more	complex,	analogy	based	
on	the	principle	of	“tough	love.”	For	example,	if	a	person	I	

love	is	an	alcoholic,	it	is	not	my	fault	(just	as	my	problems	
are	not	God’s	fault).	On	the	other	hand,	my	love	cannot	
actively	“save”	that	person.	The	person	must	personally	
realize	the	problem	and	want	help.	In	fact,	my	love	may	
“drive”	the	person	into	deeper	problems.	Sincere	warnings	
and	pleadings	may	“create”	rejection	and	antagonism.	To	
really	help	may	require	“tough	love.”	I	may	have	to	“permit”	
the	person	to	“hit	the	bottom	of	the	barrel”	so	that	the	
loved	one	blames	self	and	seeks	help.	I	may	even,	in	love,	
push	toward	that	fateful	moment.	Perhaps	the	analogy	
helps	us	understand	the	difficult	words	from	Isaiah	used	in	
John.	The	warnings	of	God	may	lead	to	deeper	rejection	
and	the	quickest	way	for	God	to	rescue	us	is	for	sin	to	take	
its	ugly	course.

In	summary	of	John	12:37-43,	the	difficult	passages	
should	not	be	interpreted	to	mean	that	God	does	not	
love	the	whole	world.	Other	sections	of	Scripture	clearly	
show	God’s	universal	love.	The	verses	are	meant	to	show	
God’s	power.	The	words	attack	the	idea	that	the	prince	
of	this	world	might	be	more	powerful	than	Jesus	when	
people	reject	Him.	Yet	in	the	face	of	rejection,	Jesus	is	
still	Lord	and	we	are	told	that	many,	even	among	the	
leaders,	believed	in	Him.	God	rules	all,	not	Satan.	In	the	
final	section	(John	12:44-50)	Jesus’	words	explain	His	
relationship	to	the	Father	and	how	rejection	of	His	word	
leads	to	self-condemnation.	Jesus	points	again	to	His	
inseparability	with	the	Father	and	to	His	mission.	He	has	
come	into	the	world	so	that	whoever	believes	in	Him	has	
Light	(eternal	life)	and	not	darkness	(eternal	death).	Jesus	
ends	His	public	ministry	with	these	words	of	confirmation,	
“So	whatever	I	say	is	just	what	the	Father	has	told	me	to	
say”	(NIV).

“So whatever I say is just what the Father has told me to say” (NIV).
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 13:1-38

Pray for the spirit of humility and commitment to service as 
you read about Jesus washing the disciples’ feet.

John	13:1-17
1.	 In	the	first	verse	of	this	chapter,	what	are	we	told	Jesus	knew	and	how	did	He	react	to	that	knowledge?

2.	 What	is	your	attitude	when	you	face	suffering?	How	do	you	treat	others	at	such	times?

3.	 According	to	13:2-5,	Jesus	acts	in	the	face	of	Judas’	decision	to	betray	Him.	What	is	a	“normal”	reaction	to	betrayal	by	
a	friend?

4.	 Describe	what	Jesus	did	to	the	disciples.

5.	 Although	the	Gospel	of	Luke	does	not	record	Jesus’	action	of	washing	feet,	how	does	Luke	22:24-27	help	put	the	deed	
in	a	broader	context?

6.	 What	three	statements	does	Peter	make	to	Jesus	and	how	does	Jesus	reply?

7.	 What	do	you	think	motivated	Peter’s	remarks?	How	does	such	motivation	affect	you	when	offered	help	in	Christian	love?

8.	 Answer	Jesus’	question	in	13:12	and	explain	your	reply.

9.	 How	can	we	imitate	Christ?	(Ephesians	5:1-2).	How	have	you	followed	Jesus’	example	and	been	blessed	in	doing	so?

John	13:18-30
10.	 Explain	Jesus’	teaching	in	19-20.	How	do	you	apply	the	word	to	your	life?

11.	 What	startling	announcement	did	Jesus	make	to	His	disciples	in	verse	21?

12.	 If	you	know	that	someone	plans	to	hurt	you,	should	you	share	that	information	with	a	dear	friend?	Why	or	why	not?
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13.	 In	13:26-27,	what	does	Jesus	do	and	why	do	you	think	He	did	it?

John	13:31-38
14.	 According	to	13:34-35,	what	should	Christians	do?

	 How	should	they	do	it?

	 Why	should	they	do	it?

15.	 Can	you	think	of	an	example	of	how	verse	35	has	worked	in	your	life?	If	so,	explain	briefly.

16.	 In	your	own	words	state	the	two	questions	Peter	asked	Jesus	and	also	give	Jesus’	answers.

	 Why	do	you	think	Peter	asked	the	questions?

	 Evaluate	Peter’s	attitude	toward	his	own	ability	to	follow	Jesus.

	 Why	does	Jesus	speak	the	words	of	verse	38?

17.	 List	ways	in	which	pride	gives	false	confidence	in	one’s	own	ability	to	follow	Jesus.

	 Can	you	give	an	example	of	how	false	confidence	today	leads	to	denial	of	Jesus?
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Lesson 15
JoHn 13:1-38

context
John	13	builds	on	chapter	12	as	the	details	of	the	hour	which	Jesus	
announced	(12:23)	now	begin	to	unfold.	The	humble	action	of	Jesus	
provides	a	loving	background	for	His	profound	words	in	the	next	four	
chapters	and	stand	in	vivid	contrast	to	the	treachery	of	Judas.	We	will	divide	
the	story	into	three	parts.	First,	we	look	at	the	story	of	the	foot	washing	
(13:1-17),	then,	the	dialogue	about	betrayal	(13:18-30)	and,	finally,	the	call	
to	discipleship	(13:31-38).

the foot WAshInG – John 13:1-17
According	to	St.	Luke,	at	the	last	supper	Jesus’	disciples	argued	about	who	
was	to	be	the	greatest	in	the	Kingdom	of	God	(Luke	22:24).	John’s	Gospel	
does	not	mention	that	argument	but	perhaps	during	that	debate	Jesus	
washed	the	disciples’	feet.	The	dusty	paths	around	Jerusalem	would	have	
made	the	feet	dirty.	Washing	the	feet	of	a	guest	was	a	task	performed	by	
slaves	in	the	Roman	world,	although	Jews	considered	the	task	so	disgraceful	
that	they	did	not	even	require	slaves	to	do	it.	Wearing	only	the	garments	
under	His	tunic,	Jesus	would	have	looked	like	a	semi-clothed	slave.	Jesus	is	
even	more	humble	than	John	the	Baptist	who	had	declared	himself	unworthy	
to	loosen	Jesus’	sandals	(1:27).

The	humble	action	of	Jesus	stands	in	sharp	contrast	to	the	demonic	act	of	
Judas	(13:2).	Jesus	gives	Himself	while	Judas	will	give	away	Jesus.	Jesus’	
action	in	the	face	of	Judas’	treachery	demonstrates	the	choice	that	we	often	
must	make	as	disciples.	Should	we	follow	the	demonic	urges	to	betray	Jesus	
or	the	call	of	Jesus	to	God-given	life?	With	the	love	of	the	Son	of	God	can	we	
lovingly	serve	even	those	who	hate	Him	or	us?	Jesus	loves	even	one	who	
hates	Him	and	makes	a	last	ditch	effort	to	rescue	him	from	destruction.

Peter	fails	to	understand	the	meaning	of	Jesus’	action.	First,	he	questions	
Jesus	intentions	(13:6),	which	he	then	rejects	(13:8)	and,	finally,	he	wants	
even	more	than	Jesus	offers	(13:9).	There	seem	to	be	two	important	points	
here.	First,	Peter	does	not	want	to	trust	a	humble	Servant	Savior.	Second,	

“Jesus’ great example of humble love calls us away from 
God-denying self-interest into a life of self-giving love.”
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Peter	wants	to	determine	how	Jesus	should	bless	him.	
Both	temptations	plague	us	as	well.	We	want	the	power	of	
God	but	may	consider	Christian	service	undignified.	Or	we	
may	want	to	tell	God	how	and	when	to	bless	us.

Jesus	teaches	Peter	in	a	loving	progressive	manner.	First,	
He	promises	Peter	that	someday	he’ll	fully	understand	
(13:7).	The	irony	here	is	that	if	Peter	finds	foot	washing	
beneath	the	Lord’s	dignity,	he	is	totally	unprepared	to	
accept	the	ignominy	of	the	crucifixion.	The	disgrace	and	
degradation	of	Jesus	has	just	begun!	The	crucifixion	will	
finally	make	Peter	understand	the	totality	of	Christ’s	self-
giving	love.	Second,	Jesus	warns	people	that	rejection	of	
His	humble	service	means	rejection	of	Him	(13:8b).	The	
words	remind	us	that	being	a	disciple	means	trusting	God	
and	accepting	His	goodness.	Jesus	rebukes	all	disciples	
who	would	dictate	terms	for	their	relationship	with	God.	
Finally,	Jesus	tells	Peter	that	it	is	not	the	amount	of	the	
body	washed	that	is	important.	The	act	is	symbolic.	Just	
as	anointing	Jesus’	feet	(12:3)	had	symbolically	prepared	
His	body	for	burial	(12:7),	so	the	washing	of	Peter’s	feet	
symbolized	the	completeness	of	God’s	love.

The	foot	washing	story	concludes	with	Jesus	declaring	that	
He	has	set	an	example	(13:15).	Some	Christians	interpret	
this	to	mean	Jesus	wants	disciples	literally	to	wash	each	
others’	feet.	For	example,	on	Maundy	Thursday,	some	
congregations	have	special	foot	washing	services	and	
there	are	Christian	liturgies	for	such	worship	services.	I	
have	read	that	on	Maundy	Thursday	the	Pope	washes	the	
feet	of	some	beggars	in	Rome.	If	such	services	symbolize	
humble	concern	for	others,	they	may	bless	the	Christian	
faith.	My	own	opinion	is	that	Jesus’	example	holds	broader	
application	than	literal	repetition	of	an	act	of	foot	washing.	
It	is	an	“example”	of	humble	service	that	should	be	
expressed	in	many	different	ways.	It	is	an	“example”	for	
married	people	serving	the	welfare	of	the	other	spouse	in	
a	variety	of	ways	ranging	from	taking	out	the	garbage,	to	
cleaning	bathrooms,	to	balancing	the	checkbook.	Jesus’	
example	may	inspire	more	courteous	driving	on	the	
freeway	or	more	patient	waiting	in	a	grocery	store	line.	I	
think	that	Jesus’	example	is	a	practical	illustration	of	the	
so-called	Golden	Rule,	“Do	unto	others	as	you	would	have	
them	do	unto	you.”	Matthew	7:12.

the BetrAyAL – John 13:18-30
This	is	one	of	the	most	painful	and	poignant	sections	of	
Scripture.	Jesus	identifies	Judas	as	the	disciple	who	will	
betray	Him.	Why	does	Jesus	“bring	out	into	the	open”	
Judas’	plot?	Obviously,	Jesus	does	not	do	this	to	protect	
Himself.	I	think	that	it	is	a	final	attempt	to	break	Judas	away	
from	the	grip	of	Satan.	Jesus	shares	open	love	(13:26)	
while	Judas	eats	with	hidden	treachery.	To	share	food,	
especially	at	the	time	of	Jesus,	was	to	promise	friendship.	
Jesus	is	reaching	out	to	Judas.	Perhaps	Jesus’	action	is	
comparable	to	when	you	hear	that	a	friend	has	gossiped	
about	you.	Because	you	love	your	friend,	you	confront	the	
person	with	your	awareness	of	the	betrayal.	You	hope	that	
the	confrontation	will	create	realization	of	lovelessness	and	
repair	the	friendship.	So,	with	an	expression	of	open	love,	
Jesus	tries	to	make	Judas	realize	his	hidden	evil.

It	is	not	clear	why	Jesus	tells	Judas	(13:27b),	“What	
you	are	about	to	do,	do	quickly.”	Probably	it	is	another	
example	of	willingness	with	which	Jesus	accepts	the	
Father’s	will	(12:27).	Jesus’	words	may	be	comparable	to	
a	medical	doctor’s	decision	to	face	the	evil	of	cancer	with	
immediate	surgery.	Delay	will	only	prolong	the	problem	
and	make	it	worse.	Jesus	stands	ready	and	even	eager	
to	solve	the	dark	problem	of	human	hate.	The	words	
also	demonstrate	the	power	of	Jesus.	He	will	not	be	
overpowered	by	Judas	and	the	forces	coming	to	arrest	
and	condemn	Him.	Rather	Judas	is	overpowered	by	Satan	
(13:27a)	and	serves	in	pathetic	weakness	as	part	of	the	
divine	action	destroying	Satan’s	power.

The	ignorance	of	the	disciples	(13:28-29)	shows	that	they	
respect	Judas	more	than	he	deserves.	They	think	that	he	

The Gospel had clearly expressed 
the danger and tragedy of 

walking in darkness.
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leaves	because	he	was	obeying	a	directive	by	Jesus	for	a	Passover	necessity	
or	to	show	love	in	helping	the	poor.	The	final	words,	“It	was	night,”	not	only	set	
the	time	of	Judas’	departure	but	also	symbolize	his	spiritual	condition.	He	walks	
in	darkness.	Judas	was	no	longer	walking	in	the	light	of	Jesus’	teaching	but	was	
following	Satan	into	darkness.	The	Gospel	had	clearly	expressed	the	danger	and	
tragedy	of	walking	in	darkness.	Remember	Jesus’	words	(8:12),	“I	am	the	light	of	
the	world.	Whoever	hates	his	brother	is	in	the	darkness	and	walks	around	in	the	
darkness.”

the cALL to dIscIpLeshIp – John 13:31-38
The	final	verses	of	chapter	thirteen	teach	the	power	and	problems	of	
discipleship.	The	power	of	discipleship	comes	from	the	glory	of	Jesus	and	
enables	Him	to	command	disciples	to	love	as	He	has	loved	(13:34-35).	The	
glory	of	God	in	the	Son	(13:31-32)	becomes	visible	to	all	people	by	the	love	of	
Jesus’	disciples	(13:35).	Simon	Peter	also	shows	the	problem	of	discipleship	
and	the	need	for	all	of	us	to	grow	in	understanding	and	commitment	to	Jesus’	
call	to	love.	After	Jesus’	lofty	spiritual	teaching	(13:31-35),	Peter	has	a	most	
mundane	question,	“Lord,	where	are	you	going?”	(13:36).	Jesus	speaks	
prophetically	when	He	tells	that	Peter	will	not	follow	now	but	will	follow	later.	
Those	words	had	special	impact	on	the	readers	of	John	who	knew	that,	in	fact,	
Peter	had	given	his	life	as	a	martyr	for	Jesus’	love.	But	at	the	present,	Peter’s	
self-confidence	is	misplaced.	Like	Judas,	he	will	not	faithfully	follow	Jesus.	And	
again,	Jesus	brings	to	light	the	darkness	threatening	His	disciple.

Jesus’	words	to	Peter	summarize	well	the	thrust	of	the	entire	chapter.	Jesus’	
great	example	of	humble	love	calls	us	away	from	God-denying	self-interest	into	
a	life	of	self-giving	love.

The power of discipleship comes from the 
glory of Jesus and enables Him to command 

disciples to love as He has loved.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 14:1-31

Pray that Jesus’ words calm troubled hearts and take away fear.

John	14:1-4
1.	 What	are	Jesus’	three	directives	in	John	14:1?

2.	 List	the	reasons	given	for	following	Jesus’	directives.

John	14:5-14
3.	 When	and	why	has	your	attitude	toward	life	or	your	faith	been	similar	to	the	words	of	Thomas?

4.	 How	does	Jesus	respond	to	Thomas’	confusion	or	doubt?

	 Contrast	Jesus’	response	to	Thomas’	doubt	with	His	response	to	Peter’s	confidence	(John	13:38).

	 What	lesson	do	you	draw	from	the	comparison?

5.	 Has	anything	important	happened	to	you	when	you	have	expressed	confusion	or	doubt?	Have	you	ever	received	clearer	
direction	from	Christ	after	admitting	such	emotions?	If	so,	explain	briefly.

6.	 How	is	Jesus	the	way,	truth	and	life	in	your	life?

7.	 What	questions	do	people	today	ask	that	have	a	searching	intent	similar	to	Philip’s	remark?

8.	 Give	at	least	four	basic	truths	that	Jesus	teaches	in	14:9-14.
	 1

	 2

	 3

	 4
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John	14:15-21
9.	 How	does	a	disciple	of	Jesus	prove	love	for	Him	(14:15,	21a)?	(John	13:12-	and	14:12)

10.	 How	could	life	in	this	world	make	people,	even	Jesus’	disciples,	feel	like	“orphans”?	(14:18a	NIV)?	How	have	you	ever	
felt	like	an	“orphan?”

11.	 Summarize	the	promises	of	Jesus	that	“leave	us	not	as	orphans.”	(14:18-21)

John	14:22-31
12.	 Why	do	you	think	Judas	(not	Judas	Iscariot)	asked	the	question	recorded	in	verse	22?

	 Have	you	ever	asked	a	similar	question?	If	so,	when	and	why?

13.	 How	is	the	doctrine	of	the	Trinity	demonstrated	in	14:23-30?

14.	 What	will	the	Holy	Spirit	do?

15.	 What	does	14:27	mean	to	you?
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Lesson 16
JoHn 14:1-31

context
We	now	begin	study	of	a	very	important	and	unique	unit	of	the	Gospel	of	
John.	Chapters	fourteen	through	sixteen	are	usually	called	Jesus’	Farewell	
Discourses	and	are	not	recorded	in	any	other	Gospel.	After	the	discourses,	
John	will	record	Jesus’	so-called	High	Priestly	Prayer	(John	17).	The	setting	
for	Jesus’	teaching	is	the	evening	meal	(John	13)	during	which	He	had	
washed	the	disciples’	feet	(13:1-17),	predicted	His	betrayal	(13:18-30),	
and	told	of	His	departure	(13:31-38).	The	Farewell	Discourses	prepare	the	
disciples	to	face	the	future.	Jesus	warns	them	of	the	dangers,	promises	
them	the	Holy	Spirit,	and	explains	His	own	ministry	and	relationship	to	God	
the	Father.	The	words	read	like	a	“last	will	and	testament”	and	are	similar	in	
intent	to	the	final	blessing	of	Jacob	(Genesis	49:1-27),	Moses	(Deuteronomy	
32:1	&	33:29),	Joshua	(Joshua	23:1	&	24:23),	or	David	(1	Kings	2:1-9).	
Today	the	words	could	be	compared	to	a	will	or	to	a	conversation	with	a	
loved	one	with	a	terminal	disease.

Unfortunately,	many	modern	readers	judge	Jesus’	Farewell	Discourses	
repetitious,	disjointed,	or	disorganized.	Therefore	many	people,	even	
Christians,	neither	enjoy	reading	nor	fully	understand	them.	They	want	
devotional	literature	to	explain,	encourage,	or	inspire	following	a	crisp	logical	
outline.	Such	people	do	not	want	sermons	(discourses)	that	“repeat	the	same	
thing	over	and	over.”	Read	John	Chapters	14-17	expecting	more	than	the	
logic	or	progress	of	modern	literature.	Let	repetition	create	emphasis.	May	
“lack	of	order”	express	intimacy	instead	of	formality.	Do	not	read	the	Farewell	
Discourses	as	doctrinal	statements	with	philosophical	logic	but	as	loving	
statements	with	personal	concern.	Read	John	14-17	like	a	love	letter.	One	
does	not	get	bored	with	the	repetition	of	“I	love	you.”	Do	not	weary	of	hearing	
Jesus’	wisdom	and	concern	expressed	again	and	again.

Basic	themes	appear	again	and	again	in	the	Farewell	Discourses.	Jesus	
comforts	the	disciples	by	explaining	His	relationship	to	the	Father,	by	
promising	them	the	Holy	Spirit,	and	by	telling	them	to	love	each	other.	He	

“Jesus does not explain the mystery of the Trinity in these 
verses but simply shows how the complex, continuing presence 

of God in Father, Son, and Holy Spirit removes fear.”

http://www.livingwaybiblestudy.org
http://www.livingwaybiblestudy.org


© living way bible study, inc. 89not to be reproduced in any form without permission.

The Gospel  According to  John Dr .  Robert  Holst John 14:1-31  –  Lesson 16

warns	them	about	the	power	of	the	Ruler	of	this	world,	
the	danger	of	separating	themselves	from	Himself,	that	
is,	Jesus,	and	judgment	about	not	doing	good	works	
(“producing	fruit”).	To	use	Pauline	words	(1	Corinthians	
13:13),	again	and	again,	Jesus	calls	His	disciples	to	faith,	
hope,	and	love.	We	will	study	chapter	fourteen	in	three	
parts.	First,	Jesus	comforts	His	disciples	(14:1-4),	then	
He	explains	His	relationship	to	the	Father	(14:5-14),	and	
finally	He	gives	the	promise	of	the	Holy	Spirit	(14:15-31).

“Jesus’ words challenge our tendency 
to worry and invite us to replace 

worry with trust in God.”

Jesus comforts hIs dIscIpLes – John 14:1-4
The	first	verse	presents	the	theme	of	this	small	unit	and	
introduces	all	of	the	Farewell	Discourses.	Jesus	speaks	
to	comfort	troubled	hearts.	He	calls	people	to	trust	Him.	
The	four	verses	are,	in	fact,	a	summary	statement	for	the	
next	three	chapters,	but	in	a	broader	sense,	the	words	
even	describe	the	purpose	and	content	of	the	whole	
Gospel	of	John.

The	call	is	not	simply	“let	not	your	hearts	be	troubled”	
which	we	might	paraphrase	simply,	“Don’t	worry.”	Two	
reasons	for	not	worrying	quickly	follow.	First,	trust	replaces	
worry	(14:2).	Second,	trust	Jesus	because	He	is	going	to	
prepare	a	place	in	the	Father’s	house	and	then	will	come	
back	to	get	His	disciples	(14:3).

Jesus	probably	speaks	the	promise	that	there	are	many	
“rooms”	in	the	Father’s	house	to	remind	them	of	the	
unlimited	love	of	God.	The	words	may	remind	the	disciples	
and	us	of	the	limited	space	in	the	Temple	in	Jerusalem	
and	how	religious	leaders	in	charge	of	the	institution	
limited	access	to	the	rooms.	The	words	remind	us	that	
the	buildings	and	institutions	on	earth	have	limitations	but	
God’s	love	is	big	enough	to	hold	everyone.

When	Jesus	says	that	He	is	going	to	“prepare	a	place	for	
His	disciples”	(14:2b-3a),	we	think	about	the	ascended	
Lord	doing	something	in	Heaven	until	Judgment	Day.	Such	
thoughts	are	not	wrong,	but	in	the	context	Jesus	is	also	
talking	about	His	death.	His	death	prepares	a	place	in	
God’s	kingdom	for	His	disciples.	Jesus’	promise	to	come	

back	probably	refers	not	only	to	His	Second	Coming	(Acts	
1:11),	but	also	to	His	resurrection	appearances	(John	
20:21),	and	even	His	coming	in	the	power	of	the	Holy	
Spirit	(14:18).	The	promise	to	take	the	disciples	where	He	
Himself	is,	again	not	only	points	to	life	in	Heaven,	but	also	
to	life	on	earth	in	Jesus’	power	and	love.

Jesus’	words	challenge	our	tendency	to	worry	and	invite	
us	to	replace	worry	with	trust	in	God.	We	feel	“left	out”	or	
unimportant	when	worries	hold	us.	We	ask	if	God	really	
knows	and	cares	about	our	lives.	“Mi	casa	es	su	casa”	
(“My	house	is	your	house”)	is	a	popular	Spanish	saying	
which	expresses	friendship	and	promises	necessary	
help.	Such	is	the	intent	of	Jesus’	words.	He	reminds	His	
disciples	of	the	way	of	salvation	that	He	has	revealed	to	
them	(14:4).	Verse	four	not	only	summarizes	His	invitation	
to	trust	(14:1-3),	but	also	draws	a	response	from	Thomas	
(14:5)	which	shows	that	disciples	need	such	words.

“His statement, “No one comes to the Father 
except through me,” remains vital for Christian 

mission work and deserves careful thought.”

Jesus’ reLAtIonshIp to the fAther – John 14:5-14
Thomas	responds	to	Jesus’	directions	like	a	person	
unable	to	read	a	road	map.	He	admits	he	doesn’t	know	
where	Jesus	is	going.	Thomas	fails	to	understand	that	
Jesus	invites	disciples	to	trust	Him	in	a	spiritual	journey.	
Fortunately,	Thomas’	admission	of	ignorance	provides	the	
opportunity	for	Jesus’	proclamation	that	He	is	“the	way	and	
the	truth	and	the	life.”	His	statement,	“No	one	comes	to	
the	Father	except	through	me,”	remains	vital	for	Christian	
mission	work	and	deserves	careful	thought.

In	order	to	understand	how	Jesus	stands	as	“the	way,	
the	truth,	and	the	life”	(14:6)	think	about	each	word	
individually	and	also	how	they	complement	each	other.	
Jesus,	as	the	“way,”	connects	God	with	people	(John	
1:11-15,	51;	3:16-21;	6:35-51;	11:41-42;	12:23-28).	As	the	
“truth”	He	is	reliable,	that	is,	His	ways	conform	to	God’s	
ways.	Disciples	can	depend	on	Jesus	because	He	obeys	
the	Father	and	loves	the	world.	As	the	“life,”	Jesus	gives	
what	only	God	can	give.	His	ministry	pulls	people	away	
from	evil	to	God’s	good.
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Jesus’	saying	“No	one	comes	to	the	Father	except	through	
me”	(14:6)	continues	to	inspire	and	guide	Christian	
missionaries	throughout	the	world.	Unfortunately,	the	
words	also	motivate	unloving	condemnation	and	even	
persecution	of	people	following	other	religions.	Christ’s	
way	can	disappear	when	arrogant	people	proclaim,	
“Become	a	Christian,	or	go	to	hell.”	Abuse,	hate,	and	
hurt	inflicted	on	others	contradict	the	peace,	love	and	
help	offered	by	Jesus	as	the	way,	truth	and	life.	I	think	
that	an	old	Latin	hymn,	“Ubi	caritas	et	amor,	Deus	ibi	
est”	helps	us	discover	the	divine	love	in	Jesus’	call.	The	
hymn	(translated	“Where	there	is	affection	and	love,	
there	is	God”)	reminds	us	that	Christian	missions	rest	not	
primarily	on	exclusive	claims	about	Christianity	but	on	
the	extraordinary	power	of	Christ’s	love.	The	vital	force	of	
Christian	missions	presents	Christ’s	way,	truth,	and	life	
in	His	love	(13:34-35)	rather	than	in	smug	condemnation	
of	others.	Rather	than	argue	with	non-Christians	on	
(exclusive)	doctrines	about	Jesus,	it	may	be	more	helpful	
to	start	by	asking	if	love	is	better	than	hate,	forgiveness	
better	than	revenge,	peace	better	than	war,	or	protecting	
life	better	than	murder?	Such	basic	questions	may	lead	to	
a	constructive	conversation	on	what	it	means	to	believe	
that	Jesus	is	the	way,	the	truth,	and	the	life.

We	should	not	be	surprised	if	Jesus’	answer	to	Thomas	
confuses	us	and	leads	to	more	questions.	At	the	time,	
Philip	also	did	not	understand	and	asked	for	more	
information	(14:8).	Jesus’	response	tells	confused	people	
where	to	see	God:	“Anyone	who	has	seen	me	(Jesus)	
has	seen	the	Father	(14:9).”	Jesus’	words	(14:10)	and	
miracles	(14:11)	show	that	He	brings	God	to	people.	He	
also	teaches	that	faithful	people	will	do	what	He	is	doing	
and,	in	fact,	will	do	even	greater	things	(14:12).	He	also	
promises	that	prayer,	in	His	name,	will	produce	Divine	
action.	Review	the	teaching	of	Jesus	to	recall	how	His	
words	bring	you	to	God.	Remember	the	teaching	of	John;	
he	explained	Jesus’	work,	love,	and	power.	Review	the	
seven	miraculous	signs	recorded	in	John.	Remember	how	
they	demonstrated	Jesus’	power	and	love.

Jesus	then	offers	a	third	way	to	know	that	He	shows	
us	the	Father.	He	teaches	us	to	pray	(14:13-14).	He	
promises	that	whatever	we	ask	in	His	name	He	will	
do.	The	promise	does	not	pledge	God’s	blessing	to	
foolishness	or	selfishness.	Prayer	“in	the	name	of	human	

whim”	will	remain	unanswered.	“In	His	name”	guides	our	
prayer	to	seek	Jesus’	will	and	to	bring	glory	to	the	Father	
(14:13).	Jesus’	High	Priestly	prayer	(John	17)	offers	an	
illustration	of	what	it	means	to	pray	“in	Jesus’	name.”	
There	Jesus	prays	that	people	may	know	God’s	glory	
(17:1-3).	He	prays	that	people	receive	Divine	protection	
(17:11,	15),	and	be	good	(“sanctified”)	people	(17:19).	
He	prays	that	the	mission	work	of	His	disciples	will	
bring	love	and	unity	to	the	world	(17:21-23).	“Praying	in	
Jesus’	name”	changes	selfish	prayers	about	our	wants	
into	caring	prayers	about	other’s	needs.	Such	prayer	
contradicts	our	spirit	of	self-protection	and	self-interest.	
The	next	section	solves	that	problem.

“Let Jesus’ promise touch your emotions. Let 
the stress of worldly concerns be replaced 

with the confidence of God’s eternal love.”

Jesus promIses the hoLy spIrIt – John 14:15-31
After	telling	disciples	to	pray	in	His	name,	Jesus	places	
their	response	in	the	realm	of	their	love	and	His	blessing	
(14:15).	Prayer	flows	from	love	for	Jesus	in	obedience	to	
His	command.	Now	He	announces	the	key	to	all,	the	gift	of	
the	Holy	Spirit	or	Comforter	(14:16).	Compare	translations	
of	the	Bible	and	you	will	find	terms	like	Counselor,	
Comforter,	Helper,	and	Advocate	used	here.	The	Greek	
word	includes	all	those	distinct	English	concepts.	Put	all	
the	titles	into	one	name	and	you	will	come	up	with	the	
person	and	work	of	the	Holy	Spirit.

Another	way	to	understand	Jesus’	gift	of	the	Counselor	
(14:16)	is	to	note	what	the	Spirit	does.	It	is	the	Spirit	
of	truth	that	brings	us	to	Christ	so	that	people	are	not	
orphans	(14:17-18).	The	Spirit	will	be	sent	by	the	Father	
in	Jesus’	name	to	teach	all	things	and	to	remind	people	of	
everything	that	Jesus	has	said	(14:25-27).	Looking	ahead,	
the	Spirit	testifies	about	Jesus	(15:26)	and	will	convict	the	
world	of	guilt,	sin,	and	righteousness	leading	disciples	
to	all	truth	(16:8-12).	In	the	context	of	this	chapter	(14),	
Jesus	places	the	work	of	the	Holy	Spirit	in	the	area	of	love	
(14:21).	The	Holy	Spirit	replaces	worry	(14:1)	and	fear	
(14:27)	with	love.	Let	Jesus’	promise	touch	your	emotions.	
Let	the	stress	of	worldly	concerns	be	replaced	with	the	
confidence	of	God’s	eternal	love.
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The	question	(14:22)	of	Judas	(not	Judas	Iscariot)	shows	the	surprising	
nature	of	love.	When	Jesus	promises	to	reveal	Himself	to	the	disciples,	Judas	
asks	why	not	to	everyone	(14:22).	Because	of	our	ignorance,	insecurity,	or	
guilt	we	often	ask	the	same	question.	Why	should	we	know	that	God	loves	
us?	Perhaps	the	question	rests	on	doubt.	Could	our	faith	be	true	if	it	is	not	
generally	accepted?	How	often	we	use	statistics	to	justify	an	opinion.	If	nine	
out	of	ten	doctors	approve	some	medicine,	we	assume	that	it	is	good.	If	65%	
of	the	public	favor	an	idea,	people	may	forget	that	the	majority	also	can	be	
wrong.	Judas’	question	reminds	us	that	our	faith	is	firm	even	when	others	
remain	ignorant.

Perhaps	Judas’	question	also	seeks	reasons	why	Jesus	doesn’t	show	Himself	to	
the	whole	world	to	solve	the	problems	of	life.	Judas	wants	heaven	on	earth	now!	
We	wonder	the	same	thing.	Why	doesn’t	God,	once	and	for	all,	eradicate	evil	in	
the	world	or,	at	least,	get	the	evil	of	the	world	out	of	our	lives!	Read	carefully	John	
14:23-31	and	note	that	Jesus	does	not	explicitly	answer	that	question.	It	is	as	if	
Judas	prays	“in	his	own	name”	instead	of	“in	Jesus’	name.”	Instead	Jesus	poses	
and	answers	a	different	question.	Jesus	wants	Judas	to	consider	how	He	will	reveal	
Himself	to	the	world.	Jesus	will	reveal	Himself	to	the	world	by	giving	peace	to	His	
disciples	(14:27)	and	teaching	of,	His	love	of	the	Father	by	obedience	to	His	will,	
that	is,	by	dying	in	love	(14:30-31).

We,	like	Judas,	may	long	for	direct	revelation	of	Christ	to	the	world.	Jesus	calls	
Judas	and	us	to	see	His	suffering	and	death	and	our	peace	as	that	revelation.	
The	prince	of	this	world	will	come	(14:30).	Evil	remains	a	problem,	but	has	
no	grip	on	Jesus	or,	because	of	His	love,	on	His	disciples.	Jesus’	love	for	
the	Father	defeats	the	ruler	of	the	world	who	glories	in	worry	and	fear.	Jesus	
does	not	explain	the	mystery	of	the	Trinity	in	these	verses	but	simply	shows	
how	the	complex,	continuing	presence	of	God	in	Father,	Son,	and	Holy	Spirit	
removes	fear.	In	summary,	Jesus	reaches	out	to	comfort	disciples	troubled	with	
prospects	of	His	departure.	Faced	with	an	uncertain	future,	Jesus	promises	
them	certain	gifts.	His	love	and	work	confirm	God’s	love	and	the	Holy	Spirit	
promises	understanding	and	guidance.

Jesus does not explain the mystery of the 
Trinity in these verses but simply shows how 
the complex, continuing presence of God in 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit removes fear.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 15:1-27

Pray for the power of Jesus which enables you to love as He has loved us.

1.	 What	does	a	vine	or	vineyard	symbolize	in	the	following	Bible	verses	and	is	it	for	good	or	evil?

	 Psalm	80:8-16

	 Isaiah	5:1-7

	 Isaiah	27:2-6

	 Jeremiah	5:7-13

	 Ezekiel	15:1-8

	 Mark	12:1-11

2.	 What	does	Jesus	mean	when	He	calls	Himself	the	“true	vine?”

3.	 In	verse	4,	what	does	Jesus	tell	the	disciples	to	do?	Why?

4.	 What	is	the	promise	and	the	warning	in	verse	5?

	 Can	you	think	of	ways	in	which	this	promise	or	warning	has	been	realized	in	your	life?	If	so,	explain	briefly.

5.	 How	does	15:9-12	explain	15:8?

6.	 Read	15:1-13	again.	Summarize,	in	you	own	words,	what	this	section	means	to	you	about	the	will	of	God,	the	work	of	
Jesus,	and	how	you	apply	it	to	your	life	as	a	disciple.

7.	 What	is	Jesus’	command	in	verses	14-17?
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8.	 List	the	conditions	(“if”)	and	the	responses	that	Jesus	states	in	15:5-10?

	 15:5	 If

	 	 Then

	 15:6	 If

	 	 Then

	 15:7	 If

	 	 Then

	 15:10	 If

	 	 Then

9.	 From	question	8,	summarize	the	promises	or	warnings	in	this	teaching	by	Jesus.

10.	 What	are	the	conditions	(“if”)	and	the	responses	that	Jesus	states	in:
	 15:18	 If

	 	 Then

	 15:19	 If

	 	 Then

	 15:20b	 If

	 	 Then
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	 15:20c	 If

	 	 Then

	 15:23	 If

	 	 Then

	 15:24	 If

	 	 Then

	 Summarize	the	explanations	or	warnings	of	this	teaching	by	Jesus.

11.	 Do	you	think	the	“world	hates	you”	because	you	are	a	Christian?	Explain	your	answer	in	terms	of	15:18-19.

12.	 How	does	Jesus’	teaching	in	15:18-25	bring	understanding	and	even	comfort	to	your	life?

13.	 How	does	15:26-27	encourage	a	Christian	who	is	hated?

	 Is	there	a	way	in	which	the	words	encourage	you	in	a	“troubled	relationship?”	If	so,	explain	briefly.

14.	 Check	other	Bible	translations	you	may	have	for	the	meaning	of	the	word	“Counselor”	in	15:26.	Summarize	in	your	own	
words	the	“combined	meaning”	of	the	various	translations.

	 Review	other	passages	in	John	in	which	Jesus	talks	about	the	Holy	Spirit	or	Counselor.	What	does	He	teach	about	the	
Spirit	in	the	following:	14:15-17,	14:26,	16:7-11,	and	16:12-14?

15.	 How	does	15:26-27	give	chapter	fifteen	a	good	conclusion?

16.	 What	does	Jesus’	message	in	John	15	mean	to	you?
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Lesson 17
JoHn 15:1-27

context
Chapter	fifteen	explores	what	it	means	to	be	a	disciple	when	Jesus	no	longer	
lives	physically	on	earth.	Although	chapter	fourteen	ended	with	Jesus	telling	
the	disciples,	“Come	now,	let	us	leave,”	chapter	fifteen	speaks	with	the	same	
solemnity	and	builds	on	the	same	themes.	Chapter	fourteen	comforts	the	
disciples	(14:1-14)	and	promises	them	the	Holy	Spirit	(14:15-31)	when	Jesus	
is	gone.	Chapter	fifteen	begins	showing	the	positive	side	of	life	under	the	
Holy	Spirit	(15:1-17)	and	ends	showing	the	negative	side	(15:18-27).	For	
the	sake	of	simplicity,	we	will	observe	the	normal	chapter	division	although	
Jesus’	words	on	the	hostility	of	the	world	actually	extend	to	John	16:4.	
Chapter	fifteen	prepares	us	for	Jesus’	further	teaching	about	the	work	of	the	
Holy	Spirit	(16:5-16)	and	the	joy	of	discipleship	(16:17-33).

As	noted	before,	Jesus’	discourse	may	seem	repetitious	or	boring.	His	words	
flow	with	semitic	logic	picking	up	ideas	and	themes	again	and	again.	Western	
logic	demands	speech	or	writing	that	unfolds	ideas	progressively.	We	
criticize	sermons	that	“go	over	the	same	thing	again	and	again.”	But	for	the	
Johannine	readers	repetition	expressed	emphasis.	It	renewed	interest	and	
revived	ideas.	Try	to	set	your	western	logic	aside	and	let	Jesus’	truth	ebb	and	
flow	with	the	repetitious	joy	of	wading	in	a	surging	surf	of	divine	truth.

We	will	study	chapter	fifteen	in	two	parts.	Section	one	shows	what	it	means	
to	be	a	disciple	of	Jesus	and	ends	with	the	command	to	love	each	other	
(15:17).	The	second	section	prepares	disciples	for	the	shocking	and	vicious	
response	of	the	world	to	a	life	of	love	(15:18-27).

the meAnInG of dIscIpLeshIp – John 15:1-17
Jesus	begins	by	using	a	metaphor	(“the	true	vine”)	that	illustrates	two	
relationships.	Jesus	connects	Himself	with	the	Father	(as	gardener,	15:1)	and	
His	disciples	(as	branches,	15:5).	Jesus	chose	the	vine	symbolism	because	
it	reminded	listeners	of	Biblical	truths.	Psalm	80:8	sang	of	God’s	people	as	a	
vine.	Isaiah	(5:1-7,	27:2-6),	Jeremiah	(5:7-13),	and	Ezekiel	(15:1-8)	used	vine	
and	vineyard	symbolism	to	show	God’s	goodness	and	human’s	failure.	Jesus	

“The rejection and persecution He experienced 
will burden the lives of loving disciples.”

http://www.livingwaybiblestudy.org
http://www.livingwaybiblestudy.org


© living way bible study, inc. 96not to be reproduced in any form without permission.

The Gospel  According to  John Dr .  Robert  Holst John 15:1-27  –  Lesson 17

used	a	vineyard	parable	to	show	the	power	of	human	
rebellion	(Matthew	21:33-46,	Mark	12:1-12;	Luke	20:9-
19).	Jewish	readers	of	John	may	have	contrasted	Jesus	
to	the	temple	because	Herod	had	a	great	golden	vine	
engraved	on	the	door.	Greek	readers	may	have	thought	
of	Dionysius,	god	of	the	vine	that	was	pruned	in	the	fall	in	
order	to	be	resurrected	in	the	spring.	In	summary,	when	
Jesus	called	Himself	the	“true	vine,”	listeners	remembered	
how	God	had	blessed	them	and,	in	turn,	how	they	had	
been	fruitful	as	God’s	people.

More	important,	Jesus’	metaphor	calls	them	to	consider	
Him	everything	that	God	wanted	them	to	be.	As	the	true	
vine,	Jesus	reveals	what	God’s	glorious	grace	and	truth	
are	all	about	(1:14,	17).

Jesus	begins	with	a	great	claim	and	also	a	warning	(15:1-4).	
He	claims	that	God	the	Father	is	active	in	His	ministry.	He	
warns	that	people	who	do	not	remain	with	Him	will	bear	no	
fruit	and	will	be	rejected	by	God.	Anticipating	Jesus’	further	
teaching,	this	means	that	a	disciple’s	life	of	love	comes	from	
Jesus	and	separation	from	Him	means	a	life	of	hate.

The	next	verses	(15:5-8)	add	force	to	the	previous	
teaching	by	showing	the	stark	contrast	between	the	fate	
of	a	fruitful	and	a	dead	branch.	Again,	anticipating	Jesus’	
teaching,	the	verses	call	disciples	to	live	in	love,	warning	
them	of	suffering	and	punishment	if	they	do	not.	The	
metaphor	assumes	the	covenant	relationship	formed	by	
God’s	goodness	and	warns	disciples	not	to	reject	God’s	
call	to	service	and	love.

Finally	(15:9-17),	Jesus	spells	out	in	more	literal	language	
the	nuances	of	His	symbolic	teaching.	He	calls	disciples	
to	remain	In	His	love	(15:9)	and	to	love	one	another	
(15:12,	17).	Love	is	the	fruit	that	He	enables	disciples	to	
bear.	With	irony,	Jesus	shows	the	great	love	with	which	
He	will	obey	the	Father	and	die	for	His	friends	while	at	
the	same	time	challenging	them	to	deepen	their	own	love	
(15:13).	With	semitic	logic	Jesus	teaches	disciples	that	
God’s	love	touches	them	through	Him	and	enables	them	
to	love	others.	Extended	comments	on	Jesus’	words,	in	
my	opinion,	seem	trite	but	I	invite	you	to	read	Jesus’	own	
words	slowly	and	thoughtfully	so	that	you	experience	their	
full	force.

A WArnInG to dIscIpLes – John 15:18-27
Jesus’	words	change	with	shocking	force	as	He	begins	
to	warn	how	loving	people	will	be	hated	(15:18).	There	
is	nothing	more	painful	for	the	human	psyche	than	to	
experience	rejected	love.	Our	literature	and	art	portray	
frequently	the	painful	and	violent	reactions	of	a	jealous	or	
jilted	lover.	Jesus	prepares	His	disciples	for	the	rejection	
of	their	love	by	the	world.	He	tells	them	to	understand	their	
experience	in	terms	of	His	own	rejection.	These	are	hard	
and	troublesome	words.	Psychologists	tell	us	that	to	love	
and	be	loved	are	basic	human	needs.	Yet	Jesus	tells	us	
that	Christ-like	love	will	experience	hatred	(15:18-19),	and	
persecution	(15:20-21).

Meditate	on	these	words	and	search	for	Jesus’	comfort.	
Recognize	that	ordinary	human	love	is	reciprocal.	We	help	
people	who	help	us.	We	want	loving	relationships	with	
people	who	appreciate	us.	Jesus	here	challenges	us	to	
live	with	values	that	cannot	be	measured	in	a	popularity	
contest.	A	disciples’	love	does	not	seek	appreciation	
but	anticipates	rejection.	May	Jesus’	words	strengthen	
those	loving	disciples	hurting	from	the	rejection	of	a	
broken	home.	May	His	comfort	touch	people	withdrawing	

Love is the fruit that He enables 
disciples to bear. With irony, 

Jesus shows the great love with 
which He will obey the Father 
and die for His friends while 
at the same time challenging 

them to deepen their own love.
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into	themselves	with	insecurity,	anger,	or	frustration	because	their	love	goes	
unnoticed	and	unappreciated.	An	unloving	parent,	child,	spouse	or	friend	should	
not	drive	one	to	despair.	May	the	rejection	rather	create	awareness	of	the	
greatness	of	Christ’s	love	in	an	unloving	world.

Because	we	naturally	want	to	avoid	hate	and	persecution,	following	Jesus	
becomes	impossible	by	our	own	reason	or	will	power.	Therefore	Jesus	promises	
the	Counselor.	Jesus	is,	of	course,	referring	to	the	work	of	the	Holy	Spirit	but	
uses	a	word	that	describes	the	divine	activity	rather	than	simply	naming	the	
Third	Person	of	the	Trinity.	The	Greek	word	for	“Holy	Spirit”	contains	such	rich	
nuances	that	it	cannot	be	translated	accurately	by	one	English	word.	Many	
Biblical	scholars	prefer	to	transliterate	it	as	the	“Paraclete”	but	that	ducks	the	
issue	for	all	except	those	who	understand	Greek.	Most	commentaries	have	a	
good	discussion	on	the	rich	meaning	of	the	term	but	it	is	also	helpful	to	compare	
various	translations.	Each	is	partly	correct	and	brings	out	a	particular	meaning.	
As	some	translations	suggest,	in	the	face	of	hatred,	the	Holy	Spirit	is	Comforter	
or	Divine	Counselor	who	comes	as	Helper	or	Defender-advocate.

Jesus’	final	words	(15:26-27)	offer	strength	but	do	not	promise	a	life	without	
pain.	The	Greek	words	show	more	clearly	the	irony	of	discipleship	in	that	the	
word	translated	“testify”	or	“bear	witness”	is	the	same	root	as	the	English	word	
“martyr.”	Living	in	Jesus’	love	means	facing	hatred	and	persecution.	But	the	
Loving	Lord	sends	the	Loving	Counseling	Spirit	so	that	we	can	bear	witness	(or	
“be	a	martyr”)	that	our	lives	begin	in	relationship	with	Jesus.

summAry
Jesus	sets	forward	the	goal	and	obstacles	of	Christian	discipleship.	He	warns	
about	rejecting	His	love	and	calls	us	to	live	with	love.	He	warns	us	that	living	in	
love	is	not	easy.	The	rejection	and	persecution	He	experienced	will	burden	the	
lives	of	loving	disciples.	But	Jesus	will	send	the	Counselor	from	the	Father	to	
enable	disciples	to	bear	that	burden	and	show	(“martyr”)	God’s	truth.

Jesus’ final words offer strength but do not promise a life without pain.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 16:1-33

Pray that the love, power and courage of Jesus as He faces death will 
strengthen all His disciples when they too face danger and death.

John	16:1-4
1.	 How	does	Jesus’	teaching	in	15:18-27	enable	the	disciples	“not	to	go	astray	(16:1)?”

2.	 What	will	happen	to	Jesus’	disciples	and	why	will	it	happen?

3.	 List	things	that	are	done	today	“in	service	to	God”	(or,	at	least,	in	good	conscience)	that,	literally	or	figuratively,	kill	
people?

4.	 How	does	Jesus’	warning	(16:4)	help	discipleship?

John	16:5-15
5.	 What	does	John	16:7	mean	to	you?

6.	 We	have	an	expression,	“Hindsight	is	20/20”	meaning	that	we	understand	things	better	when	we	look	back	at	past	
events.	Can	you	think	of	events	that	seemed	“without	meaning”	when	they	happened	but	later	you	realized	their	full	
meaning?	Perhaps	it	was	how	you	met	your	spouse,	discovered	your	vocation	or	helped	a	friend.	Explain	how	the	Holy	
Spirit	has	helped	you	understand	such	an	event	better.

	 Compare	the	departure	of	Jesus	from	His	disciples	and	His	sending	of	the	Holy	Spirit	to	an	experience	from	our	times.

	 Identify	ways	in	which	you	think	it	is	better	to	have	the	Holy	Spirit	than	the	historical	Jesus	in	your	life	(as	His	disciples	
did).

7.	 What	are	the	three	ways	in	which	the	Holy	Spirit	convicts	the	world	(16:8-11)?

8.	 Using	the	Bible	passages	listed	and	16:8-11	summarize	how	they	convict	the	world	in	regard	to:	
	 (a)	sin:	(John	1:10-13,	3:17-21,	6:35-46,	10:31-39,	12:37,	15:18-27,	Romans	3:19-20,	23)
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	 (b)	righteousness:	(John	5:18,	7:12,	9:24,	10:33,	1	Timothy	3:16

	 (c)	judgment:	(of	the	prince	of	this	world).	(John	12:31,	14:30,	1	John	2:13,	4:4,	1	Peter	5:8-11)

9.	 How	has	the	Holy	Spirit	helped	you	(16:12-15):	
	 (a)	Trust	Jesus?

	 (b)	Understand	the	righteousness	of	Jesus?

	 (c)	Understand	and	reject	the	evil	of	Satan?

John	16:16-33
10.	 Explain	Jesus’	teaching	in	verses	16-20.

11.	 John	16:21	is	a	parable.	How	does	it	illustrate	Jesus’	life?

12.	 How	do	you	understand	Jesus’	words	in	16:23-24?	How	does	“asking	in	Jesus’	name”	affect	the	way	you	pray?	(14:27,	
20:19-23).

13.	 Can	you	think	of	things	for	which	you	prayed	fervently	but	later	the	Holy	Spirit	helped	you	understand	that	you	were	not	
praying	“in	the	name	of	Jesus”	but	in	your	own	name	(or	self-interest)?

14.	 Evaluate	the	disciples’	statement	in	16:29-30.	Why	do	they	speak?	What	do	they	mean?

15.	 Why	does	Jesus	respond	to	His	disciples	as	He	does	in	16:31-32?

16.	 What	comfort	do	you	find	in	Jesus’	words	in	16:33?
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context
Chapter	sixteen	continues	the	discourses	of	Jesus	with	His	disciples	at	the	
Last	Supper.	It	continues	to	teach	the	disciples	about	life	in	the	Holy	Spirit	
after	Jesus	physically	leaves	them.	The	power	of	the	words	increases	when	
one	remembers	that	the	teaching	follows	Jesus’	humble	example	of	washing	
the	disciples	feet	(13:1-17)	and	His	commandment	that	they	love	one	another	
as	He	loved	them	(13:34).

Jesus	began	His	final	words	with	His	disciples	by	offering	them	comfort	as	He	
announced	His	return	to	the	Father	and	promised	them	the	Holy	Spirit	(John	14).	
Chapter	fifteen	began	(15:1-8)	with	a	parable-like	illustration	uniting	the	Father,	
Jesus,	and	the	disciples	like	a	gardener,	vine	and	branches	respectively.	Jesus	
repeats	the	command	that	disciples	love	one	another	(15:12)	but	then	teaches	
the	disciples	that	their	love	will	be	countered	by	the	world’s	hate	and	persecution	
(15:18-26).	Many	of	the	promises	and	theological	themes	presented	in	chapters	
fourteen	and	fifteen	are	repeated	in	chapter	sixteen.	The	repetition	is	to	increase	
love	and	encouragement	like	a	spouse	repeating	the	words,	“I	love	you,”	or	a	
coach	inspiring	the	team	with	the	repeated	encouragement,	“You	can	do	it.”	
The	importance	of	the	teaching	of	chapters	fourteen,	fifteen,	and	sixteen	will	be	
underscored	by	the	great	prayer	of	Jesus	in	chapter	seventeen.	In	the	prayer,	
Jesus	commits	all	the	problems	and	promises	of	the	farewell	discourses	to	the	
Father	to	show	that	they	are	not	empty	speculations	or	idle	words.

Chapter	sixteen	has	three	distinct	parts.	The	first	four	verses	are	closely	
connected	to	chapter	fifteen	and	explain	why	Jesus	has	told	the	disciples	
about	the	world’s	hatred.	Then	Jesus	explains	the	power	of	the	Holy	Spirit	
which	will	enable	them	to	face	evil	forces	of	the	world	(16:5-15).	The	chapter	
concludes	with	a	description	of	the	emotional	roller	coaster	Christians	
experience	as	they	wait	for	Jesus	to	return	(16:16-33).

“His death and resurrection are but preliminary 
to a new era in which the Holy Spirit will 

call humanity to a godly way of life.”
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“Jesus’ warning about religious persecution 
prepares Christians to face suffering.”

tWo AppLIcAtIons of Jesus’ teAchInG – John 16:1-4
Jesus	had	warned	His	disciples	about	the	hatred	of	the	
world	(15:18-25).	In	16:2,	He	tells	them	that	the	hatred	will	
even	have	religious	support.	People	will	think	that	killing	
a	disciple	of	Jesus	will	be	a	religious	service.	The	Acts	of	
the	Apostles	gives	us	several	examples	of	such	misguided	
religious	zeal.	Religious	people	killed	Stephen	(Acts	7:57-
58).	The	zealous	religious	man	who	was	later	to	become	
the	Apostle	Paul	approved	the	death	of	Stephen	(Acts	
8:1)	and	actively	attacked	Christ’s	disciples	(Acts	9:1-2,	
22:3-5,	19-20,	Galatians	1:13-14).	On	the	other	hand,	
Paul	himself	suffered	at	the	hands	of	people	who	acted	
for	religious	reasons	(Acts	9:23-26,	14:5,	19-20,	16:20,	
23:12-21	and	24:1-8).

The	teaching	of	Jesus	in	16:1-4	can	be	applied	in	two	
ways.	First,	it	should	warn	us	of	danger	of	hurting	
Christ’s	disciples	despite	religious	convictions.	Second,	
it	should	encourage	and	strengthen	disciples	who	suffer	
because	they	follow	Jesus.	Let	us	explore	briefly	those	
two	applications.

On	the	basis	of	Jesus’	teaching,	humbly	examine	your	
own	faith	and	the	practices	of	your	congregation	to	see	
if	you	know	of	“religious”	attacks	on	Christ’s	disciples.	A	
few	examples	may	stimulate	your	thinking.	I	think	with	
shame	of	how	as	teenagers	we	considered	classmates	
“too	pious”	who	prayed	publicly	before	they	ate	in	our	
public	high	school	cafeteria.	People	with	so-called	
“Charismatic”	experiences	sometimes	are	criticized	by	
“regular”	Christians	as	“too	(hypocritically!)	Godly”	and	
on	the	other	hand,	sometimes	“Charismatic”	Christians	
suggest	that	“regular”	Christians	have	“inadequate”	faith.	
Stewardship	programs	may	imply	(correctly,	at	times!)	
that	some	Christians	share	their	financial	gifts	of	love	in	
improper	ways.	Christian	spouses	sometimes	make	each	
other	suffer	as	they	“argue”	about	how	much	money	to	
give	to	church	and	charity.	I	have	heard	Christians	mock	
athletes	who	make	the	sign	of	the	cross	before	taking	a	
free	throw	or	preparing	to	bat.	In	recent	years,	Christians	
bitterly	attacked	other	Christians	who	were	following	their	
consciences	in	working	for	peace	or	racial	equality.	In	

our	present	time,	some	Christians	attack	each	other	in	
God’s	name	for	supporting	or	opposing	giving	“sanctuary”	
or	protection	to	people	who	claim	that	their	lives	are	in	
danger	in	their	homeland	but	are	unable	to	get	documents	
for	legal	migration	to	the	United	States.

Jesus’	warning	about	religious	persecution	prepares	
Christians	to	face	suffering.	There	is	a	false	optimism	
among	Christians	sometimes.	Some	think	that	the	
problems	of	life	will	disappear	when	one	accepts	Jesus	as	
Lord	and	Savior.	Certainly	it	is	true	that	Christ	solves	the	
ultimate	problems	of	eternal	salvation.	But	it	is	equally	true	
that	becoming	a	Christian	may	make	life	now	more	difficult	
because	one	does	not	surrender	to	evil	and	is	attacked	by	
it.	Peers	may	mock	moral	behavior.	Business	associates	
may	demand	dishonesty.	Jesus’	words	of	warning	are	
comparable	to	a	parent	warning	a	child	about	the	danger	
of	crossing	a	busy	street,	a	teacher	urging	students	to	
study	hard	because	the	next	test	will	be	very	difficult,	a	
pre-marital	counselor	helping	young	romantics	become	
more	realistic,	or	a	financial	advisor	talking	to	middle	aged	
people	about	retirement	plans.	“Being	forewarned	is	being	
forearmed,”	is	a	slogan	I	often	heard	as	a	child.	Meditate	
on	how	Jesus’	words	of	warning	prepare	you	to	struggle	
against	evil.	You	may	want	to	reread	John	15:1-16	to	
recall	the	power	and	purpose	of	discipleship.	Ephesians	
6:10-18	gives	vivid	guidance	for	the	struggle.	Romans	8,	
especially	8:28-39,	gives	great	comfort	and	confidence	in	
the	struggle.	List	practical	ways	by	which	you	may	respond	
to	Jesus’	warning.	Such	practical	things	may	include	
more	effort	in	study	of	God’s	Word,	more	time	in	prayer,	
more	fellowship	with	the	communion	of	saints,	avoiding	
tempting	situations,	or	asking	God	to	remove	suspicious	or	
judgmental	attitudes	from	your	heart.	It	may	be	as	simple	
as	deciding	not	to	watch	certain	movies	or	television	
programs	or	as	difficult	as	publicly	opposing	denigration	of	
people	in	ethnic	jokes.

Jesus LeAVes – the hoLy spIrIt comes – John 16:5-15
The	most	astounding	statement	in	this	section	is	Jesus’	
proclamation	that	it	is	to	the	disciples	advantage	that	
He	leave	(16:7).	Reflect	upon	that	statement	and	you	
will	realize	that	there	are	two	general	reasons	for	the	
statement.	First,	Jesus	can	leave	because	His	work	is	
complete.	Jesus	last	words	from	the	cross	(19:30)	will	be,	
“It	is	finished.”	Second,	His	leaving	gives	meaning	to	our	
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lives.	Jesus	gives	us	the	responsibility	to	continue	what	
He	began	in	His	life	and	ministry.	After	the	resurrection,	
Jesus	will	tell	His	disciples,	“As	the	Father	has	sent	me,	
even	so	I	send	you.”	The	victory	of	Jesus	over	death	
moves	humanity	into	the	era	of	the	Holy	Spirit.	Perhaps	
the	meaning	is	clearer	if	we	compare	life	after	Jesus’	
departure	to	the	life	of	a	young	married	couple	after	
they	leave	their	parental	homes.	The	love	established	
by	parents	provides	a	model	and	basis	for	their	
“independent”	relationship.

The	second	major	teaching	in	this	section	comes	in	16:8-11.	
What	does	it	mean	that	the	Holy	Spirit	will	convict	the	world	
of	sin,	righteousness	and	judgment?

The	Holy	Spirit	convicts	the	world	of	sin	because,	
despite	the	Spirit’s	power,	people	refuse	to	believe.	
Jesus’	departure	or	death	becomes	the	focal	point	of	the	
Holy	Spirit’s	eternal	struggle	with	sin.	The	Holy	Spirit	in	
Scripture	exposes	the	religious	leaders,	Pilate,	and	the	
mob	as	hypocritical,	lying,	inconsistent,	blood-thirsty	
sinners	because	they	do	not	accept	Jesus’	teachings.	The	
Holy	Spirit	continues	such	exposure	today.	1	John	4:1-6	
tells	Christians	to	try	the	spirits,	meaning	they	should	ask	
for	God’s	Spirit	to	test	what	is	right	and	wrong,	good	or	
evil.	Jesus	will	send	the	Holy	Spirit	giving	disciples	the	gift	
of	discernment	(1	Corinthians	2:14,	12:1-3).

Galatians	5:16-25	lists	specific	ways	in	which	the	Spirit	
life	stands	demonstrably	different	from	an	ordinary	life.	
Those	who	do	not	believe	in	Jesus	are	guided	by	self-
interest	which	accepts	such	obvious	sins	as	fornication,	
impurity,	licentiousness,	idolatry,	sorcery,	enmity,	strife,	
jealousy,	anger,	selfishness,	dissension,	party	spirit,	envy,	
drunkenness,	carousing	and	the	like	(Galatians	5:19-21).	
The	Spirit	shows	that	there	is	an	alternative	by	giving	the	
power	to	practice	love,	joy,	peace,	patience,	kindness,	
goodness,	faithfulness,	gentleness,	self-control,	no	self-
conceit,	no	provoking	one	another,	and	not	envy	of	one	
another	(Galatians	5:22-23	&	26).	Jesus	promises	a	simple	
truth	that	becomes	obvious	in	the	life	of	every	Christian.	
People	who	believe	in	Jesus	have	a	spirit	which	leads	
them	to	reject	sinful	practices	that	other	people	tolerate	
or	practice.	The	Holy	Spirit	inspires	Jesus’	disciples	to	
recognize	their	own	sin	and	need	for	a	gracious	Savior	
and,	after	believing,	to	struggle	to	live	a	Christ-like	life.

“His death and resurrection become 
the heart of the Gospel used by the Holy 

Spirit to demonstrate the sinful nature of 
people and the loving nature of God.”

The	Holy	Spirit	also	convicts	the	world	of	righteousness	
because	Jesus	goes	to	the	Father	and	will	be	seen	
no	more	(16:10).	The	departure	of	Jesus	shows	
righteousness	both	in	the	sense	of	God’s	gift	and	also	in	
the	simple	sense	of	human	justice.	The	trial	or	“departure”	
scenes	about	to	be	told	in	John’s	Gospel	reveal	the	love	
and	obedience	of	Jesus	to	the	Father’s	righteous	plan	of	
salvation.	The	events	also	reveal	how	the	world	does	not	
demand	even	basic	human	justice.	The	religious	leaders,	
Pilate,	and	the	mob	openly	pursue	unrighteousness!	
Jesus’	“departure,”	that	is,	His	death	and	resurrection	
become	the	heart	of	the	Gospel	used	by	the	Holy	Spirit	
to	demonstrate	the	sinful	nature	of	people	and	the	loving	
nature	of	God.

Jesus	promises	His	disciples	that	the	Holy	Spirit	will	
convict	the	world	of	the	judgment	because	the	ruler	of	this	
world	is	judged.	The	Ruler	of	this	world	supports	the	power	
of	sin	and	death.	The	Holy	Spirit	stands	for	love	and	life.	
1	John	3:11-12	gives	a	vivid	example	of	living	under	the	
power	of	this	world’s	ruler.	Cain	lived	under	that	ruler	and	
killed	his	brother.	Jesus’	victory	enables	us	to	love!

The	Holy	Spirit	presents	in	the	Gospel	a	vivid	choice.	
Jesus	faced	human	sin	and	died	because	of	it.	But	the	
story	continues.	Jesus	trusted	the	Father,	loved	people,	
and	was	raised	from	the	dead.	Since	Jesus’	victory,	the	
Holy	Spirit	has	an	“example”	of	how	we	need	not	accept,	
fatalistically,	sin	and	death	as	the	ultimate	forces	in	
life.	Jesus’	departure	shows	that	this	world’s	dominant	
force	is	broken.	The	powerful	words	in	1	Corinthians	15	
explains	how	Christ’s	resurrection	gives	believers	the	
divine	victory.	The	Ruler	of	this	world	deals	with	matters	
perishable,	dishonorable,	weak	and	physical.	The	Holy	
Spirit	leads	people	to	a	resurrection	faith	in	the	victory	
of	the	imperishable,	honorable,	powerful,	and	spiritual	(1	
Corinthians	15:42-44).	Jesus	concludes	His	teaching	by	
again	promising	the	Holy	Spirit	and	describing	His	work	
(16:12-15).
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In	summary,	Jesus’	departure	means	that	the	Holy	Spirit	can	call	us	to	trust	that	
Christ’s	life	was	for	us.	Using	Christ’s	death	and	resurrection	as	the	ultimate	
expression	of	God’s	love,	we	are	called	to	see	the	goodness	and	power	of	God	
and	the	evil	and	destruction	of	the	ruler	of	this	world.

Jesus offers Joy – John 16:16-33
This	section	begins	with	the	disciples	questioning	what	Jesus	means	with	His	
talk	about	leaving	(16:16-17).	Their	comments	illustrate	the	need	for	the	Holy	
Spirit	which	Jesus	has	just	promised	(16:13).	Jesus	addresses	their	confusion	
immediately	by	using	an	illustration	about	labor	pains	(16:21).	Joy	can	follow	
sorrow.	Jesus	wants	the	illustration	to	prepare	the	disciples	for	the	painful	
times	ahead	to	enable	them	to	persevere	in	confidence	of	the	joy	to	come.	Joy	
becomes	Jesus’	most	important	teaching	in	this	section.	He	tells	the	disciples	to	
ask	that	their	joy	would	be	full	(16:24)	and	to	be	of	good	cheer	because	He	has	
overcome	the	world	(16:33).	Jesus’	invitation	to	joy	stands	in	stark	comparison	
to	the	self-confidence	of	the	disciples	which	painfully	reveals	their	ignorance.	
They	think	that	they	know	it	all	(16:29-30)!	Their	hollow	comment	reveals	the	
need	for	Jesus’	suffering	hour	of	labor	so	that	they	can	be	born	into	the	joy	of	
the	Spirit-led	discipleship.

summAry
Jesus	warns	His	disciples	about	the	power	of	the	world	but	promises	them	a	
greater	power	in	His	departure.	His	death	and	resurrection	are	but	preliminary	
to	a	new	era	in	which	the	Holy	Spirit	will	call	humanity	to	a	godly	way	of	life.	The	
disciples’	confusion	reveals	our	own	need	for	such	continued	love	and	guidance.

Jesus wants the illustration to prepare the disciples 
for the painful times ahead to enable them to 

persevere in confidence of the joy to come.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 17:1-26

Pray that Jesus’ prayer for His disciples will inspire, comfort and guide you.

1.	 Read	carefully	John	17	and	note	how	Jesus’	prayer	has	three	concerns:

	 For	whom	does	Jesus	pray	in	17:1-5?

	 For	whom	does	He	pray	in	17:6-19?

	 For	whom	does	He	pray	in	17:20-26?

2.	 Do	Jesus’	three	prayerful	concerns	give	guidance	to	the	focus	of	your	prayers?	If	so,	explain	how.

John	17:1-5
3.	 How	will	Jesus	glorify	the	Father?

4.	 How	do	you	seek	to	“glorify”	God?

5.	 Another	way	to	think	about	how	we	“glorify	God”	is	to	ask	the	question,	“What	do	you	‘brag	about’	(or	“glorify”)	when	
you	ask	people	to	become	a	Christian,	to	join	your	church,	or	even	to	join	Living	Way	Bible	Study?”	How	does	it	
compare	with	the	way	Jesus	glorified	the	Father?

6.	 What	does	Jesus	mean	by	“eternal	life?”	In	your	answer,	consider	also	3:16-21,	5:24-29,	6:40,	44,	47,	51,	54,	and	
11:25-26).

John	17:6-19
7.	 According	to	17:6-8,	what	has	Jesus	done	for	His	disciples?

8.	 What	does	Jesus	ask	for	His	disciples	in	17:10-17?

9.	 Apply	Jesus’	prayer	to	yourself.	What	does	Jesus	want	for	you	and	what	does	He	not	want?



© living way bible study, inc. 105not to be reproduced in any form without permission.

The Gospel  According to  John Dr .  Robert  Holst John 17:1-26  –  Lesson 18

10.	 Do	you	ever	reverse	Jesus’	prayer	and	want	“escape”	but	not	holiness?	If	so,	explain	when,	why,	and	how	you	reverse	
Jesus’	prayer.

11.	 What	does	Jesus	mean	by	“Sanctify	them	through	thy	truth:	thy	word	is	truth”	(17:17)?	(John	8:31-32)

12.	 Explain	how	we	can	be	“in	the	world”	but	“not	of	the	world.”	(Romans	12:1-2)

John	17:20-26
13.	 What	is	the	major	concern	of	Jesus’	prayer	in	17:20-23?

	 What	do	you	think	Jesus’	prayer	means	for:	Your	congregation?

	 Your	Living	Way	Bible	Study	group?

	 Your	denomination?

14.	 How	can	God’s	word	lead	us	to	know	that	God	blesses	diversity	in	personalities,	talents	and	perspectives	by	creating	
unity	in	Christ?	(Ephesians	5:1-16,	1	Corinthians	12:4-31)

15.	 What	does	17:24	mean	to	you?

16.	 Christian	mission	is	often	described	as	“inreach”	and	“outreach.”	What	do	Jesus’	words	in	17:25-26	teach	about	
“inreach”	and	“outreach?”

17.	 Read	John	17	again.	It	is	often	called	“Jesus’	High	Priestly	Prayer.”	Do	you	think	that	is	a	good	title?	(Hebrews	5:5-6)	
Explain	why	or	why	not.

18.	 In	summary,	what	does	Jesus’	prayer	in	this	chapter	mean	to	you?
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Lesson 19
JoHn 17:1-26

“The glory rests on the truth that Jesus is about to die to 
give eternal life to all whom the Father has given Him.”

IntroductIon And context
John	seventeen	is	the	longest	recorded	example	of	Jesus’	own	prayer	life	
and	is	usually	called	His	“High	Priestly	Prayer.”	Like	a	great	mediating	High	
Priest,	Jesus	pleads	for	others.	There	is	great	mystery	in	the	prayer.	God	
prays	to	God.	Jesus	mixes	confidence	and	knowledge	with	humble	obedience	
and	faithful	pleading.	There	is	great	majesty	in	the	prayer.	I	like	to	call	it	
Jesus’	“Royal	Prayer.”	Like	a	mighty	monarch,	Jesus	has	power	over	all	flesh	
and	shares	that	power	with	others.	Jesus’	humble	obedience	to	the	Father	
stands	side	by	side	with	His	divine	majesty.	Above	all,	there	is	great	love	in	
the	prayer.	Eternal	Love	speaks	and	we	listen.

John	seventeen	is	Jesus’	prayer	but	it	is	also	our	prayer.	Jesus	prays	for	us,	
but	also	teaches	us	how	to	pray.	He	talks	to	the	Father	and	teaches	us	of	
God’s	care	for	us.	Jesus’	prayer	reaches	out	and	embraces	people.

The	great	prayer	is	a	summary	and	review	of	Jesus’	words	and	deeds	
aimed	at	disciples	isolated	in	an	upper	room.	On	the	other	hand,	the	prayer	
introduces	Jesus’	trial,	death,	and	resurrection	or	glorification.	The	free	public	
ministry	is	over.	His	suffering	is	about	to	begin.	The	betrayal	and	arrest	are	
at	hand.	Jesus	is	being	“lifted	up.”	“Lifted	up”	presents	that	double	entendre	
meaning	that	“lifted	up”	by	human	hate	on	the	cross	is	actually	being	“lifted	
up”	to	God	so	that	life	can	be	given	for	others.

We	will	examine	the	chapter	in	three	units.	John	17:1-5	is	a	prayer	about	
Jesus’	glory	while	in	John	17:6-19,	Jesus	prays	for	the	disciples.	The	chapter	
concludes	with	Jesus’	concern	about	future	believers.

Jesus’ GLory – John 17:1-5
“Glory”	stands	as	the	central	theme	of	this	section.	The	glory	rests	on	the	
truth	that	Jesus	is	about	to	die	to	give	eternal	life	to	all	whom	the	Father	
has	given	Him.	The	verses	repeat	and	expand	upon	the	prayer	of	John	
12:27-32.	Christians,	of	course,	know	that	the	glory	of	Jesus	becomes	
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public	in	a	most	ignominious	way.	The	public	image	
will	be	of	a	battered	victim.	The	glory	is	the	powerful	
willingness	to	love	unto	death.

The	primary	purpose	of	the	section	is	to	reveal	the	depth	
of	Jesus’	love	and	the	glory	of	His	total	love.	It	can	also	
serve	to	remind	us	that	glory	is	not	found	in	having	things	
or	in	being	comfortable.	Jesus’	glory	in	giving	Himself	for	
others	is	also	a	model	for	us	(15:12-17).

Jesus’ prAyer for hIs dIscIpLes – John 17:6-19
Jesus	now	moves	from	praying	about	the	glory	of	His	
death	to	the	impact	of	that	death	on	His	disciples.	The	
prayer	affirms	the	gift	already	given	to	the	disciples.	The	
words	that	Jesus	has	given	them	have	prepared	them	to	
know	the	truth	and	believe	in	the	Father	(17:8).

The	ministry	of	Jesus	enables	Him	to	express	three	
specific	concerns	for	His	disciples.	First,	He	prays	that	the	
disciples	are	one	even	as	Jesus	and	the	Father	are	one	
(17:11).	Second,	He	asks	that	the	disciples	be	kept	from	
the	evil	one	(17:15)	and,	finally,	that	they	be	sanctified	in	
truth	(17:17).	Each	concern	merits	special	thought.

Think	deeply	about	Jesus’	prayer	for	Christian	unity.	
Ephesians	4:1-6	helps	one	understand	the	unity	about	
which	Jesus	prays.	Humility	and	love	for	others	create	a	
bond	of	peace	in	the	oneness	of	God’s	glory.	The	prayer	
challenges	us	to	think	about	two	things.	First,	Jesus	wants	
us	to	commit	our	lives	to	unity.	Christians	sometimes	
pursue	truth	with	such	commitment	that	the	God-given	
concern	for	unity	is	forgotten.	The	classic	example	remains	
the	Spanish	Inquisition	and	its	medieval	terror.	Fear	of	
heresy	should	not	eliminate	the	prayer	for	Christian	unity.	

The	quest	for	truth	should	not	create	satisfaction	with	
divisions.	Second,	the	prayer	makes	us	think	about	how	
we	achieve	unity.	On	one	level,	unity	is	given	in	the	love	
of	Father	and	Son	and,	on	another	level,	the	loving	lives	of	
disciples	constantly	strive	for	and	even	create	that	unity.	
Since	Jesus	has	prayed	about	the	Holy	Spirit,	it	seems	fair	
to	refer	to	Galatians	5:22-23	for	insights	on	how	Christians	
achieve	unity.	Disciples	who	have	the	fruit	of	the	Spirit,	
which	is	love,	joy,	peace,	patience,	kindness,	goodness,	
faithfulness,	gentleness,	and	self-control,	will	have	unity.

Jesus’	second	concern	is	that	the	disciples	be	kept	from	the	
evil	one	(17:15).	Since	disciples	must	carry	on	Jesus’	work,	
He	cannot	and	does	not	pray	that	they	be	removed	from	
the	field	of	battle	with	evil.	He	actually	prays	that	they,	like	
He,	will	be	glorified.	Seldom	do	we	agree	wholeheartedly	
with	Jesus’	concern.	We	want	to	escape	the	problems	of	
the	world.	We	may	not	want	to	be	taken	out	of	the	world	if	it	
means	that	we	are	to	die	immediately,	but,	in	some	lesser	
way,	we	seek	to	avoid	the	things	Jesus	mentioned	in	15:18-
16:4.	The	danger	is	that	Christians	seek	to	withdraw	from	
the	world	despite	Jesus’	prayer.	Christians	withdraw	from	
the	reality	of	the	world	as	described	in	His	parable	of	the	
rich	man	and	poor	Lazarus.	The	rich	man	seems	to	have	
withdrawn	from	the	reality	of	the	suffering	of	poor	Lazarus	
(Luke	16:19-31).	The	people	who	ignored	the	plight	of	the	
hungry,	thirsty,	naked,	sick	and	imprisoned	people	in	the	
parable	of	the	Last	Judgment	(Matthew	25:31-46)	also	
withdrew.	Perhaps	a	good	modern	example	of	someone	
who	has	been	protected	from	the	evil	one	but	has	not	
withdrawn	from	the	world	is	Sister	Theresa	of	India.	By	the	
grace	of	God,	she	and	her	co-workers	are	protected	daily	in	
the	world’s	dangerous	and	degrading	situations.

May Jesus’ words remind us that our holiness, given by the 
goodness of God and guided by the power of the Spirit, serves as 

an example of Christ’s love and a model for human conduct.
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Finally,	Jesus	prays	that	disciples	be	sanctified	in	truth.	Jesus	wants	people	to	
live	with	His	own	holy	purpose.	Bluntly,	Christ	wants	His	disciples	to	be	good	
people.	The	power	of	the	holy	process	is	God’s	Word.	The	goal	is	a	Christ-
like	mission	into	the	world.	The	prayer	makes	us	think	of	1	Corinthians	11:1,	
Ephesians	5:1,	or	Philippians	3:17	where	we	are	called	to	be	imitators	of	God	
and	holy	people.	Sometimes	people	lament	that	we	live	in	an	age	without	
heroes.	May	Jesus’	words	remind	us	that	our	holiness,	given	by	the	goodness	
of	God	and	guided	by	the	power	of	the	Spirit,	serves	as	an	example	of	Christ’s	
love	and	a	model	for	human	conduct.

Jesus prAys for ALL BeLIeVers – John 17:20-26
After	praying	that	disciples	enter	the	world	as	He	entered	it	(17:18),	Jesus	
prays	that	their	work	be	blessed	(17:20).	Even	more	emphatically,	the	call	is	
to	unity	(17:21	&	23).	The	unity	involves	Father,	Son	and	believers.	The	union	
is	not	to	be	understood	in	abstract	or	doctrinal	terms.	The	union	is	expressed	
in	the	reality	of	love	(17:26).	These	verses	should	not	lead	to	a	discussion	of	
the	mystery	of	the	unity	in	the	Trinity	or	how	the	Spirit	dwells	within	us.	Rather	
it	deals	with	the	practical	expression	of	the	holy	life.	Love	is	the	unifying	force.	
Its	expression	is	real	unity.

Jesus’	prayer	reminds	us	of	God’s	will	in	action.	Like	the	parable	of	the	
vine	and	branches	(15:1-5),	Jesus	begs	that	the	power	of	God	within	us	
become	evident	to	the	world	outside	us.	If	you	are	perplexed	by	the	doctrine	
of	the	Trinity	or	the	meaning	of	ecumenical	dialogue,	Jesus’	words	point	to	
something	simple	and	intelligible.	God	wants	His	people	to	live	in	love.	The	
result	of	living	in	love	will	celebrate	and	create	the	unity	that	is	typical	of	the	
relationship	of	Father	to	Son,	and	Son	to	believers.

concLusIon
Jesus	talks	to	the	Father	as	He	begins	His	walk	on	the	path	to	glory.	He	prays	
about	Himself,	His	disciples,	and	people	who	will	believe	through	the	work	of	
the	disciples.	The	prayer	graciously	reminds	us	of	Jesus’	love	in	God’s	Will.	
The	prayer	challenges	us	to	lovingly	express	God-given	unity.

Jesus talks to the Father as He begins 
His walk on the path to glory.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 18:1-40

Pray that the love that Jesus displayed in the face of human injustice and hate will guide your life.

John	18:1-11
1.	 Compare	18:1	with	Matthew	26:36-46,	Mark	14:32-42,	and	Luke	22:39-46.	How	does	John	differ	from	the	Synoptics?

	 Why	do	you	think	John	is	different?

2.	 Compare	the	story	of	the	arrest	of	Jesus	in	18:2-11	with	the	story	in	Matthew	26:47-56,	Mark	14:43-52	and	Luke	22:47-
53.	How	does	the	way	Jesus	is	identified	as	the	person	to	be	arrested	differ	according	to	Matthew,	Mark,	and	Luke	over	
against	the	Gospel	of	John?

3.	 What	happens	in	18:6	when	Jesus	identifies	Himself?

4.	 Why	do	you	think	the	soldiers	reacted	as	they	did?	Before	you	answer,	think	about	Psalm	27:2,	Psalm	35:4,	Daniel	
8:17-18,	Matthew	17:6,	Revelation	1:17.

5.	 Have	you	ever	“fallen	back”	when	you	realized	God’s	presence	in	your	life	in	a	dramatic	way?	If	so,	explain	briefly.

6.	 How	does	18:8-11	anticipate	18:36	and	19:11?

7.	 Why	does	Jesus	tell	Peter	to	put	away	his	sword?

8.	 Have	you	ever	tried	to	“defend”	Jesus	in	an	unaccepted	way?	If	so,	explain	briefly.

John	18:12-27
9.	 Describe	Peter’s	action	in	18:15-18.

10.	 Why	do	you	think	Peter	acted	as	he	did?

	 Have	you	ever	acted	in	a	similar	way?	If	so,	explain	briefly.



© living way bible study, inc. 110not to be reproduced in any form without permission.

The Gospel  According to  John Dr .  Robert  Holst John 18:1-40  –  Lesson 19

11.	 How	does	John	18:19-24	illustrate	John	1:5	or	1:11?

12.	 Compare	18:25-27	to	Matthew	26:75,	Mark	14:72,	and	Luke	22:62.	What	does	John	omit	in	recording	Peter’s	sin?

John	18:28-40
13.	 How	does	18:28	emphasize	the	hypocrisy	of	Jesus’	enemies?

14.	 Reflecting	on	the	hypocrisy	of	Jesus’	enemies	and	Peter’s	denial,	think	of	ways	in	which	the	power	of	sin	surprises	you.	
Note	some	that	you	could	share	with	other	people.

15.	 Give	two	reasons	why	Jewish	authorities	did	not	execute	Jesus	(18:31-32).

16.	 What	two	things	indicate	how	Jesus	is	king	according	to	18:36-37?

17.	 What	do	you	think	Pilate	meant	when	he	said,	“What	is	truth?”

18.	 What	is	the	irony	in	the	request	for	the	freedom	of	Barabbas	in	John	18:40?	Compare	John	18:30.

19.	 Who	is	really	being	judged	in	18:33-40?	Explain	your	answer.

20.	 How	does	John	18	illustrate	the	struggle	of	God’s	love	and	human	evil	in	your	life?
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context
Chapter	eighteen	resumes	the	narrative	about	public	events	in	the	life	
of	Jesus	after	four	chapters	in	which	Jesus	had	spoken	in	private	to	His	
disciples.	Jesus	had	explained	that	He	was	leaving	or	being	“lifted	up”	and	
had	talked	about	His	love	and	God’s	love.	Now	readers	begin	to	learn	the	
details	of	how	He	leaves	and	what	His	love	does.	Themes	of	power,	love,	
service,	faith,	unbelief,	judgment,	life,	and	death	were	woven	into	the	Upper	
Room	discourses	and	many	of	the	concepts	become	part	of	human	history	in	
the	events	of	chapter	eighteen.	In	a	nutshell,	the	events	of	this	chapter	show	
what	the	love	of	God	is	all	about.

The	events	of	chapter	eighteen	are	an	integral	part	of	chapter	nineteen	and	a	
necessary	preliminary	to	chapter	twenty.	The	trial	begun	in	chapter	eighteen	
reaches	a	verdict	in	chapter	nineteen	and	the	punishment	is	administered.	
To	understand	better	the	full	dramatic	development	of	the	trial	that	begins	in	
chapter	eighteen,	you	need	to	read	part	of	chapter	nineteen,	at	least	through	
verse	sixteen.

We	will	study	chapter	eighteen	in	three	parts.	First,	Jesus	is	arrested	(18:1-
11).	Then	Jesus	is	rejected	by	His	own	people,	including	His	disciple	Peter	
(18:12-27).	The	section	illustrates	the	truth	of	the	prologue.	“He	came	to	that	
which	was	his	own,	but	his	own	did	not	receive	him	(1:11).”	The	final	section	
of	the	chapter	begins	telling	the	story	of	the	trial	before	Pilate	(18:28-40).	
It	illustrates	1:10,	“He	was	in	the	world,	and	though	the	world	was	made	
through	him,	the	world	did	not	recognize	him.”

Jesus Is Arrested – John 18:1-11
The	story	of	the	arrest	of	Jesus	demonstrates	in	a	dramatic	way	the	
uniqueness	of	John’s	Gospel.	The	Synoptic	Gospels,	especially	Mark,	
emphasize	the	humility	of	Jesus.	The	Synoptic	writers	vividly	portray	the	
prayerful	agony	of	Jesus	as	He	faces	death	(Matthew	26:36-46,	Mark	14:32-
42,	and	Luke	22:39-46).	They	show	the	human	side	of	Jesus.	John	shows	the	

“The hypocrisy of Jesus’ accusers marks the beginning 
of the Roman trial. They want to kill Jesus but remain 

ritually pure for their religious holiday (18:28)!”
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divine	side	of	Jesus.	A	“sorrowful”	struggle	in	the	garden	
over	the	Father’s	will,	as	in	Matthew	26:37,	Mark	14:33,	
Luke	22:44,	would	clash	with	the	Johannine	emphasis	on	
the	loving	willingness	of	Jesus	to	do	what	the	Father’s	love	
ordains	(12:23-28).

The	Synoptics,	especially	Mark,	also	emphasize	the	
power	of	evil	by	making	Judas	the	dominant	actor	in	the	
arrest	scene.	Before	Jesus	says	a	word,	Judas	interrupts	
Jesus’	conversation	with	His	disciples,	identifies	Him	with	
a	kiss,	and	has	Him	seized	(Mark	14:43-46).	The	injustice	
describes	something	that	could	happen	to	you	and	me.	In	
the	midst	of	sinful	mortals,	Jesus	stands	humiliated	by	the	
ugly	sting	of	sin.

The	Gospel	of	John,	on	the	other	hand,	demonstrates	that	
something	is	happening	to	God.	Only	John	tells	us	that	
Judas	comes	with	a	band	of	(Roman)	soldiers	and	also	
officials	from	the	Jewish	religious	leaders.	Although	John	
could	mean	only	a	representative	group	for	a	“detachment”	
of	soldiers,	the	Greek	word	is	a	technical	term	meaning	
“one	tenth	of	a	Roman	legion.”	Thus	John	may	emphasize	
the	awesome	power	of	a	kingdom	of	this	world	coming	out	
to	arrest	Jesus.	Nevertheless,	John	shows	that	the	army,	
as	well	as	Judas,	clearly	has	no	power	over	Jesus.	Unlike	
the	Synoptics,	where	Judas	identifies	Jesus,	in	John,	
we	are	not	even	told	about	Judas’	kiss.	Jesus	identifies	
Himself	while	Judas	just	stands	there	(18:5)!	Starkly	
stated,	in	the	Synoptic	accounts	Jesus	is	betrayed	or	
“handed	over”	but,	in	John,	Jesus	gives	His	life.	His	action	
illustrates	the	great	love	promised	in	John	10:11	or	15	(cf.	
Mark	8:31,	9:31,	10:33).

The	most	awesome	manifestation	of	Jesus’	power	over	the	
arresting	force	stands	in	the	unique	Johannine	description	
of	their	reaction	to	Jesus’	self-identification.	They	draw	
back	and	fall	on	the	ground.	The	action	certainly	has	
symbolic	force	although	Scripture	leaves	us	to	determine	
the	meaning.	Probably	the	words	remind	readers	of	the	
two	possible	meanings	in	Jesus’	words,	“I	am	he.”	The	
three	English	words	translate	two	Greek	words	which	have	
been	used	in	John	to	make	a	simple	human	identification	
(9:9)	or	a	divine	claim	(8:58-59).	A	reader	must	determine	
if	the	soldiers	act	in	confusion	and	surprise	over	the	self-
identification	of	the	person	they	are	to	arrest.	Or	is	the	
falling	the	awesome	response	to	the	presence	of	God?	

Jewish	readers	might	also	think	of	Bible	passages	where	
evil	people	stumble	and	fall	before	God	or	where	righteous	
people	fall	in	worship	to	Him	(Psalm	27:2,	Daniel	8:17-
18,	Matthew	17:6,	Revelation	1:17).	Some	readers	may	
know	the	Jewish	legend	that	when	Moses	told	Pharaoh	
the	name	of	God,	Pharaoh	fell	to	the	ground.	Thus	John	
tells	the	story	to	make	us	face	a	spiritual	crisis.	Our	
interpretation	will	demonstrate	if	we	think	as	people	“of	
this	world”	or	“of	the	world	above.”	Do	we	think	that	the	
arresting	force	falls	because	they	are	poorly	organized	or	
because	they	stand	in	the	awesome	presence	of	God?

Jesus	shows	His	divine	dominance	at	the	arrest	by	
asking	them	a	second	time	whom	they	seek	(18:7).	After	
a	second	self-identification,	He	orders	the	freedom	of	
His	disciples	(18:8)	which,	as	John	reminds	us	(18:9),	
shows	how	Jesus	is	acting	according	to	the	Divine	Plan	
revealed	in	Scripture.	The	need	for	such	power	and	love	
is	demonstrated	by	the	reaction	of	Simon	Peter.	He	who	
has	stated	his	willingness	to	die	with	Jesus	(13:37)	attacks	
with	a	sword	to	prevent	Jesus’	death,	his	own,	or	both.	
Peter’s	bloody	action	shows	that	he	doesn’t	understand	
the	love	of	Jesus	any	better	than	the	arresting	group.	
Jesus	shows	His	divine	love	for	Peter	by	telling	him	to	put	
away	his	sword	and	telling	him	(again!)	that	God	wills	His	
death.	The	trial	of	Jesus	and	Peter	has	begun!

Use	these	verses	to	think	again	of	how	the	power	and	
love	of	God	stand	face	to	face	with	the	forces	of	evil	in	the	
world.	If	you	are	“overcome”	with	worry	about	an	evil	that	
faces	you,	visualize	that	evil	power	“falling	down”	before	
Jesus.	If	possible,	remember	times	and	ways	in	which	
evil	“has	drawn	back	and	fallen	to	the	ground”	before	the	
power	of	God’s	love,	forgiveness,	and	care.	Think	about	
the	arrest	of	Jesus	as	“Good	News!”

Jesus reJected – John 18:12-27
As	noted	above,	John	18:12-27	vividly	illustrates	what	the	
Prologue	meant	when	it	said,	“He	came	to	that	which	was	
his	own,	but	his	own	did	not	receive	him	(1:11).”	Jesus’	
own	people,	including	the	religious	leaders	Annas	and	
Caiaphas	and	His	disciple	Peter	reject	Him.	Like	a	good	
television	program	that	holds	interest	and	builds	suspense	
by	shifting	from	plot	to	sub-plot,	John	shifts	the	focus	back	
and	forth	from	the	trial	of	Jesus	(18:12-14,	19-24)	to	the	
trial	of	Peter	(18:15-18,	25-27).	The	verdict	is	vivid.	Jesus	
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remains	true	to	His	word.	Peter	breaks	his	promise	(13:37).

The	trial	or	interrogation	of	Jesus	begins	before	Annas,	
who	had	been	high	priest	from	AD	6	to	AD	15.	He	headed	
an	influential	religious	family	in	which	five	of	his	sons,	one	
son-in-law	and	one	grandson	also	held	the	post.	During	
the	Roman	rule	of	the	Jewish	people,	the	High	Priest	was	
the	unofficial	national	leader	and	often	led	the	conflict	or	
negotiation	with	Herod,	or	with	Pilate	and	other	Roman	
leaders.	Since	by	Biblical	law	(Numbers	35:25),	the	high	
priest,	like	a	United	States	supreme	court	justice,	held	
life	time	tenure,	John’s	comment	that	Caiaphas	was	high	
priest	“that	year”	may	point	to	the	“dirty”	politics,	corruption	
and	bribery	during	the	Roman	era	which	“defiled”	the	
office.	Sometimes	it	was	occupied	by	the	person	able	to	
pay	the	biggest	bribe.	Jesus’	cleansing	in	the	temple	area	
had	already	condemned	the	religious	commercialization	of	
the	time.

The	fairness	of	the	interrogation	before	Annas	is	obviously	
questionable	from	the	beginning.	The	verdict	of	the	high	
priest	is	already	known	(18:14,	cf.11:49-51).	After	an	
interlude	dealing	with	Peter’s	trial	(18:15-18)	which	we	will	
discuss	later,	Annas	questions	Jesus	about	His	disciples	
and	His	teaching.	When	John	calls	Annas	the	“high	priest”	
(18:19),	he	must	use	it	as	a	title	of	honor.	In	a	similar	
way	we	continue	to	speak	of	“Presidents”	Nixon,	Ford,	
and	Carter.	Annas	sends	Jesus	to	the	actual	high	priest	
Caiaphas	later	(18:24).	The	interrogation	scene	becomes	
more	vivid	if	you	speculate	on	the	content	and	intent	of	the	
questions.	Did	Annas	wonder	how	many	disciples	Jesus	
had,	where	they	were	gathered,	how	they	were	armed,	
and	how	they	might	react	to	His	arrest?	Since	Jesus’	
response	points	to	a	public	ministry	to	all	people	(18:20-
21),	He	may	be	responding	to	Annas’	suspicion	of	a	secret	
army	planning	a	revolution.	The	Synoptic	Gospels	supply	
content	to	the	question	about	Jesus’	teaching.	(Matthew	
26:63-64,	Mark	14:61-62,	Luke	22:67	&	70).	Caiaphas	
seeks	evidence	of	blasphemy.	Incidentally,	Jewish	readers	
would	know	that	Caiaphas’	question	concerning	Jesus’	
teaching	was	illegal.	Jewish	law	at	the	time	forbade	self-
incriminating	evidence.

The	unfairness	of	the	trial	is	underscored	by	the	fact	that	
Jesus	is	hit	in	the	face	despite	an	honest	answer	(18:22-
23)	and	He	is	sent	on	to	Caiaphas	whose	verdict	is	already	

known.	In	reality,	there	has	been	no	trial	of	Jesus	but	
rather	a	trial	of	His	accusers.	Readers	know	the	honesty	of	
the	defendant	and	the	dishonesty	of	the	plaintiffs.

Think	of	ways	in	which	you	have	treated	Jesus	or	His	
disciples	unfairly.	Have	you	blamed	God	for	not	quickly	
delivering	you	from	problems	that	your	sin	created?	
Have	you	suspected	dedicated	Christians	of	having	
sinister	motives?

Have	you	accused	Christians	of	spending	so	much	time	
at	church	because	they	want	to	“run	the	congregation?”	
Is	all	criticism	of	television	evangelists	fair?	On	the	other	
hand,	think	of	ways	in	which	you	have	suffered	like	Jesus.	
Have	people	questioned	your	motives	and	been	unfair	
in	their	criticism	of	your	actions?	After	working	hard	in	
Christian	love,	has	someone	“slapped	your	face”	with	a	
remark	about	how	“things	are	always	done	your	way?”	
In	summary,	religious	people	confront	Jesus	in	a	most	
irreligious	way	and	we	experience	the	same	pain	today.

Peter’s	moment	of	truth	is	interwoven	dramatically	in	the	
questioning	of	Jesus.	We	sense	courage	and	commitment	
as	Simon	Peter	follows	Jesus	as	he	had	wanted	(13:37)	
and	promised	(Matthew	26:33,	Mark	14:29,	Luke	22:33).	
Yet	ironically,	he	denies	Jesus	to	the	doorkeeper	in	order	
to	follow	Him	(18:17-18)!	The	second	and	third	lie	quickly	
follow	(18:25	&	27).	Peter’s	lies	remind	one	of	Romans	
7:19,	“For	what	I	do	is	not	the	good	I	want	to	do;	no,	the	
evil	I	do	not	want	to	do	--	this	I	keep	on	doing.”	Think	of	
ways	in	which	you	have	tried	to	follow	Jesus	but	instead	
denied	Him.	Perhaps	It	was	teaching	love	to	children	and	
then	exploding	in	unfair	anger.	Maybe	you	lovingly	helped	
a	friend,	and	then	complained	(or	bragged!)	about	the	time	
involved.	Perhaps	you	accepted	an	office	or	responsibility,	
and	then	shirked	your	duty	simply	because	“you	didn’t	feel	
like	it.”	Maybe	dirty	jokes	and	foul	language	are	used	to	
gain	acceptance	with	the	crowd.

The	most	surprising	thing	about	John’s	account	of	Peter’s	
denial	is	that	he	does	not	record	Peter’s	bitter	weeping	
(Matthew	26:75,	Mark	14:72,	Luke	22:62).	I	think	that	John	
omits	this	detail	to	make	more	poignant	Jesus’	loving	call	
to	Peter	in	21:15-19.	Whatever	the	reason,	as	Jesus	is	led	
to	Pilate,	the	words	of	the	Prologue	ring	true	(1:11	b).	His	
own	received	Him	not!
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Jesus on trIAL – John 18:28-40
The	hypocrisy	of	Jesus’	accusers	marks	the	beginning	of	
the	Roman	trial.	They	want	to	kill	Jesus	but	remain	ritually	
pure	for	their	religious	holiday	(18:28)!	They	remind	me	
of	the	scene	in	the	movie	Godfather	where	a	mob	boss	
stands	as	sponsor	reciting	the	Apostle’s	Creed	during	a	
baptism	while	his	thugs	carry	out	the	order	for	execution	of	
his	enemies.	Jesus’	accusers	continue	to	practice	deceit	
when,	rather	than	press	a	specific	charge,	they	tell	Pilate,	
in	effect,	“Trust	us	(18:30).”	They	remind	us	that	liars	want	
trust,	not	truth	(Matthew	5:37).

The	limited	power	of	evil	also	stands	revealed	before	
Pilate.	People	who	want	to	murder	Jesus	are	limited	by	
Roman	power	(18:31)	and	the	power	of	Jesus’	words	
(18:32).	The	editorial	comment	(18:32)	reminds	us	that	
Jesus	will	not	helplessly	be	executed	by	worldly	power	but	
willingly	gives	Himself	for	the	world	in	the	power	of	love.

Ostensibly,	Pilate	tries	Jesus	in	John	18:33-38a	but,	
in	reality,	Pilate	is	on	trial.	Every	time	Pilate	speaks	he	
reveals	that	he	does	not	know	what	is	true.	On	the	other	
hand,	Jesus	explains	that	He	is	not	a	worldly	monarch	
(18:36),	but	is	in	the	world	as	a	king	testifying	to	truth	
(18:37).	Jesus	speaks	truth.	Pilate	cannot	recognize	it.

There	are	a	number	of	ways	to	apply	the	trial	of	Jesus	
before	Pilate	to	life	today.	Pilate	is	an	example	of	
someone	who	doesn’t	want	to	hear	the	truth.	People	
like	Pilate	prefer	success	to	honor.	Like	them,	we	ignore	
other	people	when	they	interfere	with	our	goals.	We	
break	promises	in	order	to	have	fun.	We	don’t	want	new	
information	when	we’ve	made	up	our	minds.	On	the	other	
hand,	Jesus	provides	a	divine	example	of	telling	the	truth	
in	love.	Jesus	practices	what	He	preaches	as	He	testifies	
to	the	truth	in	the	world	(18:37).

Chapter	eighteen	reveals	the	depravity	of	people.	Pilate,	
who	has	implied	an	inability	to	know	truth	(18:38),	
pronounces	a	truthful	verdict.	He	finds	no	basis	for	the	

charge	against	Jesus.	The	honest	thing	at	that	point	
would	be	to	release	Jesus.	But	rejecting	honesty,	Pilate	
seeks	approval.	Rather	than	free	Jesus	because	He	is	
innocent,	Pilate	looks	for	a	loophole	freeing	Him	but	not	
proclaiming	Him	innocent.	The	choice	offered	makes	the	
decision	obvious.	Pilate	offers	amnesty	for	Jesus	(against	
whom	there	is	no	evidence	of	planning	a	rebellion)	or	for	
Barabbas,	who	stands	convicted	of	crime.	The	people,	
in	rebellion	against	human	justice	and	divine	truth,	shout	
back	rejecting	the	kingdom	of	God	and	accepting	the	
kingdom	of	the	sword.

Think	about	the	terrible	nature	of	dishonesty	and	hate	in	
the	give	and	take	of	Pilate	and	the	mob.	Expediency,	rather	
than	honesty,	motivates	Pilate.	How	many	times,	rather	than	
standing	up	for	what	we	know	is	right,	do	we	instead	try	to	
find	out	what	others	are	thinking	and	then	act	in	a	way	that	
will	not	offend	them?	Or,	how	often	do	our	practices	prove	
our	weaknesses?	We	demand	that	our	children	be	truthful	
but,	when	the	telephone	rings	at	the	wrong	time,	we	tell	
them	to	say	that	we’re	not	home.	We	demand	that	others	
work	hard	but	brag	about	how	we	can	loaf	on	the	job.	We	
demand	good	schools	and	other	government	services	but	
reject	the	taxes	necessary	to	pay	for	them.	We	pray	for	
missionaries	to	reach	others	but	spend	church	monies	on	
projects	that	benefit	selfish	interests.

In	review,	chapter	eighteen	provides	a	frightening	view	
of	human	nature	and	a	comforting	view	of	God’s	love	
in	Jesus	Christ.	Human	beings	work	hard	to	protect	
themselves	and	advance	their	interests.	In	doing	so,	
they	deny	Jesus,	honesty,	fairness	and	truth.	Jesus,	on	
the	other	hand,	speaks	and	acts	in	honesty	and	truth.	
He	exposes	evil.	The	so-called	trial	of	Jesus	produces	
evidence	of	the	world’s	guilt.	The	light	is	shining	in	the	
darkness	exposing	the	ugly	nature	of	sin.	We	need	to	be	
encouraged	by	Jesus’	words,	“I	am	the	light	of	the	world.	
Whoever	follows	me	will	never	walk	in	darkness,	but	will	
have	the	light	of	life	(8:12).”

The light is shining in the darkness exposing the ugly nature of sin.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 19:1-42

Pray that the peace and courage of Jesus in the face of death would strengthen and 
give peace to all who think about death or know that they will die soon.

John	19:1-16
1.	 Describe	the	action	of	the	soldiers	toward	Jesus	and	why	you	think	they	acted	as	they	did.

2.	 Have	you	ever	acted	with	the	motives	of	the	soldiers?	If	so,	give	an	example	that	you	could	share.

3.	 Why	do	you	think	Pilate	acted	as	he	did	in	verses	4	&	5?

4.	 Explain	the	reaction	of	Jesus’	enemies.

5.	 Why	do	we	sometimes	reject	people	who	are	“hurting”	or	have	problems?	Give	examples.

6.	 What	two	charges	are	pressed	against	Jesus	before	Pilate?	(19:7-12)

7.	 Have	you	or	someone	you	know	ever	been	rejected,	as	a	disciple	of	Jesus,	for	being	“too	godly”	or	“not	a	friend	of	
government?”	If	so,	explain.

8.	 What	was	Pilate’s	motive	for	his	action	in	verse	16?

	 Have	you	ever	acted	with	motives	similar	to	those	of	Pilate?	If	so,	give	an	example.

John	19:17-37
9.	 How	is	John	19:17	different	from	Matthew	27:32,	Mark	15:20-21,	and	Luke	23:26?

	 Why?

10.	 In	what	languages	does	Pilate	publicize	the	reason	for	Jesus’	execution?

	 Why	do	you	think	that	only	John	gives	that	information?	(3:14-16)



© living way bible study, inc. 116not to be reproduced in any form without permission.

The Gospel  According to  John Dr .  Robert  Holst John 19:1-42  –  Lesson 20

11.	 Contemplate	Pilate’s	response	to	the	request	to	change	the	proclamation	of	Jesus’	crime	(19:21-22).	Have	you	ever	
acted	with	motives	similar	to	those	of	Pilate?	If	so,	explain	briefly.

12.	 What	lesson	do	we	learn	from	the	description	of	the	soldiers	dividing	Jesus’	clothing?

13.	 Give	the	words	of	Jesus	to	His	mother	and	the	disciple	whom	He	loved.	

	 What	meaning	do	His	words	have	for	you?

14.	 What	are	the	last	words	of	Jesus	before	He	dies	according	to:	
	 John	19:30?

	 Matthew	27:46-50?

	 Mark	15:33-37?

	 Luke	23:42-46?

	 What	effect	might	these	“last	words”	have	on	the	reader’s	understanding	of	Jesus	as	He	dies?

15.	 What	is	the	irony	or	hypocrisy	implied	in	19:31	(18:28)?

16.	 Can	you	think	of	times	when	people,	claiming	to	be	religious,	urged	or	supported	brutal	action?	If	so,	explain	your	answer.

17.	 What	happens	when	the	soldiers	come	to	break	Jesus’	legs?

	 What	symbolic	meaning	might	the	information	given	only	in	John	(19:34-35	have	(cf.	4:10-14,	7:38,	and	1	John	5:6-8)?

John	19:38-42
18.	 What	do	you	think	motivated	Joseph	of	Arimathea	and	Nicodemus	to	bury	Jesus?	List	as	many	motives	as	you	can	

imagine	—	both	good	and	bad	motives	(Matthew	27:57-61,	Mark	15:43-47,	Luke	23:50-56).

	 Are	these	men	examples	of	courage,	hidden	discipleship,	or	cowardice?

19.	 Which	section	of	this	chapter	has	the	most	meaning	for	you	and	why?
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context
John	nineteen	continues	the	trial	narrative	begun	in	chapter	eighteen	and	
provides	the	necessary	background	information	for	the	astonishing	events	
of	chapter	twenty.	The	sins	of	chapter	eighteen	produce	their	rotten	fruit	in	
chapter	nineteen	and	the	love	of	Jesus	in	the	chapter	will	produce	its	fruits	of	
power	and	love	in	chapter	twenty.

We	will	study	the	chapter	in	three	parts.	First,	the	trial	of	Jesus	comes	to	its	
dishonest	conclusion	(19:1-16a),	after	which	Jesus	is	nailed	to	a	cross	and	dies	
(19:16b-37).	The	chapter	ends	with	the	narrative	of	Jesus’	burial	(19:38-42).

the trIAL – John 19:1-16A
As	people	shout	for	the	freedom	of	Barabbas	(18:40),	Pilate	orders	Jesus	
flogged.	Probably	Pilate	orders	Jesus’	flogged	and	permits	his	soldiers	to	
“have	some	fun”	in	order	to	teach	Jesus	a	lesson.	Maybe	he	hopes	that	
Jesus’	enemies	will	be	satisfied	if	Jesus	is	badly	hurt	and	they	won’t	demand	
execution	of	a	badly	beaten	innocent	man.	The	Greek	text	indicates	a	
flogging	that	was	different	from	the	scourging	recorded	in	Matthew	and	Mark	
(Matthew	27:26	and	Mark	15:15).	The	Roman	military	beat	people	in	three	
ways.	A	beating	and	a	flogging	were	intended	to	teach	people	a	lesson	but	a	
scourging	was	preliminary	to	and	part	of	crucifixion.

The	first	three	verses	of	the	chapter	raise	the	question,	how	can	human	
beings	be	so	mean?	Pilate’s	soldiers	demonstrate	human	brutality	which	
remains	a	savage	part	of	human	behavior	in	rape,	murder,	war	and	other	
forms	of	violence.	We	still	read	of	criminal	brutality	and	also	of	police	
brutality.	Perhaps	there	is	no	moral	here,	only	a	tragic	historical	note.	But	
maybe	it	is	an	ugly	demonstration	of	the	power	of	the	kingdom	of	this	world	
in	comparison	with	the	love	of	Jesus’	Kingdom.	Do	we	want	a	king	like	Pilate	
with	his	soldiers	or	a	King	like	Jesus	with	His	disciples?	Maybe	the	brutal	act	
helps	victims	of	violence	today	by	knowing	that	Jesus	experienced	similar	
pain	and	can	share	their	grief	and	bear	their	sorrow.

“May Jesus’ willing suffering enable you to 
face better the terror of life, knowing that despite 

the hurt, God’s will is accomplished.”

Lesson 21
JoHn 19:1-42
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The	trial	now	moves	to	confrontation	between	Pilate	and	
Jesus’	enemies	(19:4-16).	The	drama	begins	with	Pilate	
displaying	a	beaten	victim	probably	hoping	that	the	mob	
would	think	that	Jesus	has	suffered	enough	and	has	
“learned	a	lesson.”	Let	your	artistic	imagination	wonder	
what	Pilate	meant	with	the	words,	“Here	is	the	man.”	
Perhaps	Pilate	aims	mocking	contempt	at	people	who	
see	Jesus	as	a	threat.	Such	contempt	would	be	similar	
to	the	condescension	behind	offering	to	free	“the	king	of	
the	Jews	(18:39).”	Some	scholars	have	wondered	if	John	
records	the	comment	as	an	allusion	to	Jesus	as	“the	Son	
of	Man.”	The	theological	irony	would	be	that	while	Pilate	
and	Jesus’	enemies	see	a	pitiful	victim,	early	Christians	
would	know	that	the	“Son	of	Man”	suffers	much	to	give	
His	life	as	a	ransom	for	all	(Mark	8:31,	10:33).	They	would	
know	that	the	“Son	of	Man”	was	being	lifted	up	like	the	
serpent	in	the	wilderness	(3:14).	The	Son	of	Man	is	being	
glorified	because	He	personifies	the	human	who	hates	life	
in	this	world	but	will	keep	it	for	eternal	life	(12:25).	Jesus	
shows	the	highest	form	of	human	love	which	gives	life	for	
friends	(15:13-14).

If	Pilate	hoped	for	pity,	the	plan	proves	futile.	The	crowd	
demands	Jesus’	execution	and,	for	the	first	time	in	John’s	
Gospel,	explains	why	(19:7).	When	Pilate	hears	that	Jesus	
is	the	Son	of	God,	he	becomes	afraid	(19:8).	Pilate’s	fear	
could	mean	that	he	realizes	for	the	first	time	that	Jesus	
violates	the	monotheistic	creed	of	the	Jews	and	they	
will	not	easily	accept	a	reasonable	verdict.	Perhaps	with	
typical	Roman	polytheistic	superstition,	Pilate	takes	the	
charge	seriously	and	wonders	if,	in	fact,	Jesus	is	the	Son	
of	God	or	the	son	of	a	god.	Perhaps	John	records	Pilate’s	
fear	to	show	how	a	pagan	takes	seriously	the	possibility	
of	Jesus’	divinity.	Pilate’s	reaction	stands	as	a	subtle	
encouragement	for	outreach	to	pagans	or	as	an	implied	
condemnation	of	Jewish	obstinacy.	Recording	Jesus’	
comment	about	the	greater	guilt	of	the	people	who	want	
Him	killed	(19:11)	supports	such	an	implication.

Whatever	the	reasons	for	Pilate’s	fear,	his	attempt	to	free	
Jesus	fails.	The	charge	of	blasphemy	is	set	aside	with	the	
threat	of	disloyalty.	Perhaps	a	recently	attempted	coup	by	
the	Roman	leader	Sejanus	against	the	Caesar	Tiberius	
made	the	threat	of	disloyalty	especially	effective.	Pilate	
gives	in	to	the	demands	which	he	knows	are	unjust	but	
forces	a	pledge	of	allegiance	which	he	knows	is	untrue	

(19:15b).	How	can	people	who	claim	no	king	but	Caesar	
want	amnesty	for	a	convicted	revolutionary?	The	trial	ends	
exposing	the	injustice	of	Pilate	and	the	hateful	hypocrisy	
of	people.	They	are	so	religious	that	they	will	not	enter	
a	pagan	palace	(18:28),	yet	they	are	willing	to	kill	an	
innocent	man.

Reflect	briefly	on	the	trial	of	Jesus	and	remember	how	
injustice,	lies,	hypocrisy,	and	hate	hurt	people.	Let	the	
truthfulness	of	Jesus	call	you	to	loyalty	to	His	Kingdom	
rather	than	surrendering	to	the	forces	of	evil.

According to John, Jesus’ final words are 
“It is finished.” He has obeyed the will of the 

Father and given His life for the world.

the crucIfIxIon – John 19:16B-37
John	tells	of	the	crucifixion	of	Jesus	with	several	details	
not	found	in	the	Synoptic	Gospels.	Perhaps	to	show	the	
totality	of	Jesus’	commitment,	John	does	not	record	that	
Simon	of	Cyrene	carried	the	cross	of	Jesus	(Matthew	
27:32,	Mark	15:21,	Luke	23:26).	John	also	does	not	
mention	darkness	at	the	crucifixion	(Matthew	27:45,	Mark	
15:33,	Luke	23:44).	Because	he	recorded	so	frequently	
the	symbolism	of	Jesus	as	the	light	of	the	world	bringing	
light	to	the	world,	it	could	be	symbolically	inappropriate	
to	mention	darkness	when	the	love	of	God	shines	so	
brightly.	Probably	to	show	Jesus’	love	for	the	whole	world,	
only	John	reports	that	the	proclamation	of	the	reason	for	
execution	was	written	in	Latin,	Greek	and	Aramaic	(19:20).	
Only	John	records	the	objection	to	the	title	and	Pilate’s	
firm	response	(19:21-22).	Maybe	John	wants	his	readers	
to	know	that	even	their	Roman	enemies	have	a	nobility	
which	encourages	mission	outreach.	Furthermore,	only	
John’s	Gospel	records	the	soldiers	dividing	Jesus’	clothing	
and	gambling	for	His	seamless	garment.	John	refers	to	
Psalm	22:18	to	prove	that	God’s	will	is	done	even	in	a	
moment	when	chance	seems	to	rule.

In	contrast	to	the	guards	dividing	the	spoils,	four	women	
and	Jesus’	beloved	disciple	stand	near	the	cross	
(19:25-27).	Jesus	tells	His	mother,	“Dear	woman,	here	
is	your	son,”	and	to	the	disciple	He	says,	“Here	is	your	
mother.”	Such	simple	words	receive	surprisingly	different	
interpretations.	Some	Christians	emphasize	that	Jesus	
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gives	the	beloved	disciple	to	His	loving	mother.	This	
interpretation	leads	some	Christians	to	give	special	honor	
to	St.	Mary.	Other	Christians	think	that	Jesus	makes	the	
beloved	disciple	the	guardian	of	His	mother.	They	use	
Jesus’	action	as	an	example	of	His	human	love.	A	third	
interpretation	explains	the	words	as	an	example	of	how	
mutual	love	for	Christians	comes	from	the	cross	of	Jesus.	
Regardless	which	interpretation	you	prefer,	the	incident	
must	demonstrate	how	Jesus,	like	a	good	shepherd,	knows	
His	own,	loves	them,	and	gives	His	life	for	them.

After	addressing	His	mother	and	disciple,	Jesus	makes	two	
short	statements.	As	evidence	that	God’s	Scriptural	plan	
is	complete,	Jesus	says,	“I	thirst.”	The	words	are	not	a	
direct	quotation	of	Scripture	but	may	refer	to	the	messianic	
message	of	Psalm	22:15.	Or	perhaps	John	wants	us	to	
think	of	Psalm	69:21	because	he	alone	records	Jesus	
drinking	wine	vinegar	(19:29).	The	hyssop	used	to	elevate	
the	wine	soaked	sponge	to	Jesus’	lips	(19:29)	might	make	
some	readers	think	of	Jesus	as	the	Passover	Lamb	of	God	
since	hyssop	was	part	of	the	Passover	tradition	(Exodus	
12:22).	According	to	John,	Jesus’	final	words	are	“It	is	
finished.”	He	has	obeyed	the	will	of	the	Father	and	given	
His	life	for	the	world.	The	gift	of	eternal	life	has	no	strings	
attached.	God’s	love	has	kept	its	promise.

Reflect	upon	the	unique	description	of	Jesus’	death	as	
recorded	in	John.	His	unique	telling	of	the	crucifixion	
makes	vivid	the	action	and	purpose	of	God	in	that	tragic	
moment.	Human	brutality	gains	no	victim.	Divine	power	
and	purpose	march	toward	victory.	Remember	the	words	
and	actions	of	that	terrible	hour	when	times	of	pain	touch	
your	life.	Pray	that	you	can	see	the	will	of	God	as	more	
powerful	than	selfish	chance,	the	separation	of	loved	ones	
in	the	face	of	death,	and	death	itself.

After	recording	the	completion	of	God’s	work	in	Jesus’	
death,	John	shows	how	human	evil	continues.	Hypocrites	
demand	torture	of	others	so	that	they	can	continue	their	
religious	celebration	(19:31-32).	Legs	are	broken	to	
hasten	death	so	that	no	dying	victim	would	mar	the	holiday	
festivities!	How	can	such	brutal	hypocrisy	exist?

Dare	we	admit	that	such	killing	cruelty	exists	in	religious	
people	in	our	own	time	or	even	in	ourselves?	Search	the	
newspapers	and	your	heart	and	too	many	contemporary	

examples	can	be	found.	For	example,	the	humble	
circumstances	of	Jesus’	birth	and	the	needs	of	so	many	
human	beings	today	seem	brutally	ignored	in	the	glut	of	
materialism	during	our	Christmas	celebrations.	Christians	
may	proclaim,	“I	believe	in	God	the	Father,	Almighty	Maker	
of	heaven	and	earth”	on	Sunday	morning	but	then,	during	
the	week,	with	cruel	prejudice	hurt	people	the	Almighty	
has	created.	With	a	penitent	heart,	ask	forgiveness	for	the	
ways	in	which	we	may	accept	or	cause	pain	for	others.

But	even	brutality	can	not	thwart	the	will	of	God.	In	the	
bloodiest	moment,	Scripture	is	fulfilled	(19:34)	when	
the	thrust	of	a	spear	makes	certain	that	Jesus	is	really	
dead.	Almost	certainly	the	flow	of	blood	and	water	is	
remembered	as	more	than	an	interesting	biological	
fact.	Some	scholars	think	that	it	symbolized	Baptism	
and	Eucharist	which	enable	people	to	remember	and	
participate	in	Christ’s	death.	Such	an	interpretation	fits	well	
into	the	whole	of	Scripture	but	remains	unproven	since	
the	words	of	institution	of	neither	Baptism	or	Eucharist	
are	given	in	John.	Water	in	John	7:38-39,	for	example,	
symbolizes	the	gift	of	the	Spirit	that	flows	from	the	side	of	
Jesus.	The	word	“blood”	has	no	clear	meaning	although	
it	occurs	elsewhere	in	John	1:13	and	6:53-56.	Such	
references	may	teach	that	Jesus	offers	Himself	with	a	
greater	than	normal	life-giving	power.

1	John	5:6-8	may	explain	the	incident	but,	unfortunately,	
the	meaning	of	those	passages	is	not	fully	clear	either.	
“This	is	the	one	who	came	by	water	and	blood	-	Jesus	
Christ.	He	did	not	come	by	water	only,	but	by	water	and	
blood.	And	it	is	the	Spirit	who	testifies,	because	the	Spirit	
is	the	truth.	For	there	are	three	that	testify,	the	Spirit,	the	
water	and	the	blood;	and	the	three	are	in	agreement.”	
Interpreting	“blood”	in	that	verse	as	reference	to	Jesus’	
death,	scholars	think	that	John	19:34	means	that	the	Spirit	
(water)	now	flows	because	Jesus’	glorification	(blood)	is	
complete.	A	better	interpretation	suggests	that	the	mixture	
of	blood	and	water	was	a	normal	sign	of	death.	Thus	John	
(19:35)	certifies	that	Jesus	was	really	dead.	Perhaps	the	
emphasis	is	on	the	“sudden	flow”	and	points	to	Isaiah	
53:12	where	the	Suffering	Servant	who	bore	the	sin	of	
many	“poured	out	his	life	unto	death.”	The	commentary	
by	Raymond	Brown,	listed	in	the	bibliography,	has	an	
especially	thorough	discussion	on	the	“blood	and	water”.
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Whatever	the	possible	symbolic	value,	the	Gospel	makes	two	major	points.	
First,	the	non-breaking	of	Jesus	legs	and	the	piercing	of	His	side	show	that	His	
death	fulfills	Scripture	(19:36-37).	It	has	meaning.	It	fits	God’s	foreordained	
plan.	The	first	passage	may	do	more	than	remind	readers	that	Scripture	is	
fulfilled.	It	reminds	them	that	Jesus	is	the	Lamb	of	God,	which	like	an	ordinary	
Passover	Lamb,	had	no	broken	bones	(Exodus	12:46,	Numbers	9:12).	Second,	
someone	saw	the	event,	bears	witness	to	it	and	enables	the	reader	to	believe.	
The	truth	is	simple	but	profound.	Jesus’	death	enables	Christian	witness	so	
that	people	can	believe.

the BurIAL – John 19:38-42
The	account	of	the	burial	of	Jesus	contains	several	interesting	details	not	
found	elsewhere	in	Scripture.	Only	John	tells	us	that	Nicodemus	helped	
Joseph	of	Arimathea	(19:39,	Matthew	27:57,	Mark	15:43,	Luke	23:50).	
Although	Mark	notes	the	courage	of	Joseph,	John	seems	to	emphasize	the	
fearful	circumstances	which	face	disciples.	Joseph	was	a	secret	disciple	and	
Nicodemus	first	came	to	Jesus	at	night	(19:38-39).	The	circumstances	remind	
us	of	how	we	too	live	in	fear.	Two	other	details	have	more	symbolic	value.	
Only	John	tells	the	tremendous	amount	of	ointment	they	bring.	The	amount	
demonstrates	their	great	love	for	Jesus	and	probably	seeks	to	make	the	reader	
know	that	the	burial	is	“fit	for	a	king.”	Only	John	reports	that	the	tomb	is	in	a	
garden	(19:41)	and	some	scholars	think	that	makes	Jesus’	burial	comparable	
to	that	of	national	royalty	(cf.	2	Kings	21:18,	26).	Jewish	legend	connected	with	
Nehemiah	3:16	puts	King	David’s	tomb	in	a	garden.	John,	like	Luke,	reports	
that	it	is	an	unused	grave	(19:41,	Luke	23:53).	That	information	also	hints	at	
special	treatment	accorded	royalty.	Despite	the	royal	treatment,	only	John	
tells	us	that	ordinary	Jewish	burial	custom	was	followed	(19:40).	That	detail	
may	simply	be	of	historical	interest	but	could	also	prepare	for	the	miracle	of	
the	resurrection.	Suspicious	or	superstitious	readers	should	not	think	that	
medicine	or	magic	was	used	in	that	tomb	to	bring	about	a	revival.	Jesus	
needs	no	bandages	for	wounds	but	requires	embalming.	People	bury	Him	as	a	
mortal.	Humanly	speaking,	the	story	of	His	life	is	over.	The	situation	seems	as	
hopeless	as	when	we	stand	at	the	grave	of	a	loved	one	buried	according	to	our	
customs.	But	the	Gospel	story	is	not	finished.

The	trial	and	death	of	Jesus	remain	a	focal	point	for	Christian	faith.	Human	
hate	and	brutality	torture	Jesus.	Jesus	accepts	that	humiliation	with	the	
obedience	to	the	Father’s	will	and	the	love	for	the	world	of	which	He	spoke	
so	often.	Think	about	the	terrible	events	and	pray	that	God	will	use	them	to	
enable	you	to	see	more	clearly	the	greatness	of	God’s	love.	May	Jesus’	willing	
suffering	enable	you	to	face	better	the	terror	of	life,	knowing	that	despite	the	
hurt,	God’s	will	is	accomplished.	Remember	the	irony	of	the	story.	It	appears	
that	death	has	won	but,	as	John	knows,	Easter	will	shatter	that	delusion.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 20:1-31

Pray that the words and actions of Jesus after His resurrection will 
bless you as they blessed the first disciples that saw Him.

John	20:1-9
1.	 What	did	Mary	Magdalene	observe	at	Jesus’	tomb	and	what	was	her	conclusion?

	 Have	you	ever	drawn	a	similar	conclusion	(logical	but	wrong!)?	If	so,	explain	briefly.

2.	 How	do	Peter	and	the	other	disciple	react	to	Mary’s	message?

	 What	do	they	see	at	the	tomb?

	 What	different	ways	could	they	interpret	what	they	see?

	 State	the	difference	in	the	two	disciples’	reactions?

	 Does	the	other	disciple	“believe”	(20:8-9)	that	Jesus	is	risen	or	Mary	Magdalene’s	report	of	theft	(20:2)?

	 What	does	20:9	mean	to	you?

John	20:10-18
3.	 What	happens	to	Mary	at	the	tomb	before	she	met	Jesus?

4.	 Why	does	Mary	not	recognize	Jesus?

	 Can	you	think	of	ways	in	which	grief	has	kept	you	from	seeing	Christ?	If	so,	explain	briefly.

5.	 What	might	be	the	symbolic	theological	significance	in	the	fact	that	Mary	recognizes	Jesus	after	He	speaks	her	name	
(10:3-5)?

6.	 How	do	you	explain	the	“apparent	conflict”	between	20:17	and	Matthew	28:9	(John	16:7)?
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	 Have	you	ever	tried	to	“hold	on	to”	a	person	or	things	to	the	detriment	of	your	spiritual	life	or	mission	outreach?	If	so,	
explain	briefly.

John	20:19-29
7.	 After	Mary	tells	the	disciples	that	she	has	seen	the	Lord,	where	do	they	go	and	why	are	they	there?

	 Have	you	ever	“locked	away”	yourself	despite	the	Christian	witness	to	you	or	have	you	shared	the	Good	News	but	seen	
your	listeners	lock	out	the	truth?	Explain.

8.	 State	Jesus’	words	and	actions	to	His	disciples	and	tell	what	they	mean	to	you.

9.	 Think	about	Thomas’	reaction	and	comment	on	how	doubt	and/or	realism	often	follow	Christian	witness.	Cite	an	example	
of	how	you	reacted	to	the	Good	News	like	Thomas	or	how	someone	reacted	to	your	witness	in	a	way	similar	to	Thomas.

10.	 What	does	Jesus	tell	Thomas	to	do	and	why?

11.	 In	the	face	of	doubt	or	honest	spiritual	searching	how	do	you	make	the	love	of	Jesus	“real”	for	people?

12.	 Give	Thomas’	confession	and	explain	Jesus’	response.

	 What	are	various	reasons	people	give	for	trusting	Jesus	as	Lord	and	God?

13.	 For	what	reasons	have	you	confessed	Jesus	as	Lord	and	God?	Have	some	reasons	been	“more	blessed”	(“theologically	
more	acceptable”	or	“spiritually	better”)	than	others?	Try	to	explain.

John	20:30-31
14.	 Why	are	some	of	the	signs	that	Jesus	did	not	written	in	the	Gospel?

	 What	is	the	purpose	of	the	Gospel	of	John?

15.	 Has	studying	the	Gospel	of	John	helped	you	experience	its	purpose?	If	so,	explain	how.
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context
Jesus	is	dead	and	buried.	One	unfamiliar	with	the	entire	story	of	Jesus	would	
expect	chapter	twenty	to	explain	how	His	loved	ones	cope	with	the	loss.	
Instead,	chapter	twenty	will	explain	how	God	changes	the	way	people	of	this	
world	must	regard	death.

We	will	study	chapter	twenty	in	five	parts.	The	first	section	(20:1-9)	tells	of	
the	experiences	of	Mary	Magdalene,	Peter	and	the	beloved	disciple	at	Jesus’	
grave.	In	the	other	sections,	Jesus	appears	to	Mary	Magdalene	(20:10-18),	
then	to	an	undisclosed	number	of	disciples	(20:19-23),	and	finally	to	Thomas	
(20:24-29).	Our	study	concludes	with	comments	on	the	statement	of	purpose	
in	John	20:30-31.

experIences At the GrAVe – John 20:1-9
Chapter	twenty	begins	(20:1-2)	with	a	note	of	realistic	gloom.	Early	Sunday	
morning,	Mary	Magdalene	sees	that	the	stone	sealing	the	grave	has	been	
removed	and	jumps	to	the	logical	conclusion	that	someone	stole	Jesus’	
corpse.	This	bad	news	she	reports	to	Simon	Peter	and	the	disciple	whom	
Jesus	loved.	She	is	an	example	of	a	person	who	judges	reality	by	the	things	
of	this	world.	She	draws	conclusions	and	forms	her	opinions	on	the	basis	of	
what	she	sees	and	by	the	limitations	of	human	experience.	Jesus	throughout	
His	ministry	called	people	to	view	things	from	a	heavenly	perspective	and	the	
Easter	events	will	call	Mary	to	leave	behind	worldly	limitations	and	see	the	
divine	glory	of	Christ.

Mary’s	reaction	is	not	only	based	on	worldly	criteria	but	displays	the	common	
human	tendency	to	blame	others	for	our	problems.	Like	Mary,	we	may	
overlook	an	action	of	God	and	quickly	blame	other	people	for	things	we	do	
not	understand.	Political	slogans	like	“They’re	doing	it	to	you	again”	strike	
fear	and	elicit	anger	from	voters.	When	we	fail	to	find	Christ	in	worship,	we	
may	blame	the	pastor,	the	liturgy	or	the	congregation.	The	problem	may	not	

“The Living Lord appears, calls, sends forth, 
and gives instructions to the disciples.”

Lesson 22
JoHn 20:1-31
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be	“them.”	Often	we	judge	by	worldly	standards	and	do	
not	search	for	truth	with	the	spiritual	vigor	necessary	to	
understand	what	God	is	doing.

Upon	hearing	Mary’s	report	of	grave	robbing,	Peter	and	
the	beloved	disciple	run	to	the	tomb.	They	view	the	interior	
of	the	tomb	and	then	return	home	(20:10).	The	story	is	
simple	but	thought	provoking.	After	reading	the	paragraph,	
ask	simply,	“What	happened?”	I	suspect	that	as	you	think	
about	the	story,	the	details	will	provide	more	ambiguity	
than	clarity.	For	example,	read	again	the	last	words	of	
verse	8,	“...he	saw	and	he	believed.”	Note	the	singular,	
“he”	(not	“they”)	believed.	Two	questions	immediately	
come	to	mind.	What	did	the	beloved	disciple	believe?	
What	was	Peter’s	reaction?

First,	what	did	the	beloved	disciple	believe?	Many	people	
complete	verse	eight	by	supplying	the	words	like	the	
following	which	I	will	put	in	brackets.	“He	believed	(that	
Jesus	was	risen	from	the	dead).”	But	it	could	also	be	
completed,	“He	believed	(that	Mary’s	conclusion	about	theft	
was	true).”	The	former	interpretation	has	great	meaning.	It	
makes	the	beloved	disciple	a	model	for	faith.	He	believes	
in	the	resurrection	of	Jesus	without	seeing	Him	(compare	
20:29).	He	is	then	a	wonderful	example	of	faith	based	the	
evidence	of	the	unrifiled	tomb.	Faith	comes	from	his	heart	
but	not	by	actually	seeing	Jesus.	He	need	not	handle,	
touch,	or	even	see	the	risen	Lord	before	believing	that	He	
is	alive.	Such	an	interpretation	teaches	us	to	trust	God	
even	when	we	don’t	clearly	understand	His	actions.

The	problem	with	such	an	interpretation	is	that	it	seems	
to	clash	with	verse	nine.	Since	verse	nine	provides	an	
explanation	for	verse	eight,	it	is	illogical	that	“he	believed	
(that	Jesus	was	risen)	because	they	didn’t	know	that	
the	Scripture	taught	it.”	It	seems	more	logical	that	“he	
believed	(that	the	body	was	stolen)	because	they	did	
not	know	Scripture.”	Furthermore,	if	John	believed	that	
Jesus	is	alive,	why	did	he	not	bear	witness	to	his	faith,	
as	Mary	Magdalene	did	(20:18)?	Why	are	the	disciples	
(including	John?)	still	afraid	later	that	evening	(20:19)?	
If	John	believed	Mary’s	opinion	that	the	grave	had	been	
robbed,	his	reaction	is	consistent	with	Luke’s	report	that	
the	disciples	found	incredible	the	women’s	report	of	Jesus’	
resurrection	(Luke	24:11).	If	the	second	interpretation	is	
accepted,	the	beloved	disciple	exemplifies	the	need	for	

even	Jesus’	closest	disciples	to	study	the	Scripture	and	
to	grow	in	faith.	It	shows	that	even	people	who	love	Jesus	
may	form	wrong	opinions	based	on	worldly	data.

Now	we	can	deal	with	the	second	question.	What	was	
Peter’s	reaction	to	the	clothes	in	the	tomb?	In	fact,	we	do	
not	know	and	are	left	with	more	questions.	Why	did	Peter	
not	join	the	beloved	disciple	in	believing?	Are	we	to	think	
of	Peter	as	more	stubborn	or	less	noble?	The	narrative	
begins	by	telling	that	the	other	disciple	runs	faster	than	
Peter	but	does	not	enter	the	tomb.	Do	such	details	have	
meaning?	Does	Peter	run	more	slowly	because	he	is	older	
and	enter	the	tomb	more	quickly	because	he	is	impetuous	
or	less	pious?	Is	John	younger	but	more	reverent?	No	
doubt	the	Gospel	of	John	tells	of	Peter’s	faith	and	fate	
with	a	unique	interest.	Only	John	describes	Peter’s	denial	
with	no	show	of	remorse	(18:27)	and	only	John	tells	of	
Jesus’	special	directives	to	Peter	at	the	Sea	of	Galilee	
(21:15-19).	Perhaps	John	writes	to	show	the	patience	and	
humanity	of	faith.	But	in	the	end,	since	the	story	tells	us	
what	happened	but	not	why,	we	can	only	let	our	literary	
and	spiritual	imagination	play	with	the	details.	The	details,	
at	least,	remind	us	that	different	disciples	travel	the	road	
of	faith	at	different	speeds.

The	disciples	in	the	tomb	help	us	face	our	own	spiritual	
crisis.	Faith	framed	by	human	limitations	must	think	about	
body	snatchers.	Faith	opened	by	divine	power	can	think	
about	resurrection	life.	The	crisis	of	the	two	disciples	is	
also	ours.	Do	we	view	funerals	and	graves	from	a	human	
or	divine	perspective?	Death	is	an	end	when	viewed	as	a	
human	experience.	Only	divine	grace	could	lead	one	to	
expect	continued	life.	Furthermore,	if	the	disciple	loved	
by	Jesus	believed	that	the	body	had	been	stolen,	the	
story	serves	to	remind	us	of	God’s	ability	to	deal	with	a	
disciple’s	struggle	to	believe.	Even	one	loved	by	Jesus	
who	has	leaned	on	Him	must	struggle	with	the	truth	of	the	
Resurrection	and	Life.	Faith	is	not	only	a	gift	but	also	a	
struggle.	If	this	is	John’s	moment	of	struggle	in	judgment	
by	human	standards,	we	know	that	God	does	not	abandon	
him.	Eventually,	he	will	see,	believe	and	give	a	faithful	
witness	(21:24).

the AppeArAnce to mAry – John 20:10-18
After	the	two	disciples	leave	the	tomb,	the	story	again	
focuses	on	Mary	Magdalene.	Her	action	fits	her	attitude;	
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she	weeps.	Three	important	things	happen	that	will	dispel	
her	grief.	First,	she	sees	two	angels	in	white	who	ask	why	
she	weeps.	With	no	evidence	of	fear	or	awe,	she	explains	
her	quandary	(20:13).	Then	she	turns	and	sees	Jesus	but	
does	not	recognize	Him	(20:14).	Finally,	Jesus	asks	her	
why	she	is	weeping	and	whom	she	is	seeking.	Thinking	
her	Living	Lord	is	a	gardener,	she	asks	if	He	has	taken	the	
corpse	and,	if	so,	would	He	permit	her	to	retrieve	it.	The	
actions	of	Mary	Magdalene	show	the	power	of	grief	in	the	
face	of	death.	Neither	angelic	messengers	nor	the	sight	of	
Jesus	Himself	diverts	Mary’s	death	fixation.	The	stubborn	
grip	of	grief	illustrates	the	power	of	death	in	our	lives.	Grief	
causes	people	to	overlook	angelic	concern	and	divine	
care.	Even	though	Mary	sees	and	hears	Jesus,	her	grief	
continues.	The	glorified	Christ	permitted	Mary	to	recognize	
Him	only	after	He	called	her	by	name.	Jesus’	action	and	
Mary’s	reaction	remind	us	of	Jesus’	words	about	the	
Good	Shepherd,	“He	calls	his	own	sheep	by	name	and	
leads	them	out	(10:3).”	The	exchange	of	Mary	and	Jesus	
recorded	only	in	John’s	Gospel,	reminds	us	of	Jesus’	
claim,	“I	am	the	good	shepherd;	I	know	my	sheep	and	my	
sheep	know	me	(10:14).”

After	Mary	recognizes	Jesus,	He	tells	her	two	things.	
First,	“Do	not	hold	me,”	and,	second,	“Go	to	my	brethren	
and	say	to	them,	‘I	am	ascending	to	my	Father	and	your	
Father,	to	my	God	and	your	God.’”	The	verses	actually	
express	two	sides	of	the	same	truth	and	help	explain	an	
apparent	conflict,	often	noted,	with	Matthew	28:9.	There	
certain	women	“clasp”	the	feet	of	Jesus	and	“worship”	
Him.	In	John,	Jesus	tells	Mary	that	she	cannot	return	
to	the	past	but	must	move	into	the	future.	He	reinforces	
some	teaching	from	the	Farewell	Discourses.	The	time	
of	the	historical	Jesus	is	over;	the	time	of	the	Spirit	has	
begun.	It	is	to	Mary’s	advantage	that	Jesus	return	to	the	
Father	so	He	can	send	the	Counselor	who	will	convict	the	
world	of	sin,	righteousness,	and	judgment	(16:7-11).	Mary	
herself	illustrates	what	happens	when	one	“lets	go.”	She	
became	a	witness	of	the	resurrection	(20:18).	She	is	the	
first	Easter	missionary!

Jesus’	words	to	Mary	teach	us	not	to	“hold	on”	to	the	
past.	We	are	tempted	to	try	to	repeat	meaningful	spiritual	
experiences	and	resist	change.	However,	“hanging	on”	
to	the	traditions	that	built	faith	in	our	childhood	home	
may	not	build	the	faith	of	our	home.	Demanding	that	

our	congregation	“hold	on”	to	past	practices,	may	kill	
mission	efforts.	Growing	in	faith	can	be	painful.	Letting	
go	of	habits	built	on	past	experiences	can	be	frightening.	
But	the	message	of	Easter	calls	us	to	follow	Jesus	-	the	
Way,	the	Truth,	and	Life	-	not	merely	because	of	help	
in	ages	past	but	also	because	of	Spirit	blessed	hope	for	
years	to	come.	Jesus	gives	the	Spirit	to	face	the	changing	
challenges	of	discipleship.

Jesus AppeArs to hIs dIscIpLes – John 20:19-23
The	section	begins	with	a	comment	on	human	fear	and	
ends	with	Christ-given	peace.	Despite	Mary	Magdalene’s	
witness	(20:18),	the	disciples	lock	out	the	world	in	fear.	
The	glorified	Lord	comes	to	disciples	to	change	their	lives	
from	imprisonment	in	fear	to	the	mission	of	peace.

Twice	Jesus	pronounces	the	blessing	of	peace	on	the	
disciples	(20:19	&	21).	The	Biblical	concept	of	peace	is	
much	more	positive	than	our	contemporary	concept.	For	
us,	“peace”	means	the	“absence	of	war.”	We	spend	lots	of	
money	on	national	weapons	or	home	security	systems	for	
“peace.”	Isaiah	2:4	and	Micah	4:3	illustrate	that	the	Biblical	
idea	of	peace	means	doing	things	that	enhance	life.	
Swords	will	be	beaten	into	plows	and	spears	into	pruning	
hooks.	God’s	peace	comes	not	by	storing	weapons	in	fear	
of	danger	but	by	creating	tools	in	the	hope	of	enriching	
life.	Jesus	does	four	things	to	create	that	peace	for	His	
disciples.	First,	He	gives	them	peace	(20:19,	21).	Then	He	
sends	them	as	the	Father	has	sent	Him	(20:21).	Next,	He	
gives	them	the	Holy	Spirit	and,	finally,	the	responsibility	of	
dealing	with	forgiveness.

Reflect	upon	Jesus’	words	as	a	blueprint	for	peace	
in	your	life.	First,	accept	His	gifts	of	love,	power,	and	
forgiveness	which	give	peace.	Let	Jesus	beat	your	swords	
of	insecurity,	frustration,	and	resentment	into	tools	that	
nurture	life.	Then,	review	your	Christ-given	job	description.	
Jesus	sends	us	to	continue	His	work.	Think	about	ways	in	
which	you	can	do	the	things	that	Jesus	did.	Next,	receive	
the	Spirit.	Let	Jesus	replace	the	spirit	of	guilt	or	anger	with	
the	Spirit	of	forgiveness	and	love.	Finally,	consider	what	it	
means	to	forgive	and	not	to	forgive.	Forgiveness	goes	to	
those	who	turn	to	God	and	away	from	evil.	In	our	society,	
sometimes	it	is	more	difficult	to	“not	forgive.”	We	live	in	an	
age	of	tolerance	and	feel	comfortable	letting	people	“do	
their	own	thing.”	Psychologists	wonder	whatever	happened	
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to	the	concept	of	sin.	Jesus	here	tells	His	disciples	to	
take	sin	seriously.	We	must	recognize	some	things	as	
unforgiven,	persistent,	ongoing	sin.

Think	of	ways	in	which	you	are	called	to	forgive	and	
also	not	to	forgive.	Prejudice	seems	to	me	to	be	a	good	
example.	We	can	and	must	forgive	laws	and	practices	of	
the	past	which	we	now	know	and	regret	as	wrong.	But	we	
do	not	forgive	continuing	prejudice	as	“just	one	of	those	
things.”	We	attack	such	sin	with	the	loving	force	of	Jesus	
seeking	to	cleanse	the	temple.	As	another	example,	I	have	
found	that	the	key	to	helping	people	with	maritial	problems	
is	getting	them	to	recognize	that	they	have	a	problem!	
They	must	see	that	something	still	needs	forgiving!	People	
suffering	from	drug	addiction	or	chemical	dependency	also	
seek	help	only	when	they	realize	“their	‘sin’	is	not	forgiven”	
and	they	want	peace.

Jesus And thomAs – John 20:24-29
The	disciples	respond	to	Jesus’	appearance	by	sharing	
the	good	news	with	the	absent	brother	Thomas.	Thomas	
demands	more	evidence.	For	his	skepticism,	he	earned	
the	nickname	“Doubting	Thomas.”	Thomas	stands	as	a	
model	of	people	who	do	not	accept	a	Christian’s	witness.	
People	who	share	God’s	Good	News	are	painfully	aware	
of	the	response	of	doubt.	I	think	that	Thomas	is	a	more	
positive	example	and	I	call	him	“Honest	Thomas.”	His	
demand	for	proof	of	a	living	Lord	can	be	heard	in	a	
variety	of	challenges	today.	“Honest	Thomas”	reminds	
us	of	people	honestly	asking	if	the	Christian	faith	is	real.	
Thomas	and	such	people	help	us	remember	the	reality	
of	Jesus’	life.	Jesus	cited	foot	washing	as	an	example	of	
humility	(13:15).	He	guided	disciples	facing	a	skeptical	
world	by	saying,	“By	this	all	men	will	know	that	you	are	
my	disciples,	if	you	love	one	another	(13:35).”	Paul	shows	
how	to	address	honest	questions	about	the	reality	of	faith	
when	he	wrote	that	verifiable	fruit	of	the	spirit	is	love,	
joy,	peace,	patience,	kindness,	goodness,	faithfulness,	
gentleness,	and	self-control	(Galatians	5:22	ff).	James	was	
more	blunt.	“Faith	without	works	is	dead”	(James	2:17).	
Peter	told	wives	to	let	“purity	and	reverence”	demonstrate	
the	reality	of	their	faith	(1	Peter	3:1-2).

The	wonderful	thing	is	Jesus’	response	to	“Doubting”	or	
“Honest	Thomas.”	He	enables	Thomas	to	experience	the	
reality	of	the	resurrection	life.	May	our	actions	continue	to	

bless	skeptical	people	with	the	call	to	faith	in	the	Lord	of	
life.	“Honest	Thomas”	reminds	us	that	some	people	require	
more	than	words	before	they	believe	the	Easter	faith.

John’s concLusIon – John 20:30-31
In	two	short	verses,	John	summarizes	the	life	of	Jesus,	
the	resurrection	appearances,	and	the	purpose	of	the	
written	Gospel.	You	may	want	to	refer	back	to	the	second	
paragraph	of	the	introductory	materials	of	this	study	to	
review	some	basic	information	about	the	verses.

Often	the	verses	are	interpreted	as	the	conclusion	of	the	
whole	Gospel.	Indeed,	many	scholarly	outlines	of	John’s	
Gospel	call	that	chapter	merely	an	“Appendix.”	Although	
the	words	make	a	fine	concluding	statement,	such	a	
limited	interpetation	lessens	the	importance	of	the	chapter.	
To	understand	the	full	meaning	of	20:30-31,	I	encourage	
you	to	reflect	upon	the	immediate	context.	How	do	the	
“miraculous	signs”	connected	with	the	resurrection	(20:10-
29)	enable	people	to	believe	that	Jesus	is	the	Christ,	the	
Son	of	God	and	thus	have	life	in	His	name?	Then	reflect	
on	the	broader	context.	How	do	the	seven	“miraculous	
signs”	already	reported	in	the	Gospel	(2:1-11,	4:46-54,	
5:1-9,	6:5-13,	6:19-31,	9:1-7,	and	11:1-44)	create	faith?	
Finally,	think	about	the	entire	Gospel	story	so	far	recorded.	
Review	its	teaching	on	life,	believing,	Jesus	as	Messiah	
and	Son	of	God.

I	believe	the	verses	have	two	other	functions	beside	
providing	a	summary	statement.	First,	the	verses	focus	our	
attention.	They	remind	us	that	more	knowledge	is	not	the	
ultimate	goal	of	Bible	study.	More	faith	is	the	goal.	Second,	
the	verses	introduce	chapter	twenty-one.	What	does	it	
mean	to	have	life	in	Jesus’	name?	What	does	it	mean	to	
forgive	and	not	forgive	sin?	Chapter	twenty	one,	I	believe	
presents	a	working	model	of	life	in	the	post-Easter	era.

summAry
The	hopeless	situation	at	the	end	of	chapter	nineteen	
receives	dramatic	reversal	in	chapter	twenty.	The	story	
has	moved	from	burial	of	Jesus	to	blessings	by	Him.	
The	Living	Lord	appears,	calls,	sends	forth,	and	gives	
instructions	to	the	disciples.	Finally,	the	chapter	ends	
reminding	excited	believers	that	life	in	Jesus’	name	is	
the	ultimate	purpose	of	miraculous	signs	of	divine	power.	
Jesus	did	not	come	to	impress	people	but	to	give	them	life.
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personAL AppLIcAtIon – John 21:1-25

Pray that you will hear Jesus asking you about your love for Him and 
when you respond you will hear His loving guidance for your life.

John	21:1-14
1.	 Summarize	the	drama	in	verses	1-9.	What	happens,	where	and	with	whom?

2.	 What	does	Jesus	do	for	the	disciples	when	they	come	ashore?

	 Since	the	disciples	provide	the	fish,	what	does	Jesus,	apparently	provide	at	the	breakfast?

3.	 Early	Christian	artists	used	bread	and	fish	to	symbolize	the	Sacrament	of	the	Altar.	Do	you	think	21:13	is	an	allusion	or	
symbolic	reference	to	the	sacrament?	Why	or	why	not?	(6:11,	Luke	24:30,	and	note	the	meal	setting	of	1	Corinthians	
11:17-34)

John	21:15-19
4.	 With	six	other	people	present	(21:2)	why	do	you	think	Jesus	only	addressed	Peter?	(13:36-38,	18:15-27,	21:19)

5.	 Have	you	ever	felt	God	gave	you	special	attention?	Why?

6.	 To	whom	or	what	does	Jesus	refer	when	He	asked	Simon,	“Do	you	love	me	more	than	these?”	That	is,	who	or	what	are	
“these?”

7.	 How	does	Peter	answer	Jesus’	questions?

	 What	do	you	think	is	the	significance	in	the	number	of	times	the	question	is	asked?	(18:15-27)

	 How	do	you	answer	someone	who	questions	your	love	of	Jesus?

8.	 What	do	you	think	Jesus	means	when	He	tells	Peter,	“Feed	my	lambs...Take	care	of	my	sheep...Feed	my	sheep?”

9.	 What	do	verses	18	&	19	make	you	think	about	-	living,	growing	old,	or	dying?	Why?
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10.	 The	explanatory	comment	in	21:19	tells	us	that,	rather	than	talking	about	aging,	Jesus	conveys	which	two	truths	to	
Simon?

John	21:20-23
11.	 How	does	Peter	react	to	the	news	that	his	death	will	glorify	God?

	 Why	do	you	think	he	reacts	as	he	does?

	 Have	you	ever	reacted	in	a	way	that	you	consider	similar	to	Peter?	If	so,	explain	when	and	why?

12.	 What	was	Jesus’	answer	to	Peter’s	question?

	 What	rumor	spread	among	the	early	Christians	because	of	Jesus’	statement?

13.	 Why	do	you	think	the	Gospel	refutes	the	rumor?

14.	 Do	you	think	Jesus	will	return	during	your	lifetime?	Explain

	 If	so,	what	might	be	the	“value”	or	the	“danger”	of	such	a	“rumor?”

John	21:23-24
15.	 What	is	the	purpose	of	verse	24?

16.	 How	does	John	20:30-31	help	you	understand	better	John	21:25?
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context
Chapter	twenty-one	challenges	people	to	think	about	the	meaning	of	the	
Risen	Lord	for	their	own	lives.	Because	20:30-31	states	that	purpose	of	the	
Gospel	so	clearly,	many	scholars	call	chapter	twenty-one	an	appendix	or	
epilogue.	They	do	not	see	the	chapter	as	an	integral	part	of	the	Gospel	but	
as	a	somewhat	unnecessary	addition.	Careful	consideration	of	the	chapter,	
however,	shows	that	it	not	only	adds	information	to	the	resurrection	story	
but	also	begins	the	ongoing	narrative	of	disciples	living	in	faith.	In	a	nutshell,	
the	chapter	describes	the	end	of	Jesus’	personal	ministry	and	the	beginning	
of	His	ministry	in,	with,	and	through	His	disciples.	The	editorial	comments	
(21:23-25)	link	Jesus’	words	with	immediate	concerns	of	the	first	readers	of	
the	Gospel.

Literary	analysis	breaks	the	chapter	into	four	major	divisions.	First,	Jesus	
appears	to	seven	disciples	in	Galilee	at	Lake	Tiberias	(21:1-14).	Then	Jesus	
shows	special	concern	for	Peter	(21:15-19),	there	is	special	concern	about	a	
rumor	(21:20-23)	and	finally	a	concluding	testimonial	(21:24-25).

Jesus AppeArs to seVen dIscIpLes – John 21:1-14
Simon	Peter,	Thomas,	Nathanael	and	four	other	disciples	surprise	us	by	
going	fishing	despite	the	events	of	Easter.	No	other	Gospel	describes	this	
post-Easter	event	that	in	some	ways	is	similar	to	the	miracle	described	
in	Luke	5:1-11.	The	action	seems	inane.	After	seeing	and	even	touching	
the	risen	Lord,	why	would	they	go	fishing?	Because	their	action	seems	
incongruous	with	the	blessing	of	Jesus	(20:19-23),	the	whole	chapter	gets	
called	an	(awkward)	appendix.	Perhaps	that	literary	judgment	rests	on	some	
preconceptions	that	Easter	disciples	should	function	like	our	ordained	clergy	
or	commissioned	missionaries.	They	may	serve	more	like	dedicated	lay	
people	working	in	the	world.

Furthermore,	the	story	is	not	easy	to	reconcile	with	the	Great	Commission	
directive	at	the	end	of	Matthew’s	Gospel	(Matthew	28:16-20)	or	the	faithful	

“May the hyperbole express our prayer. May the greatness 
of Jesus fill our lives with so much peace and love, that 
even the whole world would not have room for it all.”

Lesson 23
JoHn 21:1-25
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waiting	described	at	the	end	of	Luke’s	Gospel	(Luke	
24:52).	Nevertheless,	the	action	portrays	an	ordinary	
response	to	an	extraordinary	event.	Even	today,	Christians	
return,	with	extraordinary	faithfulness,	to	the	ordinary	
activities	of	life	after	attending	Easter	services.	The	
action	of	the	seven	disciples	reminds	us	that	even	after	
personally	experiencing	the	glory	of	Easter	life	becomes	
ordinary.	That	truth	can	be	applied	in	a	number	of	ways	to	
our	lives.	For	example,	plans	for	an	extraordinary	wedding	
service	must	be	followed	with	a	lifetime	of	living	in	love.	
Getting	a	surprisingly	good	job	must	be	followed	by	
responsible	daily	work.	The	miracle	of	birth	is	followed	by	
regular	responsibilities.	Using	Transfiguration	terminology	
(Matthew	17:1-9),	we	do	not	live	on	“the	mountain	top.”

The	story	reminds	us,	however,	that	the	living	Lord	does	
not	let	His	Easter	people	live	without	His	presence.	The	
seven	disciples	fish	for	fish	but	Jesus	fishes	for	disciples	
(21:5).	I	find	an	element	of	grace	here.	The	risen	Lord	
stands	on	the	edge	of	the	lake	-	or	edge	of	our	daily	
concerns	and	activities-and	seeks	to	make	contact.	The	
risen	Lord	comes	to	people	not	only	isolated	in	fear	
(20:19),	but	also	caught	in	the	struggle	for	necessary	food.	
Furthermore,	He	is	present	before	the	disciples	recognize	
Him.	The	comment	that	the	disciples	did	not	realize	that	it	
was	Jesus	standing	on	the	shore	(21:4)	tells	unbelieving	
skeptics	that	the	appearances	of	Jesus	do	not	result	from	
wishful	thinking.	His	presence	does	not	depend	on	the	
emotions,	faith	or	even	awareness	of	disciples.	He	is	there	
because	He	is	there.	His	words	create	awareness	of	His	
presence.	The	story	wonderfully	portrays	the	reality	of	
Jesus’	ongoing	Easter	presence.

In	the	story,	Peter	acts	with	typical	directness.	Almost	
comically,	he	jumps	into	the	water	and	lets	the	other	
disciples	tow	the	boat	to	shore	(21:7-8).	Then	he	climbs	
back	into	the	boat	to	get	the	fish	(21:11).	Three	details	
may	have	symbolic	meaning.	The	“fire	of	burning	coals”	
(21:9)	is	the	same	expression	(in	Greek)	used	to	describe	
the	setting	in	which	Peter	denied	Jesus	(18:18).	The	detail	
reminds	us	(and	perhaps	Peter)	of	Peter’s	sin.	People	
have	also	wondered	why	the	exact	number	of	fish	is	
recorded	(21:11).	There	is	evidence	that	Jewish	people	
believed	there	were	153	species	of	fish	and	therefore	
some	scholars	think	the	“complete	catch”	points	to	God’s	
love	for	the	“whole	world.”	I	like	that	symbolism	but	wonder	

if	it	is	reasonable.	The	suggestion	that	appeals	to	me	is	
that	as,	with	Jesus’	help,	they	catch	a	large	number	of	fish,	
so	they	will	“catch	large	numbers	as	‘fishers	for	people.”’

The	most	important	symbolism	may	be	found	in	the	meal	
when	Jesus	“took	bread	and	gave	it	to	them	and	did	the	
same	with	the	fish.”	The	word	reminds	us	of	the	feeding	
of	the	five	thousand	(6:11)	which	was	followed	by	Jesus’	
Bread	of	Life	discourse	(6:25-58).	It	also	sounds,	in	part,	
like	an	echo	of	Jesus’	actions	at	the	Last	Supper	(Matthew	
26:26,	Mark	14:22,	Luke	22:19).	Furthermore,	in	the	
early	church,	in	the	art	in	the	catacombs,	bread	and	fish	
symbolized	the	Sacrament	of	the	Altar.	It	is	reasonable,	
therefore,	to	think	that	John	reports	the	detail	in	a	way	
that	reminds	disciples	of	Jesus’	sacramental	presence	in	
the	Eucharist.	Again,	the	interpretation	is	unprovable	but	
reminds	us	that	we	too	experience	the	presence	of	Christ	
when	we	hear	the	Eucharist	words,	“Take	and	eat.”

In	review,	the	first	unit	of	chapter	twenty-one	gives	
the	third	witness	of	the	reality	of	the	resurrection	of	
Jesus.	As	such,	it	adds	credibility	for	believing	on	Jesus	
(Deuteronomy	19:15).	The	unexpected	appearance	
proves	that	the	resurrection	is	not	wishful	fantasy.	Equally	
important,	it	sets	the	stage	for	Jesus’	dramatic	encounter	
with	Peter.

Jesus confronts peter – John 21:15-19
After	the	meal,	Jesus	asks	Simon	Peter	a	pointed	question	
three	times	(21:15,	16,	17).	The	repetition	must	have	
reminded	Peter	of	the	three	times	that	he	had	denied	
knowing	(“loving”)	Jesus	(18:17,	25,	27).	In	my	opinion,	
Jesus’	questions	have	added	impact	because	John’s	
Gospel	(18:27)	did	not	report	Peter’s	weeping	contrition	
(Matthew	26:75,	Mark	14:72,	Luke	22:62).

Two	parts	of	the	questions	are	unclear	and	deserve	
comment.	When	Jesus	asks	if	Peter	loves	Him	more	than	
“these,”	what	is	the	antecedent	of	“these?”	Does	He	ask	if	
Peter	loves	Him	more	than	these	(other	disciples,	as	his	
companions),	more	than	these	(other	disciples	love	Him),	
or	more	that	these	(fish,	his	vocation)?	Speculate	on	the	
antecedent.	I	personally	think	that	the	question	asks	if	
Peter	does	indeed	love	Jesus	more	than	the	other	disciples	
do.	Accordingly,	Jesus’	words	point	back	to	Peter’s	
(apparent)	opinion	that	he	is	an	extraordinary	disciple	—	



© living way bible study, inc. 131not to be reproduced in any form without permission.

The Gospel  According to  John Dr .  Robert  Holst John 21:1-25  –  Lesson 23

a	bit	better	than	the	others	(18:10,	Matthew	26:33,	35,	
Mark	14:31).	But	perhaps	the	question	stands	deliberately	
ambiguous	because	we,	like	Peter,	need	to	ask	if	we	love	
friends,	or	vocation	more	than	the	risen	Lord.

The	second	issue	presented	by	Jesus’	question	deals	
with	different	Greek	words	translated	“love.”	It	probably	
involves	only	John’s	telling	of	the	story	because	Jesus,	
speaking	in	Aramaic,	would	have	used	the	same	word,	as	
does	the	United	Bible	Societies	modern	(1979)	Hebrew	
translation.	Many	Christians	today	know	the	difference	
between	the	two	Greek	words.	Sermons	and	Bible	studies	
often	explain	the	distinction	as	“agape”	meaning	“unselfish	
love”	(totally	giving	love)	and	“filia”	meaning	“friendship”	
(give	and	take	love).	In	the	first	two	questions	(21:15	and	
16),	John	reports	Jesus	using	the	verb	for	“unselfish	love”	
but	Peter	responds	with	the	verb	meaning	“friendship	
love.”	The	third	time	(21:17),	Jesus	also	speaks	of	
“friendship	love.”

The	problem	exists	because	John’s	Gospel	in	other	places	
does	not	preserve	the	“classical”	distinction	between	
“agape”	and	“filia.”	Rather	they	are	used	synonymously.	
For	example,	John	3:35	and	5:20	state	the	same	truth	
but	use	the	verbs	for	“agape”	and	“filia”	respectively.	If	
the	words	are	synonymous	in	21:15-17,	Jesus	asks	and	
Peter	responds	about	the	same	level	of	love.	The	third	
question	accordingly	hurts	Peter’s	feelings	because	Jesus	
asks	a	third	time	suggesting	that	He	is	skeptical.	On	the	
other	hand,	if	the	“classic”	distinction	holds,	Jesus	twice	
asks	about	“ideal	love”	and	Peter	admits	his	love	is	only	
“friendship.”	The	third	question	thus	hurts	Peter’s	feelings	
because	Jesus	questions	even	his	“friendship.”

Most	translations	consider	the	terms	synonymous	although	
The Living Bible	and	a	translation	into	English	by	E.J.	
Goodspeed	preserve	the	distinction.	Spanish	translations,	
on	the	other	hand,	use	the	verbs	“amar”	and	“querer”	to	
note	the	distinction.

For	readers	who	want	to	complicate	the	problem	further,	
the	Greek	also	uses	different	words	in	Peter’s	response	
translated	“you	know	(21:15,	16,	17).”	The	words	could	
be	used	as	synonyms	or	could	refer	to	“head	knowledge”	
versus	“heart	knowledge.”	If	there	is	a	distinction,	then	
Peter’s	first	two	responses	(humbly?)	attribute	to	Jesus	

only	“head	knowledge”	of	Peter’s	friendship	(because	
he	did	not	act	like	a	friend	in	a	time	of	crisis).	The	third	
response	(21:17)	rises	to	claim	that	Jesus	also	has	“heart	
knowledge”	of	Peter’s	love.

In	summary	of	the	complicated	problem	—	a	Greek	teacher’s	
delight!	—	the	repetition	may	simply	use	synonyms	in	
reminding	and	forgiving	Peter	of	his	threefold	denial	with	a	
threefold	confession	of	love.	Or	the	vocabulary	changes	may	
subtly	probe	the	depth	of	Peter’s	love.

In	application,	let	Jesus’	questions	address	you.	What	
is	your	response?	Like	Peter,	remember	ways	in	which	
you	have	denied	knowledge	of	the	Lord.	Receive	His	
questions	as	loving	awareness	of	your	shortcomings	
but	also	as	invitations	to	recommit	your	life	to	Him.	The	
Good	Shepherd	has	work	for	Peter	to	do	(21:15,	16,	17).	
Whatever	our	past	sins	or	failures,	the	Good	Shepherd	
addresses	us	with	equal	opportunities.

The	final	verse	of	the	section	(21:18)	tells	Peter	what	it	
will	mean	to	feed	Jesus’	flock.	The	saying,	like	a	popular	
proverb,	on	the	surface	talks	about	growing	old.	The	
meaning	is	similar	to	the	truths	of	Ecclesiastes	12:1-2.	
Peter,	like	ordinary	young	people,	acted	independently	
when	young	but	will	require	help	when	he	is	old.	Using	
the	proverb,	Jesus	tells	Peter	that	in	feeding	the	Christian	
flock	he	must	surrender	his	will	to	the	will	of	Jesus	and	
the	Father.	No	longer	will	he,	with	independent	vigor,	do	
things	like	refusing	foot	washing	(13:8),	cutting	off	ears	
(18:10),	or	denying	Jesus	to	save	his	own	life	(18:17,	
25-26).	But	the	inspired	writer	helps	us	understand	the	
irony	in	the	words	(21:19).	The	words	point	to	a	martyr’s	
death	for	Peter	and	remind	us	of	early	church	traditions	
that	he	died	crucified	head	down.	Young	impetuous	Peter	
took	care	of	himself.	Peter,	a	shepherd	of	Jesus’	sheep,	
must	accept	the	way	of	life	of	the	Good	Shepherd	(10:11,	
15).	Following	Jesus	means	facing	human	hate	(15:18-25,	
16:2).	Peter	hears	a	call	to	love	as	Jesus	has	loved	(13:34,	
15:12-13).

The	lesson	applies	to	all	of	us.	“Doing	our	own	thing”	
contradicts	the	Christian	ideal	of	love	for	others.	Serving	
Christ	means	surrendering	our	will	to	His	and	knowing	
that,	like	Him,	we	will	suffer	for	our	love.	We	must	each	
answer	Jesus’	question,	“Do	you	love	me?”	We	are	all	
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reminded	of	Jesus’	call	for	discipleship	in	the	Farewell	
Discourses	(John	14-17).

the rumor – John 21:20-23
The	next	section	shows	how	Peter’s	curiosity	created	
problems.	Faced	with	being	“led	where	he	does	not	want	
to	go	(21:18),”	Peter	—	with	typical	curiosity	(20:6-7)	—	
wants	to	know	the	fate	of	the	beloved	disciple.	In	essence,	
Jesus	tells	him	that	it	is	none	of	his	business.

Because	the	first	part	of	Jesus’	response	to	Peter	(21:22)	
was	misunderstood	and	a	rumor	spread	through	the	
Christian	community,	people	believed	that	the	beloved	
disciple	would	live	until	Jesus	second	coming	(21:23).	
The	false	rumor	may	have	gained	credibility	if	John,	the	
son	of	Zebedee,	was	that	disciple	and	if	the	traditions	are	
true	that	he	was	the	only	member	of	the	Twelve	to	die	a	
natural	death.	People	saw	his	survival	as	confirmation	of	
the	report.

The	important	question	here	is,	why	does	the	Gospel	of	
John	go	out	of	the	way	to	refute	the	rumor?	Since	the	next	
verses	(21:24-25)	refer	to	the	author	in	the	third	person	
(“he	testifies…he	wrote…his	testimony”),	the	beloved	
disciple	may	have	died	before	people	read	the	Gospel.	
If	so,	the	Gospel	refutes	a	rumor	which	undercuts	Jesus’	
knowledge	or	ability	to	keep	a	“promise.”

Peter’s	curiosity	points	to	a	sad	phenomena	that	
frequently	plagues	the	church.	For	example,	Christians	
become	curious	of	what	others	are	doing	and	wonder	
how	much	they	are	getting	paid	for	doing	it.	What	begins	
as	curiosity	can	grow	into	jealousy.	Jealousy	between	
members	or	between	pastor	and	lay	people	hurts	so	many	
congregations.	A	congregation	sometimes	resents	the	
success	of	another	congregation.

The	verses	also	give	very	practical	evidence	that	when	
Jesus	speaks	even	Christians	must	listen	carefully.	The	
rumor	is	an	example	of	idle	speculation	that	often	hurts	
Christian	witness.	Rumors	within	a	congregation	hurt	
reputations	and	create	resentment.	Christians	sometimes	
argue	about	rumors	of	doctrinal	differences	but	yet	ignore	
simple	truths	calling	for	love.	As	another	example,	several	
times	a	rumor	has	spread	among	Christians	that	a	famous	
atheist	was	lobbying	for	political	leaders	in	the	United	

States	to	limit	religious	freedom.	Christians	looked	foolish	
as	they	wrote	thousands	of	letters	to	government	officials	
until	church	leaders	informed	them	that	the	rumor	was	
false.	Vigilance,	of	course,	is	not	a	fault	but	passing	on	
rumors	is	also	not	a	virtue.

the edItorIAL comments – John 21:24-25
Interpretation	of	the	last	two	verses	of	the	Gospel	grapples	
with	understanding	them	literally	or	figuratively.	Most	
translations	render	them	literally	which	makes	the	final	
verses	a	testimony	to	the	ongoing	ministry	of	Jesus.	Four	
generations,	so	to	speak,	appear	in	the	last	verses.	Jesus	
acted	(21:25),	the	beloved	disciple	wrote	them	down	
(21:24a),	and	someone	else	confirms	the	testimony	and	
passes	it	on	(21:24b).	Before	our	very	eyes,	the	power	of	
Jesus’	prayer	unfolds.	Although	Jesus	has	returned	to	the	
Father,	people	have	opportunity	to	believe	in	Him	through	
the	message	of	His	disciples	(17:20).

On	the	other	hard,	The Living Bible	interprets	John	21:24	
figuratively	and	paraphrases	it,	“I	am	that	disciple.	I	
saw	these	events	and	have	recorded	them.	And	we	all	
know	that	my	account	of	these	things	is	accurate.”	Such	
an	interpretation	shows	a	faithful	disciple	in	action	and	
provides	a	model	for	all	of	us.	We,	too,	must	testify	to	what	
we	have	seen	and	believe.

The	last	verse	reads	as	a	ironic	doxology.	It	is	a	doxology	
because	it	expresses	the	greatness	of	Jesus.	It	is	ironic	
because	the	Gospel	began	with	the	Word	holding	creation	
(1:1-2),	and	ends	with	creation	unable	to	hold	all	the	words	
that	could	be	written	about	that	Word!

May	the	hyperbole	express	our	prayer.	May	the	greatness	
of	Jesus	fill	our	lives	with	so	much	peace	and	love,	that	
even	the	whole	world	would	not	have	room	for	it	all.
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