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Preface

The author of John’s Gospel is traditionally dubbed “the Theologian” be-
cause of the way he leads readers into questions pertaining to God. Those
who read the Gospel find a well-crafted narrative, which can be appreci-
ated as a piece of literature or as a testimony to the beliefs of an ancient
Christian community. But to read the Gospel theologically is to ask, Who
is the God about whom Jesus speaks? Who does the Gospel say that Jesus
is? And how does the Gospel understand life, death, sin, and faith? Such is-
sues come up repeatedly in the narrative, with each occurrence disclosing
different dimensions of these themes. Therefore, thinking through major
theological questions means drawing on the Gospel as a whole. This is
what this book, The Word of Life: A Theology of John’s Gospel, attempts to
do. A few comments about the project may be helpful for the readers.

There are many ways to explore the theology of John’s Gospel. The ap-
proach taken here is to work with the Gospel narrative in its present form.
Many of the chapters focus on the theological significance of the principal
figures in the story: God, the world and its people, Jesus, and the Spirit.
Other chapters explore the theological dimensions of key events, like the
crucifixion and resurrection. Still others consider themes such as faith, and
the Gospel’s perspective on the present and future. There are usually sev-
eral dimensions to each of these topics, and this creates tensions in the
Gospel. We will ask how the various perspectives work theologically in the
present narrative, and how the tensions contribute to our understanding
of the whole.

This approach differs from studies that try to identify the background

X
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of John’s theological ideas in the thought of the Old Testament or other
ancient sources, and then trace the way the evangelist adapted these ideas
in his Gospel. It is valuable to compare and contrast the perspectives of
John’s Gospel with those found in Jewish and Greco-Roman writings, but
this is not the focus of this project. My approach also differs from studies
that try to trace the way Johannine theology developed over time. One
might try to distinguish early stages of the Gospel tradition from the theo-
logical elements that were included later. But again, that is not what I do
here. My hope is that careful theological work with the present text will be
of value to a broad range of readers, including those who approach the
Gospel from other perspectives.

The questions considered in this book come from several circles of
conversation. One consists of recent scholarship on John’s Gospel. Many
interpreters have tried to identify the theological issues that are most
prominently addressed in the Gospel. For example, questions about the
status of Jesus are explicitly raised and debated in the narrative, Scholars
who have tried to reconstruct the social and historical context in which the
Gospel was written generally assume that these issues are prominent be-
cause they were the focus of actual disputes in the period when the Gospel
was composed. This seems plausible, and the first half of Chapter 1 sum-
marizes my understanding of the Gospel’s setting and its importance for
theology. At the same time, scholars recognize that the Gospel’s theological
world includes other dimensions, which may be assumed rather than ar-
gued in the narrative. The bibliography at the end of this volume lists
many of the major studies that have taken up many different theological
topics related to John’s Gospel. These include God, anthropology, the na-
ture of sin, Christology, the Spirit, eschatology, ecclesiology, and patterns
of discipleship. Many of these topics, which have been considered by my
colleagues in Johannine studies, have found their way into this volume.

Other questions come from a wider group of readers, who have lived in
times prior to our own. The second half of Chapter 1 offers a survey of
some of the moments in history when divergent readings of John’s Gospel
have had an important impact on church and society. These disputes over
meaning, which have occurred from ancient times to the twenty-first cen-
tury, show how differently certain passages of the Gospel can be read. We
can learn from this broad history of reading, since we find in it many
whose assumptions and perspectives differ from our own. This calls for
clarity about the way we approach the text and articulate our views.
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Finally, this book tries to take seriously the questions raised by modern
readers of John’s Gospel, including students, pastors, and many others
who ask what the Gospel means. Good theological questions are often easy
to ask and difficult to answer. Listening to readers who are non-specialists
can help to point the study of John’s theology to significant issues.

The chapters in this book are organized in categories that are, in part,
based on the major figures in the narrative, as noted earlier. The categories
will also be familiar to many students of theology. The hope is that using
these categories will make the material within each chapter more readily
accessible for readers. Moreover, recent studies of John’s theology have of-
ten focused on one or more of these major topics, as noted above. Includ-
ing chapters on these topics helps bring together the fruits of these sepa-
rate studies, inviting further research and reflection. To be clear, I use
familiar theological categories as a way of grouping issues that pertain to
John’s Gospel. T do not try to provide a systematic overview of the whole
field of theology. Rather, this book proposes ways of bringing together dif-
ferent aspects of what the Fourth Gospel says about God, human beings,
Jesus, the Spirit, faith, and so on.

This text is written in a non-technical style in order to make the discus-
sion accessible to a wide range of readers. I have chosen a simple style in
the hope that non-specialists will be able to follow the discussion, while
those who teach and write in the field of New Testament studies or theol-
ogy may find value in the way the book works through different aspects of
John’s Gospel. Discussion of detailed interpretive points is included as
necessary, especially when there are notable differences of opinion about a
given passage. Endnotes are included to suggest further reading on certain
issues, but the body of the text is intended to offer a sustained discussion
about major aspects of John’s theology.

A number of preliminary studies have provided material for some of
the chapters. Parts of Chapter 3 are drawn from “What Does It Mean to Be
Human? Imagery and the Human Condition in John’s Gospel,” in Imagery
in the Gospel of John: Terms, Forms and Theology of Figurative Language
(ed. Jorg Frey, Jan G. van der Watt, and Ruben Zimmermann; Tiibingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2006). Part of Chapter 5 is from “The Death of Jesus and the
Human Condition: Exploring the Theology of John’s Gospel,” in Life in
Abundance: Studies of John’s Gospel in Tribute to Raymond E. Brown, S. S.
(ed. John R. Donahue; Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2005). Some of
the material in Chapter 8 is from “Jesus the Way, the Cross, and the World
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According to the Gospel of John,” Word & World 21 (2001): 360-69. Permis-
sion to adapt these materials for use in the present book is gratefully ac-
knowledged.

Many people helped to make this book possible. I am grateful to Luther
Seminary for a sabbatical leave that allowed me the time to complete this
project. The Center of Theological Inquiry in Princeton, New jersey pro-
vided a gracious and supportive working environment. My thanks go out
to the director, William Storrar, and to the colleagues and staff at the Cen-
ter whose comments and questions enriched my own process of reflection,
Thanks are due to Nancy Koester and Marianne Meye Thompson for giv-
ing the manuscript a critical reading. Their questions and comments have
helped me clarify many points. I also want to express my appreciation to
Allen Myers and the staff at Eerdmans for all they have done to bring the
project to completion.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Theology is thinking about God, ourselves, and the world in which we live.
To think theologically is to think relationally. God has a central place in
theology, yet questions about God are interwoven with those aboul people
and the earth to which they belong. God is not known in the abstract. Sim-
ilarly, asking what it means to be human leads to reflection on a broader
web of relationships with others and with God. John’s Gospel is a passion-
ately theological work that opens readers to the world of God and invites
them to consider their place within it.

Theological questions can be deceptively simple. Some of these appear
in the Gospel itself. As the story opens, John the Baptist sees Jesus and says,
“Behold the Lamb of God” (1:36). His message initially generates more cu-
riosity than insight. Two people wonder what he means, so they follow Je-
sus to learn more. But the first words Jesus speaks come as a question:
“What are you looking for?” (1:38). No grand pronouncement; just a ques-
tion. It seems innocent enough. But one wonders. The people mentioned
carlier in the chapter were looking for things too. They asked John the
Baptist: “Who are you?” The Messiah? Elijah? The prophet? If not, then,
“Why are you baptizing?” (1:19-28). Their specific questions come from the
broader issue of what God is doing in the world. John the Baptist points to
the Lamb of God, yet the questions linger (1:29).

So Jesus asks those who follow him, “What are you looking for?” Their
searching can take place at different levels. Perhaps those intrigued by the
Lamb merely want a little more information. Or perhaps their search is for
something more significant. In any case, the seekers respond to Jesus with a
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question of their own, “Rabbi. .. where are you staying?” (1:38). Then instead
of an answer, Jesus gives them an invitation: “Come and see” (1:39). He could
have replied with simple information: “Where am I staying? Go three blocks
down, take a left, and it will be the second house on the right, opposite the
weaver’s shop.” But Jesus’ invitation to “Come and see” assumes that a genu-
ine answer to their question cannot be given in advance. Insights will emerge
from their continued encounter with him. They may also find that they are
challenged to look more deeply than they initially anticipated.

Theological reflection on John’s Gospel is like this. Perspectives are
shaped by a continued encounter with the text. The Gospel is written in a
way that invites readers into the story. Its rich images of light and darkness,
living water, and the fruit-bearing vine appeal to the imagination. Conver-
sations between Jesus and other people careen between utter confusion
and surprising insights. A straightforward statement often has a trap door
that swings open to reveal depths of meaning that were only hinted at on
the surface. John calls Jesus the Lamb of God. That seems pretty clear. At
least until one asks what it means. Then theological reflection begins.

Readers also bring their own questions to the Gospel, yet they are
rarely given a pat answer. “What are you looking for?” the Gospel asks. A
reader might respond, “What should I do with my life?” and finds that Je-
sus says, “Follow me” (1:43). Yet this makes one wonder who Jesus is and
what it means to follow him. Readers form responses to such questions as
they continue following the Gospel’s account of Jesus’ life, death, and res-
urrection., They explore the realm of theology.

The Theological Shape of the Gospel

Theology is a creative venture that involves thinking through various is-
sues. To focus specifically on Joh#'s theology means developing responses
to questions about God, people, and the world based on a reading of the
Gospel. This theological reading works primarily with the Gospel narra-
tive, but it is also informed by other disciplines. Historical questions deal
with the context in which the Gospel was composed. Literary questions
pertain to the Gospel’s plot, character development, and use of imagery.
Before turning to the major theological themes, it may be helpful to make
a few observations about the origins and literary form of the Gospel, and
the implications for theological interpretation.
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Origins of John’s Gospel

Where did John’s Gospel come from? The concluding verses of the Gospel
say that it presents the witness of the disciple whom Jesus loved (21:24).
This disciple is never named, but he is beside Jesus at the last supper, is
present at the crucifixion and empty tomb, and finally goes fishing on the
Sea of Galilee (13:23; 19:26-27; 2011-10; 21:7). The Gospel was probably com-
pleted about A.D. 90-100. A century later, Christian writers were identify-
ing the unnamed author as John the son of Zebedee, one of the twelve dis-
ciples. This became the common church tradition. More recently, many
interpreters have been content to leave the disciple unnamed, since this is
what the Gospel does. We will call him the Fourth Evangelist or John, us-
ing the traditional name, but will not assume anything more about his
identity.!

The witness of this disciple was preserved by a circle of early Chris-
tians. The conclusion of the Gospel says that “we know that his testimony
is true” (21:24). The context implies that he died before the Gospel was
completed and that others put the text into its present form (21:20-23).
Seams in the narrative give some evidence of editing. For example, the
story reaches a fine conclusion in 20:30-31, where the narrator says that Je-
sus did many other signs that are not written in this book, but these were
written in order that readers might believe and have life. Yet the narrative
continues with scenes beside the Sca of Galilee and then repeats that Jesus
did much more than the Gospel could include (21:25). The double ending
might suggest that an early short form of the Gospel was later expanded to
its present length. If so, the additional material came from the same body
of tradition and was incorporated before the Gospel circulated widely.
(The exception is the story of the woman caught in adultery in 7:53—8:11,
which does not appear in the earliest manuscripts of the Gospel.)

The present form of the Gospel can rightly be read as a whole. It has a
high level of consistency in style and content. A clear and simple style of
Greek is used throughout the book. Patterns of misunderstanding, irony,
and symbolic language shape the telling of the story. Despite the occa-
sional marks of editing, the present text coheres very well, and we will in-
terpret the Gospel in its present form. Where theological tensions remain,
we will ask how they function in the text as it stands.

John’s Gospel has much in common with the other New Testament
gospels. All of them link Jesus to the village of Nazareth and note his early
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connection with John the Baptist. They say he gathered a group of disci-
ples, taught, healed, and fed a large crowd with a few fish and loaves of
bread. Controversies with Jewish leaders created tension, and at some
point he disrupted the merchants in the temple. At the end of his ministry
a crowd welcomed him to Jerusalem. Yet he was betrayed by Judas, ar-
rested, and questioned by the Jewish authorities and by Pilate the Roman
governor. After being beaten, he was executed by crucifixion and his body
was placed in a tomb. The story culminates with his resurrection from the
dead. All four gospels have the same basic plot line.

The Gospel of John also has distinctive content and ways of telling the
story. Many key episodes appear only in John. These include Jesus turning
water into wine at Cana, his encounters with Nicodemus and the Samari-
tan woman, the healings of the paralytic and blind man in Jerusalem, and
raising Lazarus from the dead. The other gospels present Jesus’ teachings
in short pithy sayings, but John includes long discourses that explore Jesus’
relationship to the Father and the world. Instead of parables about the
kingdom of God, the Jesus of John’s Gospel says things like “I am the light
of the world” and “I am the bread of life.” When recounting the crucifix-
ion, John alone says that Jesus entrusted his mother to the Beloved Disci-
ple and that blood and water flowed from his pierced side. When telling of
Jesus’ resurrection, John includes unique elements like the giving of the
Spirit and the appearance to Thomas.

A common way to account for the similarities and differences is to sug-
gest that John knew one or more of the other gospels and wrote his text as a
supplement. The idea goes back to the late second century. Clement of Al-
exandria (d. ca. 215) claimed that after the first three gospels had recorded
the “physical” things about Jesus’ ministry, John composed a “spiritual”
gospel (Eusebius, Eccl. Hist. 6.14.5). This fits the way Scripture is read in
many churches, which follow the story line of Matthew, Mark, or Luke dur-
ing most of the year, while weaving in passages from John at certain liturgi-
cal seasons. Many people have the impression that the other gospels present
the history of Jesus, while John offers additional theological commentary.

A more plausible alternative is that John is largely independent of the
other gospels. The evangelist may have been acquainted with one or more
of the other written gospels or with similar traditions that circulated by
word of mouth. If John did know any of the other texts, however, he did
not feel constrained to tell the story in the same way. We will occasionally
compare John to the other gospels to highlight distinctive emphases, but



Introduction 5

will not assume that the evangelist knew the other gospels in the form we
have them.? We will also assume that all four gospels preserve traditions
about Jesus and that all of them develop the traditions theologically. It is
not helpful to categorize John as the theological Gospel and the others as
historical books. This split between theology and history creates problems
for the interpretation of all the gospels. Each of them works with tradi-
tions about Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, and each of them reshapes
the tradition theologically. Our focus is on the distinctive way this takes
shape in John.?

The historical and social context in which John’s Gospel was composed
has been reconstructed in various ways. Here we simply note three dimen-
sions that will inform our theological reading of the text. First, the Gospel
presupposes that many readers will be familiar with Jewish tradition. The
social world described in the Gospel is one in which the followers of Jesus
are mainly Jewish. The narrative also assumes that at least some of the
readers will also be familiar with Jewish life and thought. John identifies
Jesus as the fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets, and expects readers to
catch allusions to biblical episodes like the angels ascending and descend-
ing on Jacob’s ladder (1:4s5, 51). Jesus’ ministry is structured around the
Sabbath (5:9; 9:14) and Jewish festivals, including Passover (2:13; 6:4; 19:14),
Booths (7:2), and Dedication or Hanukkah (10:22). The evangelist assumes
that at least some readers will see the connection between Jesus and the
traditions concerning these festivals.

Theologically, the Gospel presupposes important aspects of Jewish tra-
dition. It is understood that there is only one true God (17:3). Whatever the
Gospel says about Jesus’ heavenly origin occurs within the basic frame-
work of monotheism.* Those following Greco-Roman religious traditions
typically professed belief in multiple deities, but this is not John’s ap-
proach. With the Jewish community he acknowledges only one true God.
He also assumes that God gives life, has the power to raise the dead, and
has the authority to judge people (s:21, 45). This belief in resurrection on
the last day, at the end of the age, was shared by many though not all Jew-
ish people in the first century.® Finally, John presupposes the validity of the
Jewish Scriptures. The identity of God and Jesus is understood in relation
to the Law and the Prophets. Quotations and allusions to these texts occur
throughout the Gospel. The question is not whether the Scriptures bear
witness to the truth but how they do so.

Many of the issues addressed in the Gospel are raised from a Jewish
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perspective. There are intense debates about whether Jesus is a legitimate
teacher and whether it is right to call him the Messiah (7:14-31). Jesus’ op-
ponents recall commands from the Mosaic law to show that his claims are
false, while the Gospel insists that the Scriptures bear witness to Jesus (5:16,
39; 7:19-24, 41-42, 49). A pivotal question is whether Jesus is a human being
elevating himself to divine status, something regarded as blasphemous in
Jewish tradition (5:18; 10:30-33; 19:7). In responding, the Gospel draws on
Jewish traditions about God’s activity and the legal requirement that two
or three witnesses be provided to sustain a claim in court (5:19, 31; 8:17).
The attention given to these issues and the character of the Gospel’s re-
sponse suggest that conflict between the Christian community and the
synagogue was an aspect of the setting in which the Gospel took shape.
Second, the Gospel also envisions a wider circle of readers, who are not
of Jewish background. The social world described in the narrative looks
beyond the early Jewish Christian community to the wider Greco-Roman
world. Ethnic boundaries are pushed outward as Samaritans and Greeks
show interest in Jesus (4:39-42; 12:20-21). Jesus speaks of believers who are
not of the Jewish “fold” but come into the Christian community from
other backgrounds (10:16). He sends his disciples into the world and as-
sumes that they will create a community of believers who no longer live in
the same places or have the same ethnic origins, making cochesion within
the group a challenge (7:35; 11:51-52; 17:18-23). The Gospel presupposes that
its circle of readers will include those who have little familiarity with Jew-
ish tradition. It presupposes a spectrum of readers, rather than just one
type of reader. For example, along with the frequent allusions to Scripture
and Jewish festivals, the Gospel paiiently explains what words like “rabbi”
and “Messiah” mean (1:38, 41), that stone jars were used for Jewish purifi-
calion rites (2:6), and thal Jews did not share things with Samaritans (4:9).
The Gospel conveys its message in language accessible to this wider
readership. Much of its imagery can be initially understood on the basis of
common life experience. For example, linking water or bread to the idea of
life would have been familiar to most of the Gospel’s earliest readers. An
action like footwashing had no special connection with Jewish tradition
but would have been understood in similar ways throughout the ancient
world. Using these familiar images and practices, the Gospel transforms
their meaning in light of Jesus’ mission. Some passages also invite engage-
ment with the Greco-Roman philosophical tradition. For example, the
term logos or Word, which introduces the Gospel, was important in philo-
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sophical discourse, as were images of light and darkness (1:1-9). The
Greco-Roman connotations of the imagery are appropriated and trans-
formed within John’s text.%

Certain issues addressed in the Gospel come from the Christian com-
munity’s encounter with the Roman world. One of these is the question of
authority. The way Jesus flees from those who wanted to make him king af-
ter he fed them with bread implicitly contrasts him with those who sought
to gain authority by winning public approval with free distributions of
bread (6:15). The sign above the cross announces his kingship in Hebrew,
Latin, and Greek (19:19-20). But Christians have to consider what kind of
kingship this is and how it relates to other forms of authority. Jesus’ con-
versation with Pilate the Roman governor helps to define Jesus’ power and
distinguish it from imperial practice as well as from the patterns of violent
resistance that typified would-be rebels against Caesar (18:33-37; 19:12).7

Third, the Gospel of John was composed among Christians who un-
derstood the Spirit to be active among them. Other early Christian writ-
ings give an important place to the Spirit, but in John this takes a distinc-
tive form. According to 14:26, Jesus promised that the Spirit would teach
and remind his followers of all that he had said. The process of teaching
and reminding involved preserving the tradition of Jesus as well as dis-
cerning new meaning within it after his death and resurrection. The dy-
namic of preserving and interpreting the tradition is explicit in the epi-
sodes of the temple cleansing and Jesus’ entry to Jerusalem. The Gospel
preserves tradition by recounting the basic actions that occurred. Yet the
narrator observes that the disciples did not understand these things at
first, and that only after Jesus was raised from the dead or glorified were
the disciples able to remember and understand what these things meant
(2:22; 12:16). Therefore, the Gospel not only preserves tradition but inter-
prets it, showing insights that emerged later. This interplay between pre-
serving and interpreting the tradition characterizes the Gospel as a whole.
Early readers of the Gospel would have understood this process to be part
of the Spirit’s work (14:26).%

Theological Shaping of the Narrative

The Fourth Gospe] took shape in an ancient context, but its literary design
continues to shape the perspectives of readers living in other contexts. The



8 THE WORD OF LIFE

structure of the book, along with its imagery, portrayals of people, use of
irony, and other literary devices creates a way of seeing the world and hu-
man beings in relation to God. The prologue (1:1-18) introduces this theo-
logical vision. The term logos or Word dominates the initial verses. Readers
learn that the Word was with God, that the Word was God, and that the
Word became flesh (1:1, 14). This creates a framework for understanding
Jesus’ relationship to God. Then, having created this theological frame-
work, the term logos fades from view. Elsewhere it is simply used for the
spoken word. The basic perspective continues, but the language of God
and Word shifts to that of Father and Son (1:14-18) — a theme that runs
throughout the book.

The prologue sets the ministry of Jesus in a cosmic framework. The
narrative that follows will tell of Jesus encountering people in Galilee, Sa-
maria, and Jerusalem. But in light of the prologue readers can see that the
story of Jesus encountering particular people is also the story of God en-
gaging the world. Note that the prologue does not offer a complete sum-
mary of the Gospel. Its themes of belief and unbelief, the world, glory, and
truth are played out at length, but the passion and resurrection remain im-
plicit. Rather than actually telling the whole story, the prologue establishes
a perspective on the whole story. It gives readers a transcendent vantage
point, enabling them to see things about Jesus that are hidden from the
people described in the Gospel. Readers know of Jesus™ heavenly origin at
the outset, and from that perspective can chart a course through the de-
bates and misunderstandings that emerge during his ministry.

The body of John’s Gospel is a drama in two acts. Act I recounts Jesus’
public ministry, beginning with the testimony of John the Baptist and end-
ing with Jesus’ approach to Jerusalem. It concludes with the evangelist’s
comments on the unbelief of the crowds (John 1-12). This section encom-
passes seven miraculous signs, which reveal the power of God in a manner
that can be perceived by the senses. These include turning water into wine,
feeding the five thousand, walking on the sea, acts of healing, and raising
the dead. The author does not give a comprehensive list of Jesus’ signs but
recounts a number of them in order that people might believe and have
life (20:30-31). Conversations and discourses accompany the signs and
point to their significance. For example, the disciples’ recognition of Jesus
as the Messiah (1:29-51) precedes the first sign at Cana (2:1-11). Later, a
lengthy discourse about Jesus’ relationship to the Father (5:17-47) follows
the healings in Galilee and at Bethzatha (4:46—5:16). Similar discourses or
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conversations precede or follow the remaining signs (6:1-59; 9:1-41; 11:1-
44). Verbal commentary is needed because the evangelist recognizes that
Jesus’ signs can be taken in sharply differing ways.

The Gospel lets readers hear several points of view, not just one. The
theological significance of the signs emerges from the clash of different
perspectives. When Jesus heals a paralytic and blind man on the Sabbath,
some identify him as a lawbreaker. This perspective has internal coherence
for many of Jesus’ opponents. For them, healing is a form of work; work is
forbidden on the Sabbath; therefore Jesus has deliberately broken the law
of God and is a sinner (5:16; 9:16a). Yet others point out the problem with
this line of thought. Jesus has been empowered to heal, and healing consis-
tent with the will of God. From their perspective Jesus is not a sinner (5:19;
9:16b, 30-33). The evangelist clearly advocates the second point of view, but
he must make the case for Jesus over against the contrary interpretation.

Conversations and disputes sometimes open up multiple perspectives,
all of which have some validity. The Samaritan woman and the man born
blind progressively recognize that Jesus is a Jewish man, a prophet, and
perhaps the Messiah (4:9, 19, 29; 9:11, 17, 22, 32). Each of these insights is
true, though no one of them fully encompasses Jesus’ identity. The differ-
ent facets work together to create a multidimensional portrait of who Jesus
is. At the same time, these perspectives can be misconstrued. The crowds
that Jesus feeds recognize that he is prophet and king, but Jesus flees from
them (6:14-15). The problem is not that they see him as prophet and king
but that they think his kingship derives from public acclaim. Elsewhere it
is clear that his power comes from above (18:36).

Act IT tells of Jesus’ passion and resurrection (John 13—21). As the cur-
tain rises, the writer provides a clue to the meaning of what follows: “Now
before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew that his hour had come to
depart from this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who
were in the world, he loved them to the end” (13:1). This enables the audi-
ence to see that by washing the disciples’ feet and laying down his life Jesus
conveys love. The discourses and prayer at the last supper speak of Jesus’
departure to his Father, the coming of the Spirit, and the life in the ongo-
ing community of faith (John 14-17). The theme of glory in Jesus’ prayer
before his arrest anticipates that even in death Jesus will reveal the power
of God.

The passion and resurrection narratives continue disclosing meaning
through the interplay of perspectives. During a series of hearings, Jesus’
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opponents seek to show that he is in the wrong, but Jesus maintains that he
came to bear witness to the truth (18:37). They argue that he should be put
to death for opposing God, yet he says that he goes to his death in obedi-
ence to God (18:11; 19:7). His followers rightly understand that crucifixion
culminates in death, but they do not comprehend that his tomb is empty
because he is risen (20:2). Jesus must encounter them and call them to rec-
ognize what has happened.

Imagery plays a major role throughout John’s Gospel. Light, darkness,
water, and other images contribute to its theology. The challenge is that
images typically do not have a single well-defined meaning. They evoke a
range of different and often contradictory associations. For example, light
comes gently with the promise of dawn, but glares harshly from the noon-
day sun. It enables people to see, while threatening to expose them to the
gaze of others. Darkness can lull the weary into peaceful sleep, while cloak-
ing the movements of a thief. The literary context helps to screen out
meanings that are unsuitable while permitting other connotations to shine
through.®

The major images bring together several levels of meaning, much as a
shaft of light encompasses a spectrum of colors. When light strikes a
prism, the many hues within it become visible to the eye. All the colors
contribute to the quality of the light as a whole. The literary context serves
as the prism that enables interpreters to identify the dominant “hues”
within an image in the Gospel. For example, Jesus is called “the light of the
world” during disputes about his identity (8:12). Bystanders argue over
whether he is a teacher, Messiah, or Son of God. The imagery relates to
each part of the debate. There were precedents for thinking of a teacher,
the Messiah, and God as sources of illumination. Calling Jesus “the light”
encompasses all these aspects of his identity (see p. 104).

Ironies in the story contrast what appears to be true with what is actu-
ally true. Those who meet Jesus often judge by appearances, but clues
within the narrative point readers in the opposite direction {7:24). The Sa-
maritan woman assumes that Jesus is a thirsty Jewish man, who cannot
possibly be greater than Jacob, the giver of the well (4:12). Ironically, Jesus
is greater than Jacob, for he offers living water (4:11). Theologically, giving
attention to irony is crucial since readers are to distinguish truth from ap-
pearance. It may seem that the man born with physical blindness is a sin-
ner, yet the evangelist seeks to show that sin is actually manifested in the
blindness of unbelief (9:2, 41). Again, as Jesus stands before Pilate’s judg-



Introduction 1

ment seat his accusers condemn him. Yet in a deeper sense they actually
pass judgment on themselves by their rejection of truth (18:37; 19:13-17).

Wordplays also work with two levels of meaning. Sometimes readers are
to select one meaning instead of another. People in the story show the
comic results of choosing the wrong option. When Jesus speaks of “living
water,” the Samaritan woman is baffled because she thinks he means water
that flows from a spring in the ground. Readers can see that the living water
is not flowing water but a metaphor for a heavenly gift (4:11, 14). But else-
where, readers must see two meanings logether. The expression “lift up” re-
fers Lo Jesus’ physical elevation on the cross as well as to exaltation in honor
(3:14; 8:28; 12:32). People in the slory see the disgrace of crucifixion as the
antithesis of divine glory. Therefore, the Gospel must show how both are
true at the same time — and this connection is integral to John’s theology.

The whole Gospel is written from a post-Easter perspective. Those who
know the end of the story can see things that participants in the story do
not, One might compare Jesus’ disciples to characters in a detective novel,
who receive clues to a mystery but cannot determine what they mean.
Only in the end does the master detective provide the perspective that ev-
eryone needs to make sense of the whole. In John’s Gospel, clues from the
end of the story are woven into each part of the narrative. The moment Je-
sus steps into public view in 1:29 he is called the sacrificial Lamb of God.
No further interpretation is given, but readers who know the ending can
see that it foreshadows his death. Later, Jesus speaks of destroying and rais-
ing the temple, and the narrator explicitly says that the disciples only un-
derstood this later, as a portent of his death and resurrection (2:22). The
post-resurrection perspective also enables the evangelist to make connec-
tions with the Old Testament that were not evident during his ministry.
John cites the Scriptures to emphasize the truth of Jesus’ kingship (12:15-
16), to make sense of the unbelief that Jesus encountered (12:38-40), and to
show that incidents during the crucifixion fit into God’s purposes (19:24,
28, 36, 37).

The evangelist’s assumption is that the Jesus who lived and died has
been raised and is now a living presence. Accordingly, ordinary categories
of time and space are fluid, and it is not always clear whether it is the pre-
Easter or the post-Easter Jesus who speaks. While addressing Nicodemus,
Jesus speaks as if the Son of Man has already ascended into heaven (3:13).
At the end of the last supper, before going to his arrest, Jesus prays as if he
is no longer in the world but has already returned to the Father (17:11). The
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Gospel relates what happened in the past in order to bear witness to a Jesus
and a God who live in the present. The Gospel seeks not only to show who
Jesus was but to reveal who Jesus is.

A History of Theological Questions
from the Early Church to the Present

Exploring John’s theology means framing questions and developing re-
sponses through a reading of the Gospel. Many of the major questions
have been asked by the Christian community in many times and places.
Therefore, at this point we will shift our focus from the context in which
the Gospel was written to some of the settings in which it has been read
and debated. John has played a volatile role in many of the controversies
that have shaped Christian life and thought. Its interpretation has not been
confined to the classroom but has taken place in the turbulent forums of
church and public life. Differing perspectives on the Gospel’s theology
have been shaped by social and religious currents of the readers’ own con-
texts. Their interpretations of the Gospel have, in turn, influenced the way
they have responded to their contexts.

God and the World

The prologue to John’s Gospel says that the Word of God brought all
things into being (1:1-4). Yet the Gospel also portrays the world as a place
of darkness, in contrast to the true light that comes to it from above (3:19).
According to John, the people Jesus meets are typically unable to grasp the
higher truths of which he speaks. They are from below and he is from
above (8:23). They judge by what their senses perceive and seem incapable
of understanding the truth he reveals (7:24; 8:15). In contrast, the redeemed
do not belong to this world (15:19). They are set free by coming to know the
truth (8:32).

These aspects of the Gospel made it appealing to those who embraced
the worldview known as Gnosticism. This name is based on the word
gnosis or knowledge, since Gnostics claimed to have special insight, a
higher form of knowledge than most people had. Some of their most in-
fluential teachers lived in the mid- to late second century A.p. They drew
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ideas from Jewish tradition, Greek philosophy, and Christian teaching. Al-
though Gnostic theology took many forms, it had typical features.

The material world was said to be a realm of darkness and ignorance in
contrast to the realm of light and truth above. Gnostics maintained that
their true spiritual selves had originated in the Fullness of the higher
realm, but they were now imprisoned in the oppressive sphere of matter
from which they sought release. The God of the Jewish Scriptures was the
Creator of the lower material region of the cosmos. Since the Creator’s
realm was the material world, he was not a source of salvation. Gnostics
thought that the true God was above the Creator. He belonged to the
higher realm from which the Gnostics’ spiritual selves had originated. Re-
lease from imprisonment in the material world was said to come through
knowledge of one’s true spiritual origin and destiny.'®

A writer named Heracleon (ca. a.p. 145-180) produced a commentary
that interpreted John’s Gospel in Gnostic categories.!! For him the idea that
Jesus was a human being, who lived in the flesh, was of no theological im-
portance. Jesus’ earthly career was significant only as an illustration of spiri-
tual truth. For example, in his interpretation of John 4:46-54, the Galilean of-
ficial represents the Creator and his feverish son signifies humanity trapped
in matter. Just as the official has no power to save his son, the Creator has no
power to save humanity and therefore goes to the Savior seeking help. Al-
though the Savior offers aid, he rebukes the official (i.e., the Creator) for
needing signs and wonders (i.e., sense perception) in order to believe. In
contrast, the Samaritan woman is one of the spiritual elect, who has simply
lost the awareness of her true self. Jesus tells her to call her “husband,” who
signifies her counterpart in the transcendent realm. This helps awaken her to
knowledge of who she is (4:16). Jesus also tells her that she will not worship
on “this mountain,” which symbolizes the material world, or in Jerusalem,
where the Creator is honored. Rather, she has the spiritual knowledge that
enables her to rise above the creation and Creator to the truth (4:22-24).

Theological critiques of the Gnostic readings of John were written by a
number of ancient authors. They stress several key points: First is the unity
of God. The Gospel understands there to be only one God, who is the Cre-
ator of all things. It does not suggest that there is a higher God, who remains
distant from the world. The goal of salvation is not to go beyond the Creator
but to be restored in relationship with the Creator. Second is the importance
of the physical world. Although the world is marked by sin and death, it re-
mains God’s creation. The drama of redemption takes place in and through
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events in the created order. God works within the world he has made. Third
is the incarnation. The Word of God, which is the source of life, becomes
flesh in Jesus of Nazareth. The Word becomes an embodied human being in
order to redeem those who are human.!? These debates show the need to
consider how John portrays God’s relationship to the world.

The Identity of Jesus

Who is Jesus? People debate this question, in part, because of the complex-
ity of his legacy. His early disciples regarded him as a Jewish teacher from
Galilee. He taught in synagogues and ran into conflict with other Jewish
teachers. Some acclaimed him a prophet and told of his ability to work
miracles. Some thought of him as the Messiah, the anointed king whom
God sent to rule his people. Yet his death by crucifixion shattered the usual
paradigm of kingship and redefined what it meant for him to reign. “Son
of God” was also a royal title, but in light of the resurrection many dis-
cerned a deeper sense of what this meant — a more integral connection
between Jesus and the God he called his Father.

Answering the question “Who is Jesus?” mattered because people were
called to put their faith in him. What was said about Jesus had implications
for the way they understood their lives and hopes. If Jesus was a teacher,
then he provided instruction for those who needed it. He could move peo-
ple from ignorance to understanding. But what if the human situation was
more deeply flawed? Did Jesus provide something more than instruction?
As the crucified and risen king, did he wield the power that delivers people
from sin and death? There were many prophets in Israel’s history and they
brought a word from the Lord. So what set Jesus apart? Did he speak God’s
word as others did, or did he embody it?

Christian thinking about Jesus was profoundly shaped by intense dis-
cussion that took place in the fourth century. The main perspectives were
represented by Arius (d. ca. 336) and Athanasius (d. 373), both of whom
worked at Alexandria in Egypt. John’s Gospel was used by both sides,
though in quite different ways.'> Arius emphasized that God is one (17:3).
For him this meant that the Son was of a lower status than the Father.
Arius argued that God’s Son was a created being, brought into existence by
the Father. The Son was qualitatively different from the Father. He was
subject to change and development, whereas the Father was eternal. Jesus
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became tired and thirsty, but this could not be said of God (4:6-7; 19:28).
Jesus clearly distinguished himself from God when he said, “the Father is
greater than I” (14:28). To call him God’s Son meant that he was adopted by
God for a special purpose.

Athanasius and others considered this perspective inadequate. Scrip-
turally, they pointed out that “the Word was with God, and the Word was
God” (1:1). This same Word became flesh in Jesus (1:14). Therefore, to en-
counter the incarnate Word is to encounter God. Moreover, the Son not
only does the work of his Father but can say, “I and the Father are one”
(10:30). If this is true, then the Son is not of a different order than the Fa-
ther. Athanasius found in John’s Gospel a conception of God that encom-
passed both the Father and the Son. He also saw that Jesus’ identity was re-
lated to the human need for salvation. For Athanasius, the Word that is
God fully identifies with human beings through the incarnation. The Cre-
ator descends and takes on mortal human flesh in order that people might
be raised to share in God’s own life.

Language from John’s Gospel shaped the creedal statements that
emerged from the controversy. These were formulated at Nicea in 325 and
Constantinople in 381. The more developed form of the creed introduces
Jesus in the following way: He is

one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God,

begotten of the Father before all ages,

Light of Light, true God of true God,

begotten not made, of the same being with the Father,

through whom all things were made,

who for us human beings and for our salvation, came down
from heaven

and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary,

and became human.

Statements about Jesus’ death, resurrection, ascension, and future coming
complete this section of the creed. Note that Jesus is called the only-
begotten (monogenés) Son of God as in John 1:14, 18; 3:16, 18. The creed ex-
plains that this means “begotten, not made,” emphasizing that the Son is
not merely a creature. He is Light as God is Light (1:9) and he is true God
(1:1, 18). Where the Gospel says that the Father and Son are “one” (10:30),
the creed elaborates by saying that they are of one and “the same being”
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(homoousios). This metaphysical language shows that the Son is of the
same order as the Father and is in no way inferior. Then the creed relates
this to human need, saying it was “for us human beings” that he came
down from heaven. His incarnation was “for our salvation.”!

Widely used in Christian worship, the creeds have continued to shape
the way John’s Gospel has been read. Many modern readers find the
creedal tradition faithful to the gospel tradition. Others think it gives too
much weight to Jesus’ oneness with God, and object that it says nothing
about Jesus as a Jewish teacher from Galilee. As we explore John’s portrayal
of Jesus we will find that the debates described in the Gospel differ from
those of the fourth-century church, although some issues overlap. We will
also note that the theologians who formulated the creeds worked with
metaphysical categories that are not developed in the Gospel. Yet by listen-
ing lo these older debates we sense the challenge of interpreting the many
sides of Jesus in ways that are congruent with the Gospel. John presents a
portrait of Jesus that is multidimensional.

The Work of the Spirit

John’s Gospel refers to the Spirit as the Advocate or Paraclete (paraklétos).
Some of these passages have provoked questions about continuing revela-
tion. At the last supper Jesus tells the disciples, “I will ask the Father, and he
will give you another Advocate to be with you for ever. This is the Spirit of
truth, whom the world cannot receive,” but you “know him, because he
abides with you and will be in you” (14:16-17). Later Jesus adds, “I still have
many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit
of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth” (16:12-13). So what does
it mean for the Spirit to lead people into the truth? Does the Spirit bring
new revelation that surpasses the old? Or does it essentially unfold the
truth of what Jesus has already revealed?

The short book known as 1 John was probably written for a Christian
group that knew the Fourth Gospel and grappled with the role of the
Spirit. The context was that some members of the community had sepa-
rated themselves from the rest over questions of faith. Those who left ap-
parently had a highly spiritualized view of Jesus and saw little significance
in his humanity. Although the Gospel said that the Word of God became
flesh and that Jesus conveyed the love of God through crucifixion (John
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1:14; 3:14-16), those who left evidently downplayed these bodily aspects of
Jesus’ identity and stressed only the higher, more spiritual dimensions of
who he was. They apparently thought they were moving to this elevated
understanding of the gospel message through the leading of the Spirit.'?

In the face of this conflict, the author of 1 John affirms that the Spirit
abides among believers, assuring them of Christ’s presence (1 John 3:24).
He also recognizes that there are many spirits in the world and that many
claim to speak as prophets, but he points out that their messages may con-
flict. To discern the work of God’s Spirit, he provides a confessional crite-
rion. In the Johannine tradition, it is essential that the Word became flesh
(John 1:14). The love of God came through the human life and death of Je-
sus. Therefore, the author of 1 John says that the Spirit’s role is to point
people to what is essential for faith. He says that where people confess that
Jesus Christ has come “in the flesh” one finds the Spirit at work (1 John 4:1-
3). The Spirit does not move people away from the basic tradition that Je-
sus was human, as the author’s opponents thought. Instead, the Spirit
brings people to a renewed sense of what Jesus’ humanity meant.

John’s references to the Spirit later played a role in controversies sur-
rounding a new prophecy movement that emerged in the mid-second cen-
tury A.p. Its founder was Montanus, who claimed to be inspired by God
and spoke from a state of ecstasy. He was accompanied by two women,
Priscilla and Maximilla, who also claimed the gift of prophecy. In an oracle
attributed to him, Montanus is supposed to have said, “T am the Father, and
Tam the Son, and I am the Paraclete,” using the Fourth Gospel’s term for the
Spirit (Didymus, De Trinitate 3.41). Since the source is rather late, it is not
clear whether Montanus actually said this. If so, he may have been speaking
for God in the first person. His opponents, however, said that Montanus
himself was regarded as the promised Paraclete (Eusebius, Eccl. Hist. 5.14.1).

The supporters of Montanus appealed to the Spirit passages in John to
show that prophecy did not cease with the apostles but continued among
the Montanists. They believed that the Spirit was guiding them into all
truth through the inspired utterances of their founder. Some claimed that
Montanus had said things that were greater than what Christ had revealed
in the Gospel. The sharpest critics of the movement rejected the idea of
continuing prophecy and tried to discredit John’s Gospel since the
Montanists found support in it. Others reaffirmed that the Fourth Gospel
should be used in the church, but argued that it did not support the kind
of prophesying that characterized the Montanist movement. Citing John
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16:14 they argued that the Spirit’s work was to glorify Christ, not to move
beyond Christ (Epiphanius, Panarion 48.11).'6

The role of the Paraclete-Spirit was later claimed by Mani (d. 276), the
founder of the religious movement known as Manichaeism. Born in Meso-
potamia, Mani was familiar with forms of Jewish, Christian, and Gnostic
teaching. He believed that he received direct revelation through the
Paraclete, who enabled him to see the totality of all things. Mani thought
that he had become united with the Paraclete in Spirit and body.?” His
message contrasted the forces of light and darkness, and drew on the
Gnostic idea that salvation came through knowledge of one’s true spiritual
origin. Blending various religious traditions into a new synthesis, Mani
thought that Jesus, Zoroaster, and Buddha belonged to the line of those
who brought enlightenment to the world.

Islamic tradition has also drawn on John’s Gospel to show that Mu-
hammad (d. 632) was the Paraclete promised by Jesus. The origins of this
idea are not clear. In the Qur’an 61.6, “Jesus son of Mary said: ‘O children
of Israel, I am God’s messenger to you, confirming the Torah which was
before me, and announcing the good news of a messenger who will come
after me, whose name is Ahmad.” The name Ahmad is used for Muham-
mad. The passage in the Qur’an does not cite any specific New Testament
text. But later Islamic tradition did identify Muhammad as the Paraclete
mentioned in John 14:16-17, 26; 15:26; and 16:7-15. From this perspective, Je-
sus’ promise of the Paraclete is fulfilled in Muhammad and the gift of
Qur’anic revelation, which completes and surpasses previous revelation.!®

Christian readers of John’s Gospel regularly find that the Paraclete pas-
sages lead in a different direction. The Paraclete is identified as the Spirit
(John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:13), and the Spirit is given to Jesus’ followers as a
group after his resurrection (20:22). Rather than pointing to a specific per-
son, the references to the Paraclete anticipate the activity of the Spirit in
the ongoing life of the community of faith. Exploring the theological di-
mensions of this theme is important for readers living in an interreligious
context.

Faith and Experience

How do people know where God is at work in a person’s life? Forms of this
question are related to Jesus’ conversation with a Jewish teacher named
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Nicodemus. Jesus said, “Unless a person is born anew he cannot see the
kingdom of God” (3:3). When Nicodemus seemed utterly baffled Jesus
added, “Unless a person is born of water and the Spirit he cannot enter the
kingdom of God,” for “that which is born of the flesh is flesh and that
which is born of the Spirit is spirit” (3:5-6). This passage has had a pro-
found influence on two major streams of Christianity. One emphasizes the
sacramental aspects of the faith, identifying new birth with the rite of Bap-
tism. The other focuses on the experience of being born again, understood
to mean a conscious conversion from sin to committed faith. Each tradi-
tion has a significant history.

Sacramental interpretations of the new birth were developed in the
early church. The North African writer Tertullian (d. ca. 225) summarized
the practice of his time by saying that Baptism provided remission of sins,
deliverance from death, regeneration of the person, and the gift of the
Holy Spirit (Against Marcion 1.28). He explained that in liturgical practice
the use of water in Baptism provided cleansing while the Holy Spirit was
given immediately afterward through prayer and the laying on of hands
(On Baptism 1-8).

Cyprian (d. 258), also a North African, took being “born of the flesh” to
mean sin, which is washed away by the water, so that the Spirit can give the
new or second birth (To Donatus 4). Cyprian also regarded Baptism as an
essential practice of the true church. Since John’s Gospel said that no one
enters the kingdom of God without water and the Spirit, those seeking sal-
vation were to be baptized within the established church (Epistles 72.1;
73.21). Later, Augustine (d. 430) maintained that since all people are born
of the flesh and are sinful, the sacrament of Baptism was rightly extended
to infants — something already practiced in the church of his time. John 3
was understood to mean that Baptism gave even newborns the gift of for-
giveness, regeneration in the Spirit, and a share in the kingdom (On For-
giveness 1.58; On Original Sin 2.21)."

The language of John 3 has been incorporated into baptismal liturgies,
where it remains a familiar part of worship in many churches. In Roman
Catholic rites, prayers ask that in the sacrament people “may be cleansed
from sin and rise to a new birth of innocence by water and the Holy Spirit.”
The Anglican Book of Common Prayer says that in the water of Baptism, by
the power of the Spirit, people are “cleansed from sin and born again.”
Similarly, some Lutheran baptismal services say, “We are born children of a
fallen humanity; by water and the Spirit we are reborn children of God.”°
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The alternative approach relates new birth primarily to preaching and
the response of faith. The Protestant reformers of the sixteenth century
emphasized the importance of the preached word in the life of faith. John
Calvin (d. 1564) moved away from the baptismal interpretation. When
reading John 3, he took water as a metaphor for the Spirit. For him the pas-
sage emphasized how the Spirit made it possible to receive the gospel.?!
The vivid experience of personal renewal played a larger role for John Wes-
ley (d. 1791), one of the founders of Methodism. Wesley was a member of
the Church of England, which commonly linked new birth to Baptism.
Through participation in gatherings devoted to a deeper spiritual life, he
experienced an intense awareness of the grace of God. Accordingly, in his
preaching on John 3 he began to emphasize the renewing qualities of the
Spirit’s work. Being born again meant coming to an awareness of sin, giv-
ing up confidence in oneself, and coming to a sure trust and confidence
that one’s sins were forgiven for Christ’s sake. As a result, one would pur-
sue a godly life.2?

Preaching and the experiential dimensions of new birth have had a
central place in evangelical Christianity. A pivotal figure in the awakenings
of the eighteenth century was George Whitefield (d. 1770). Like Wesley he
experienced a personal renewal, which seemed to be a definite movement
from darkness into the light of grace.?* Whitefield made new birth the fo-
cus of his preaching at large revival meetings in Britain and North Amer-
ica. This pattern continued in the preaching of Billy Graham (b. 1918),
whose call to be born again was a hallmark of twentieth-century revival-
ism. At evangelical events around the world he defined an understanding
of new birth that involved a conviction of one’s sin, acceptance of Christ as
Savior, and the new life that follows.?*

The rapid growth of Pentecostal churches in the twentieth century
added another perspective to the question of new birth. The name “Pente-
costal” reflects the movement’s emphasis on ecstatic manifestations of the
Holy Spirit, like those ascribed to the apostles at Pentecost in Acts 2. The
modern movement began in 1906 with a series of revivals in Los Angeles,
but it has become a global phenomenon. Many Pentecostals interpret John
3:5 in light of the Spirit passages in other New Testament writings, which
refer to speaking in tongues and prophesying (Acts 2:4, 38; 10:44-48; 1 Cor.
12:4-13). From this perspective, evidence that one has been born not only
of water but also of the Spirit will come in the form of speaking in tongues
and similar spiritual gifts. When reading John’s Gospel, we must ask about
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how much variety there is in the work of the Spirit and experience of faith
(see pp. 142-43).

The Particularity of Christianity

Jesus tells his disciples, “I am the way and the truth and the life; no one
comes to the Father but by me” (John 14:6). These words are spoken in the
context of the last supper in response to the disciples’ uneasiness about
possible separation from Jesus. When read in a Christian context, the verse
has continued to foster a sense of communion with Christ. For example,
George Herbert (d. 1633) wrote a poem expressing heartfelt longing:
“Come my Way, my Truth, my Life: Such a way as gives us breath; such a
truth as ends all strife; such a life as killeth death.” Similarly, the devotional
classic True Christianity by Johann Arndt (d. 1621) relates the message
about Jesus as the way and the truth to reflections on the Christian’s call to
genuine repentance and a holy life.?®

In an interreligious context the idea that Jesus is “the way” becomes
more controversial. Expanding networks of travel and trade brought in-
creased contact between Christians and non-Christians in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. One major response was the global mission
movement, which established Christian congregations and schools in
countries around the world. Within this movement Christianity’s claim
that Jesus is “the way” was understood to mean that the gospel should be
extended to people everywhere. However, others questioned whether any
religion could make absolute claims. Given the presence of Islam, Bud-
dhism, Hinduism, and other faiths, many came to regard Christianity as
one religion among many.

Recognition that the church’s teachings evolved over the centuries
compounded the difficulty in ascribing absolute truth to Christianity. Phi-
losopher and historian Ernst Troeltsch (d. 1923) concluded that Christian-
ity and all other world religions were subject to cultural change. All shared
an impulse toward absolute truth, though their forms were distinct. His
view was that Christianity could make no claim to finality, though its be-
liefs could have value for those who professed them. He said that what is “a
truth for us does not cease because of this, to be very Truth and Life.”2¢

Similarly, John Hick (b. 1922) has proposed that all religions deal with
common problems and share a common ethical ideal, calling their follow-
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ers to transcend self~interest and to be open to a higher reality. For him,
the message of John’s Gospel is one manifestation of this tendency. Draw-
ing on historical studies of early Christianity, Hick maintains that John’s
Gospel does not preserve the original teachings of Jesus. Rather, he as-
sumes that in the gospels the early church projects its own developing be-
liefs onto the figure of Jesus. There is nothing definitive about John’s claim
that Jesus is the way, truth, and life. This idea simply manifests one stage in
the church’s evolving belief system. As beliefs continue to change, Hick an-
ticipates that they will move beyond this particularism toward a wider
view of reality.?’

The opposite view reads John’s emphasis on Jesus as “the way, the
truth, and the life” as a call to the church, a summons to faithfulness. With
Hitler’s rise to power in Germany in the 1930s, the church was confronted
by a competing truth claim. The Nazi ideology made absolute claims about
the primacy of the state, race, and culture. Trust and obedience were ulti-
mately claimed by the totalitarian state, with its program of anti-Semitism.
Many German Christians were willing to accommodate this belief system.
But in 1934, some theologians and church leaders formulated the Barmen
Declaration, which began by quoting John 14:6. The declaration reaf-
firmed the ultimate claim of Christ over against the state, called for trust to
be placed in Christ, and rejected other powers that sought to take the place
of the gospel.

Theologian Karl Barth (d. 1968) was one of the principal authors of the
Barmen declaration. In the words “I am the way, the truth, and the life” he
heard Christ calling the church to be faithful in life and death. No human
belief system, including the ideology of the state, could be put in Christ’s
place. This also meant that all forms of religion, including Christianity,
stood under Christ. All world religions had forms of worship, morality, art,
and social customs. Christianity could claim no privileged position in this
regard. Rather, Barth understood that the truth of Christianity rested on
the truth of Jesus, the one in whom God made himself known. Christian-
ity has a special place insofar as it points to Jesus, the one in whom God ex-
tends truth and life to human beings.?8

The questions about the inclusive and exclusive aspects of Christianity
continue to be debated. Many of them are beyond the scope of this study.
Our challenge will be to read John 14:6 within the Gospel as a whole. Ex-
ploring its significance in that context can contribute to those working
theologically in other contexts (see pp. 209-14).
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Venturing Forward

As we bring theological questions to John’s Gospel, we will consider several
dimensions of its message, seeking to integrate them into a coherent
whole. First, we will ask what the Gospel presupposes. We have noted that
it assumes there is only one true God, who gives life and raises the dead.
We will also find that the Gospel assumes that Jesus is a human being, who
dies by crucifixion. No one in the Gospel questions these things. They are
taken for granted by Jesus’ followers and his foes. Yet even if Jesus’ human-
ity and death are presupposed rather than argued, they are clearly crucial
aspects of his identity. We do well to ask how these and other presupposi-
tions work theologically.

Second, we will consider the theological points for which the Gospel
must build a case. Everyone may agree that God gives life, but they disagree
about whether Jesus can claim this as a precedent for healing on the Sab-
bath (5:17-18). Again, everyone may agree that Jesus is human, but they dis-
pute whether he can claim to be the Messiah or Son of God. His adversar-
ies charge that he is a mere human being trying to elevate himself to the
place of God (10:33). The Gospel must show that the opposite is true: he
has come down from God to work as a human being. Similarly, no one
questions the fact that Jesus died by crucifixion. What is disputed is what
his death means. Jesus’ opponents are convinced that his execution is
rightful punishment for his rebellion against God (19:7). The evangelist
must show that it carried out the purposes of God.

Third, we will explore the implications of what is said. For example, Je-
sus is called the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world (1:29).
But there is no overt explanation as to how his death removes sin. To for-
mulate a response to this question, one must work with related themes
throughout the Gospel. Similarly, Jesus says that those who follow him do
not walk in darkness but have the light of life (8:12). The imagery is appeal -
ing, but there is no clear explanation as to what it means. Reflecting theo-
logically on this aspect of discipleship means tracing the theme of light
and darkness through the narrative and trying to identify its main facets of
meaning.

Our interpretation will try to take account of the whole story. The Gos-
pel shows the problems that arise when people try to understand Jesus on
the basis of his public ministry alone. Their triumphant portrait of the
miracle-working Messiah disintegrates at the prospect of his death (12:31-
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36). Interpreting Jesus’ ministry means relating it to the cross and resurrec-
tion. The Messiah’s victory does not come by avoiding death but by endur-
ing and overcoming it. Conversely, Jesus” death and resurrection are to be
understood in light of the preceding ministry. If giving life was central in
his acts of healing, feeding people, and raising the dead, then this helps
readers see that giving life is what he does through his death and resurrec-
tion. Working with the Gospel as a whole will also shape the way we con-
sider the identity of God, the human condition, the work of the Spirit, and
the life of faith.



CHAPTER 2

God

The question, “How do people know God?” is at the heart of John’s Gospel.
The prologue declares that all things came into being through God’s Word
(1:1-3), which means that the world and its people were made by God for
relationship with him. God loves the world and sends his Son to it, yet God
remains unseen (1:18; 3:16). He is “from above,” while human beings are
“from below,” and people lack the capacity to peer behind heaven’s veil for
an unmediated glimpse of God (8:23). Throughout John’s Gospel, God’s
purposes drive the story. Jesus says that he has come to do the will of his
Father. He speaks the words God told him to speak and does the works
God gave him to do (5:30; 6:38; 12:49). Yet God remains hidden, his pres-
ence elusive, In the end even Jesus’ followers grow restive and say, “Show us
the Father” for then “we will be satisfied” (14:8).!

It would perhaps be easier to begin our work with Jesus, who speaks
words that can be heard and does actions that can be seen. He touches the
sick with hands that can be felt and feeds the crowd with bread that can be
tasted. Yet tracing the ministry of Jesus soon brings the issue back to God.
The Gospel insists that the point of Jesus’ coming is to make the unseen God
known (1:18). At the end of his public ministry Jesus says, “Whoever believes
in me believes not in me but in him who sent me. And whoever sees me sees
him who sent me” (12:44-45). The story climaxes when Thomas encounters
the crucified and risen Jesus and confesses, “My Lord and my God” (20:28).
The Gospel was written in order that readers might make a similar confes-
sion. In the crucified and risen Jesus, they are called to see the face of God.

John writes about God for an interreligious world. He does not offer

25
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theoretical arguments for God’s existence, since everyone in the story as-
sumes that there is a God of some sort. The problem is that their ideas
about God conflict. There are Jews who worship at the temple in Jerusalem
and Samaritans who insist that God should be worshiped on a mountain
to the north, in Samaria. They agree that God should be worshiped, but
disagree about how this should be done (4:20). Then there are the Greeks,
who on occasion may worship in Jerusalem, but who are known for vener-
ating many different deities at sanctuaries scattered throughout the an-
cient world (7:35; 12:20). Pilate the Roman governor has his own religious
sensibilities. While interrogating Jesus, Pilate is told that his prisoner has
been making himself into the Son of God, and the idea that there might be
divine involvement in the case makes Pilale afraid. The issue is delicate be-
cause Pilate’s career depends on good relations with the emperor, who also
claims the title “son of god” (19:7-8). John must disclose who God is in the
context of competing truth claims.

Questions about God belong to the fabric of human life. If all things
have been created by God, then all people are related to God as his crea-
tures. The issue is not whether people will relate to God — that is a given
— it is whether this relationship will be positive or negative, faith or
unfaith. And John’s Gospel assumes that the way people understand and
relate to God affects their relationships with other people and the world
around them. The way they live and work is shaped by the relationships
they consider most important. So who is God, according to John’s Gospel?
And how is God known?

God and the Word

The Gospel begins with God’s Word, his act of communicating. The open-
ing lines read, “In the beginning was the Word (logos), and the Word was
with God, and the Word was God . . . all things came into being through
him” (1:1-3). The Greek term logos has a wide range of meanings. [t reso-
nates with Jewish traditions about the power and wisdom of God as well as
with philosophical teachings concerning the energy that shapes the uni-
verse.? But the term is often used for the spoken “word” (e.g., 2:22; 4:37;
5:24). A word is a form of address, a means of engagement. To say, “In the
beginning was the Word” is to say that in the beginning is God’s act of
communication. Without communication God remains unknown and
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unknowable. For the Gospel to say anything about God means that God
must first disclose something of himself.

John assumes that God communicates in three ways: First, God is
known through Israel’s Scriptures. The Gospel does not argue this point
but presupposes it.> The opening lines of the prologue, which were quoted
above, use the term “god” or theos without further explanation. This could
conceivably be problematic, since the same term was used for the deities of
various religious traditions in the ancient world, and one might wonder
which god John refers to. Yet the prologue’s language makes clear that John
speaks of the God known in Israel’s Scriptures, who is the Creator. The
first line of the Scriptures reads, “In the beginning . . . God said” (Gen.1:1-
3). John echoes this by saying, “In the beginning was the Word,” who “was
with God” and who “was God” (John 1:1). John presupposes that there is
only one true God, who has already made himself known through the law
and the prophetic writings (5:44; 17:3). When the Gospel speaks of “god” in
the singular, it refers to the God of Israel’s tradition.

Since the Scriptures already speak of God, much of what the Gospe]
says about God may seem commonplace. John refers to the creative power
of God’s Word (1:1-3); he assumes that God has the power to give life and
to raise the dead (5:21); and he identifies God as the one with authority to
judge all people (5:45). None of this is new information for those who are
familiar with the Old Testament. Yet for the Fourth Evangelist, the ques-
tion of knowing God is not primarily a matter of receiving additional
pieces of information. The Gospel depicts people who affirm that what the
Scriptures say about God is true, but whose words and actions show that
they do not truly “know” God from John’s perspective (8:54-55). For John,
“knowing” is a relational term. It involves trusting God and showing faith-
fulness to him. And to bring about such relationships, John says that God
makes himself known in another way.

This second form of communication takes place through Jesus of Naza-
reth. In Jesus, God’s Word comes to people as an embodied human being.
This is the heart of the Gospel. There are many human beings who say
things about God, but in Jesus the Word comes from God in human form.
God speaks to the world through the words Jesus utters, the actions he per-
forms, and the death that he dies. In Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection,
people not only receive information about God, but are granted an en-
counter with God. And the prologue prepares readers to see the whole
story of Jesus as God’s act of communicating through his embodied Word.
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The prologue defines the relationship of God to his Word as follows:
“the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (1:1b). This deceptively
simple statement includes two seemingly incompatible thoughts, People
normally speak of someone’s identity by saying that the person “is.” Or else
they refer to a relationship by saying that the person “is with” someone
else. But in the world of God both are true at the same time. The Word not
only is “with” God but “is” God.* This paradoxical statement presses read-
ers to think through the way a speaker relates to a word. In ordinary expe-
rience, people know that a word can be differentiated from the one who
speaks it and that a person who utters a word has an existence outside of
that word. Yet there is a deeper connection. To hear a person’s word is to
hear the person. When a person’s word effects something, the person ef-
fects something. This is what the prologue is driving at. The Word is differ-
entiated from God and yet is identified with God. Where the Word ad-
dresses the world, God addresses the world.

God communicates with the world in order to bring about relation-
ship. This is the reason he sends the Word. The pattern has some analo-
gies at the human level. People generally understand that communication
is essential for relationships. Where there is no communication people
have no means of coming to know, love, and trust someone else. Where
there is miscommunication, relations suffer. Therefore, people foster rela-
tionships by the words they speak and the actions they do for others. The
same is true of God and human beings. The God who made all things
sends his Word in order that people might know him, receive him, and
believe in him (1:10-12). To know and believe the Word is to trust the God
who sends it.

The challenge is that God must communicate in a form that can be re-
ceived by human beings. God might choose to speak in the mysterious lan-
guage of heaven, but his message would not mean anything to the people
who know only the dialects of earth. At one point in the narrative, God
does speak directly from heaven, proclaiming his glory, yet the bystanders
take it to be the rumbling of thunder or the unintelligible speech of an an-
gel (12:28-29). Communication requires that the sender find a way of con-
necting with the intended recipients. On the human level, a person might
speak perfectly clear English, but the words will mean nothing to someone
who understands only a dialect from Indonesia. For communication to
take place, the speaker must find an alternative way to convey meaning,
such as making visible gestures with the hands and using facial expres-
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sions. According to John’s Gospel, this is what God does. He makes his
Word visible as well as audible.

God addresses human beings through the Word that becomes flesh in
Jesus of Nazareth (1:1, 14). God sends his Word in the flesh because flesh is
what all people share. The flesh is not strange but familiar. This enables
God to speak to human beings in genuinely human form. God can do this
because he is the one who created flesh in the first place. The Gospel recog-
nizes that human flesh is weak and mortal, yet it is not inherently evil. God
made the flesh and can use it as a vehicle for his Word.

But here is the complicating factor. For communication to take place,
people must receive what is essentially different (the Word of God) in what
is essentially the same as themselves (the flesh). In Jesus, people meet
someone who is as human as they are, yet he claims to have come from
God and to address them with God’s own authority. This provokes a new
issue. In the eyes of many people, Jesus seems too human to have come
from God. Since they see that Jesus is a living breathing person, they can-
not believe that he is from God in any unique way. They insist that he is a
human being, who is wrongfully trying to elevate himself to the status of
God. They reject the idea that he has come down from God to carry out
the work of God in human form. This irony is central to John’s Gospel:
God reaches across the barrier that separates him from human beings by
sending his Word in human form; yet this human form becomes a new
barrier, since many people see only the human Jesus and cannot compre-
hend that he is from God (1:10-11).°

The Gospel assumes that God has spoken in Scripture and in Jesus, yet
recognizes that both forms of communication can be misunderstood.
There are some people in the Gospel who recognize that what Jesus says
and does fits well with what God has declared in the law and the prophets
(1:45; 5:37-39), but others argue the reverse. They insist that the Scriptures
discredit Jesus, since his Galilean origins do not fit the biblical paradigm
for a Messiah and his practice of healing on the Sabbath seems to violate
God’s law (7:41-42; 9:16). This is a major point of conflict in the narrative,
Jesus” opponents derive from the Scriptures an understanding of God that
sets them against the Word made flesh (8:54-55). Therefore, as we explore
the debates in the Gospel, we find that the evangelist will seek to show that
the Scriptures bear witness to the truth of God in Jesus, and that Jesus dis-
closes the truth of God in Scripture.

Third, God continues to communicate through the Holy Spirirafter the
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ministry of Jesus has ended. The Gospel says that the Spirit comes from
the Father and is given to the disciples by the risen Jesus (14:16, 26; 15:26;
16:7). The Spirit is not an independent witness to God, but continues to
disclose the meaning of Jesus’ words and deeds after the conclusion of his
incarnation. God communicated through the Word made flesh, and the
Spirit continues to teach and remind people about the significance of what
Jesus said (14:26). The Spirit does not bring new revelation but conveys the
meaning of what God revealed through the life, death, and resurrection of
Jesus (see pp. 152-57). In this process the community of faith continues to
discern how Jesus’ witness to God is related to what was previously in-
cluded in the Scriptures. For the Fourth Evangelist, God is known through
all three forms of communication noted here. The Gospel focuses on what
God communicates through the Word made flesh and understands this in
light of the Scriptures and the ongoing witness of God’s Spirit.

Creator and Giver of Life

Basic to John’s theology is that God has created all things through his
Word. Referring to God’s Word the prologue says, “all things came into be-
ing through him” (1:3a). This too echoes the biblical creation story. The
main verb is egeneto, which is used repeatedly in the Greek translation of
Genesis: “God said, ‘Let there be light, and there was (egeneto) light”;
“God said, ‘Let there be a dome in the midst of the waters’ . . . and it was so
(egeneto)” (Gen. 1:3, 6-7). Throughout the biblical account of creation,
God speaks and things happen; his Word forms the world.

John uses this biblical language to establish a pattern of relationships be-
tween God and others. God and his Word are simply present at the begin-
ning. Their existence is taken for granted. By way of contrast, the world
comes into being. It is not self-generated or ultimate. It owes its existence to
the God who called it into being. The prologue does not speculate about
what God might have been doing before creation — though Jesus will later
disclose that God’s glory and love existed before the world was ever made
(John 17:5, 24). Instead, the prologue helps define God’s relationship to the
world. God is the Creator; the world is created. The world may claim inde-
pendence, but this is not the case. Its existence depends upon the Word of
God.

Emphasizing the scope of creation, the prologue says that without



God 31

God’s Word “not one thing came into being” (1:3b). This is important
given John’s sharp distinctions between what is above and below, between
heaven and earth (3:12, 31). Readers can get the impression that the earth is
inherently evil, unlike the celestial sphere above. John contrasts flesh and
Spirit, what is of this world and what is not of this world (3:6; 8:23).
Readers may infer that the flesh and the world are intrinsically bad, while
the Spirit and the otherworldly realm are good. Yet this is not the view of
the Gospel writer.

God is the Creator of all things in heaven and on earth. The world and
the flesh are limited and perishable, yet they belong to God’s creation and
are not essentially evil. The Word can become flesh because the flesh itself
is fashioned by God. The created order does not, in itself, yield any sure
knowledge of God. Yet upon entering the world, Jesus calls upon things
that can be seen and heard and tasted to bear witness to the unseen God
who sent him. Water jars filled with wine, bread made from barley, shafts
of light striking the eye of a blind man — all become vehicles for revela-
tion. When teaching, Jesus invokes images of flowing water, a shepherd
and sheep, a vine and a vinedresser, so that aspects of the creation are used
in witness to the Creator and his gifts.

Thus far the prologue has said that the Word of God has given things
existence. Now it says that in God’s Word was “life,” which is something
more (1:4). Life is pictured as a light for human beings, and it is central to
John’s understanding of God’s identity and purposes. God “has life in
himself,” which means that his life is not derived from any other source
(5:26). God has life and God gives life. This gives readers a basic sense of
who God is.°* Human beings, in contrast, do not have life in themselves. If
they are to live they must receive life from God. This means that in John’s
Gospel life is understood relationally. To have life is to relate to the God
who is the source of all life.

Life has multiple dimensions in John’s Gospel. One of these is physical.
Those who are alive physically have hearts that beat and lungs that breathe.
Since God’s Word is the source of physical life, this is an essential feature of
the ministry of Jesus, the incarnate Word. He restores the health of a boy
dying of a fever, so that the child “lives” (4:50-51). Giving bread to a hungry
crowd, enabling a paralyzed man to walk, giving a blind man his sight, and
calling Lazarus out of the tomb — all of these reveal the power of the life-
giving God.

There is also a dimension to life that goes beyond the physical. To have
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true life is to know and trust God and his Word. The prologue develops
this idea by tracing the coming of the Word into the world. Those who
have life “know” God through his Word (1:10). This is a positive form of re-
lationship. Knowing can simply mean that someone has correctly ab-
sorbed information, but knowing God is more like knowing a person. It
involves a recognition of identity, a discerning of the truth about someone.
Knowing has a cognitive dimension, yel it is not limited to this. To know
God through his Word is to “receive” him, as one welcomes a person into
one’s home (1:11). It is to “believe” in the Word, which means trusting God
himself (1:12).

The Gospel recognizes that there may be disjunction between the dif-
ferent facets of life. Physically, all people receive life from God, yet that
does not mean that everyone has the life that comes through faith. People
who can breathe and move have the capacity to turn away from their
Maker. They can reject the Word of God that brought them into being and
refuse to believe in him (1:10-11). They can receive the gifts of food and
healing that sustain the body, while repudiating the giver (5:14-16; 6:26-36).
All people are related to God as his creatures, yet faith is life-giving in a
way that alienation from God is not. People can be alive physically and yet
dying relationally.

The Gospel also recognizes that true life begins while the heart beats
and the lungs breathe, yet it has a future that extends beyond physical
death. Therefore, true life is often identified as “eternal life” (e.g., 3:15;
4:14; 5:24). Eternal life begins now, in faith, and it continues beyond death
through the promise of resurrection. Life in the present can be called
“eternal,” as faith brings people into relationship with the eternal God.
People are not inherently immortal, and even those who believe will die.
Yet the relationship with God is not terminated by death. God does not
abandon believers but gives them a future through resurrection (see pp.
130-32, 179-82).

Human beings are created with a need for life, and they pursue what
they think will bring it. So if life comes from God, as the Gospel says it
does, then questions about life are ultimately questions about God. This
inherent need for life makes the matter of God inescapable. The issue is
not whether people will seek life — that is a given — the issue is where
their pursuit of life will take them and how this relates to what God is do-
ing.” The human side of the issue will be the focus of our next chapter.
Here we focus on God’s actions and what they reveal about his identity.
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The Sender

God’s will for relationship is reflected in the theme of “sending” (apostells,
pempd). According to the Fourth Gospel, God sends John the Baptist, Je-
sus, and the Holy Spirit into the world to carry out his purposes. Sending is
a form of engagement. Through his emissaries, God engages the world he
has made. In the climactic scenes following Jesus’ resurrection, the disci-
ples are also “sent” into the world and empowered by the Spirit (20:21-22).
The pattern of sending ultimately gives shape to Christian discipleship. We
will find that as God sends others, he goes with them. God does not send
others into the world in order that he might remain comfortably absent
from it. God is in the middle of things, so that even in the face of conflict
Jesus can affirm that the “one who sent me is with me; he has not left me
alone” (8:29; 16:32). Sending is an action of the God who is present, not a
God who is absent,

Offering Life — Confronting with Truth

Sending presupposes that God is separated from the world and yet en-
gaged with the world. A gap stands between God and human beings, and
for a genuine relationship to exist this gap must be overcome. The separa-
tion is usually depicted in spatial terms: God is associated with heaven
while people belong to the earth. God is above while human beings are be-
low. But the spatial imagery describes what is essentially a relational issue:
human estrangement from God. The problem is not that God lives in one
part of the universe while human beings inhabit another. Rather, it is that
people are estranged from their Creator (see pp. 59-74).

Rather than accepting separation, God engages the world. He sends em-
issaries in order that the world might know the One who made it. God en-
trusts those whom he sends with two main tasks: The first is to bring the
message of salvation and life. Those who are sent are to call the world to
faith, so that relationships with God might be restored and people might
have life. This is the primary purpose of the sending. The second task is
confrontational. Those whom God sends are to tell the world the truth
about itself. They reveal the world’s estrangement from God and bring its
sin to light. They confront the world in order to startle people into aware-
ness of their situation, so that they see their need for the life God offers. The
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two aspects of the sending work together when people recognize their own
need and receive God’s gift of life. But the sending also leads to judgment
when people refuse God’s gift and insist on remaining alienated from him,

The interplay between offering life and confronting with truth is evi-
dent in scenes featuring John the Baptist, who is one of those “sent” by
God. The prologue says that God sent John to be a witness (1:6-8), A wil-
ness speaks in contexts where the truth is disputed. If everything is clear,
there is no need for testimony. In the opening scene of the Gospel, a dele-
gation comes to John with questions about his identity and his reasons for
baptizing. John lets them know that he is not the one who will ultimately
carry out God’s purposes (1:19-21). Then he tells his questioners about
themselves. He says that they are unable to recognize the one who will
carry out the work of God, even though that one already stands among
them (1:26-27). This reveals their limitations. The next day John goes fur-
ther. He points to Jesus, calling him “the Lamb of God, who takes away the
sin of the world” (1:29). The goal of John’s witness is that people might be-
lieve through him (1:7). Faith is the primary purpose for which he is sent.
Yet as John bears witness to the Lamb, he also attests to the sin of the
world, which must be taken away. To believe that God has sent the Lamb
means believing that the world has a need for its sin to be removed. John is
sent to tell people the truth about their own separation from God and
about what God is doing to overcome it.

John the Baptist also appears later in the Gospel, where some complain
that people are now going to Jesus rather than coming to John. So John
testifies that he was “sent” to prepare people for the Messiah (3:28). This is
the positive side of his message. John compares himself to the best man at
a wedding, who helps with arrangements, but steps aside when the bride
comes to meet the groom. John testifies that Jesus is the messianic bride-
groom. Therefore, people are to go to Jesus (3:29-30). According to this
passage, God has “sent” Jesus to be the giver of life (3:34). People receive
life from God by believing in Jesus, since faith is the relationship that is
life-giving.

The counlerpart to this is John’s warning that those who do not believe
thereby repudiate life and embrace God’s wrath (3:36).8 This is the only
reference to “wrath” (orgé) in the Fourth Gospel. Wrath is God’s judgment
against human rejection of him. People were created for life with God, and
when they turn away from life God finds it outrageous. There is no sugges-
tion that God might simply remain indifferent toward human beings. God
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loves the world and his will is to give it life, so when the world repudiates
God’s gift, it makes alienation the norm. If God’s will is for relationship,
then his judgment on human animosity toward him can only be negative.

When we turn to the ministry of Jesus, we find that the interplay be-
tween offering life and confronting with truth also characterizes his work.
The Gospel says that Jesus is “sent” by God, but in a manner that differs
from that of John the Baptist. God sends John in order to call people to
faith, but God sends Jesus to be the focus for faith. In Jesus, God’s commu-
nication takes embodied form. To believe in this embodied Word is to be-
lieve in the God who sends it. Similarly, to reject the message is to reject its
divine Sender. Therefore Jesus can say, “Whoever believes in me believes
not in me but in him who sent me” (12:44).° It is clear that God sends Jesus
in order that people might believe and have life: “God did not send the Son
into the world to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved
through him” (3:17). Yet the need to continue confronting the world with
truth persists. And when the world rejects the one whom God sends, it
brings judgment upon itself (3:18-21).

God sends Jesus to perform actions that give life and reveal who God is.
Jesus says, “We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day”
(9:4). Then he heals a blind man to show what kind of work he means.
Many of the works God sends Jesus to do are called “signs” because they
display God’s power in a manner accessible to the senses. The Gospel says
that signs reveal God’s glory or doxa, using a term that suggests majestic
radiance. The signs that show God’s glory reveal his power and presence.
The signs also help to show people who God is. Power can be revealed in
many forms, but the signs reveal power in ways that give life. Jesus feeds
people, heals the sick, and calls Lazarus out of the tomb. This exercise of
creative and life-giving power reveals the character of God (11:4, 40).

People respond 1o the signs in different and ofien contradictory ways
(see pp. 163-70). Those who perceive the signs through the eyes of faith re-
spond positively and have their faith confirmed, but many either misinter-
pret the signs or respond negatively to them. Since Jesus heals on the Sab-
bath, many insist that he violates God’s law, which says that no work is to
be done on the Sabbath. From their perspective, God cannot have sent Je-
sus, since Jesus’ actions run contrary to the will of God. From the perspec-
tive of a believer, the signs may reveal the life-giving power of God, but
those who do not see things this way oppose what Jesus is doing and reject
what he offers — and this brings them under judgment.
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Jesus’ preaching works with this movement between giving life and the
need to confront the opposition. A good example is found in a debate that
takes place in the temple. Jesus’ opponents find what he says about himself
and his Father to be incomprehensible (8:12-20). When replying, Jesus
makes specific reference to the sending motif. He says, “the one who sent
me is true, and [ declare to the world what I have heard from him” (8:26).
So what has Jesus heard from God? Part of what he says in this context is
clearly confrontational. He tells his opponents, “You are from below, [ am
from above; you are of this world, I am not of this world,” and “I told you
that you would die in your sins” (8:23-24a). God has sent Jesus into the
world to tell it the truth about sin and death. His words are disturbingly
blunt — and this is evidently the point. What Jesus says is designed to un-
settle his hearers. But this is not his last word.

Jesus continues speaking and says that his hearers will die in their sins
“unless” they believe (8:24b). The word “unless” is like a window bringing
light into a darkened room. It means that separation from God need not
be final. “Unless” extends the prospect of change, and the shape this
change takes is faith. Jesus says that sin is overcome and relationships re-
stored when people come to believe in him, or more specifically, to “be-
lieve that I Am” (8:24b). The expression “I Am” recalls the traditional bibli-
cal name of God (Exod. 3:14; Deul. 32:39; Isa. 45:18). To believe that Jesus is
“I Am” is to believe that in him God encounters people. God sends Jesus to
call people away from unbelief and toward the God who made them. If
telling his hearers the truth about themselves is part of Jesus’ message, the
other part is the offer of life that comes through faith.

Images of God in the Preaching of Jesus

As Jesus is sent, he bears witness to God by using richly metaphorical lan-
guage. At the close of his ministry he tells the disciples, “I have said these
things to you in figures of speech (paroimiai). The hour is coming when |
will no longer speak to you in figures, but will tell you plainly of the Fa-
ther” (16:25). To use figurative language is to speak of one thing in terms
appropriate to another. Jesus will use images that are both similar to and
different from God. This means that listeners must discern analogies be-
tween things that are otherwise dissimilar.'® For example, Jesus calls God
his Father, yet the Gospel makes clear that God does not beget children in
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the way that a human father does (1:13). Therefore, the expression must be
taken in another way (see pp. 47-52). This pattern continues each time an
image is used for God. People must distinguish what the image does and
does not say about God.

Jesus’ listeners and even his disciples find his figurative speech confus-
ing, and want Jesus to speak more plainly (10:6, 24; 16:29). Yet Jesus cannot
speak of God directly. God is different from the world, which is why Jesus
uses figurative speech. The imagery is not designed to obscure meanings
that can be plainly stated but to communicate the mystery of the unseen
God in earthly forms.!' Here we will consider the way God is portrayed in
several passages, noting the continued interplay between the themes of life
and judgment.

First, God is like a craftsman. Jesus makes this tacit comparison during
a dispute over his right to heal on the Sabbath. He says that he can heal be-
cause his Father “is still working” (5117). In what follows Jesus describes a
scene that was familiar in many towns and villages. A father would work at
a trade and teach it to his son. If the father was a potter he would work at
his wheel, forming clay into jars, cups, dishes, and other items. When a boy
was young he would play in the shop, watching his father do this work. As
the boy grew older the father would give him some clay and show him how
to mould it into a simple bowl. The boy would develop his skills by watch-
ing the father and learning to do what the father did. In time the father
would entrust the son with certain responsibilities, which he was expected
to carry out. Giving the son a trade was what a father would do out of love.

Jesus alludes to this pattern by saying that “the Son can do nothing on
his own, but only what he sees the Father doing; for whatever the Father
does, that the Son does likewise. The Father loves the Son and shows him
all that he himself is doing” (5:19-20a). Here the Father is like a master
craftsman, instructing his Son.'? And what is God’s trade? To raise the
dead and give them life (5:21). Since giving life is what God does, this is
what he sends Jesus to do by acts of healing. In the immediate context Jesus
gives life by healing a boy of a fever and raising a lame man to his feet (4:50;
5:8). The Son’s actions carry out the life-giving work of the Father. Another
aspect of God’s work is judgment. God is the judge of all the earth (Gen.
18:25), but now he has now entrusted this part of the business to Jesus.
“The Father judges no one but has given all judgment to the Son” (John
5:22). If Jesus pronounces judgment on the unbelief of those he meets, he
is carrying out the responsibilities the Father has given him (5:14, 38).
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Later in this passage, God becomes a witness who is drawn into court.
Jesus finds himself accused of wrongdoing, since he claims that he can
work on the Sabbath because God does so (5:17). During a legal hearing
witnesses were commonly summoned in order to testify on behalf of the
prosecution and the defense. According to the law, two or three witnesses
were needed to sustain a charge in court (Deut. 17:6; 19:15). As part of his
defense, Jesus must summon witnesses to testify on his behalf. The prob-
lem is the peculiar nature of the case. The plaintiffs charge that Jesus is a
human being trying to elevate himself to divine status, which is sin (John
5:18). Jesus counters that he is not acting in opposition to God. Rather, he
has been sent by God and works in obedience to God.

So has God sent Jesus or hasn’t he? As the defendant, Jesus understands
that he needs to call God to take the witness stand on his behalf. The prob-
lem is how to get God to appear in court. The challenge is daunting, yet Jesus
does introduce two forms of testimony from God. One concerns the kind of
work that Jesus is doing. Jesus points out that he is giving life, not destroying
it. Anyone can take life away, but giving life is exactly what the Creator does.
By empowering Jesus to give life through healing, God testifies that he has
indeed sent him. (s5:21, 36). The other form of testimony is God’s written de-
position. In the Scriptures God testified that he would send someone to
speak on his behalf. Moses set it down in the record, and Jesus assumes that
his opponents have read the text (Deut. 18:18; John 5:37-39, 46). Jesus expects
his opponents to agree that God has spoken through the Scriptures. What
must be argued is that Jesus is the one to whom the Scriptures point. If what
Jesus says is true, then those who reject Jesus reject God’s own testimony. Af-
ter all, the Scriptures include an affidavit saying that God will hold people
accountable for their unbelief (Deut. 18:18; John 5:45).

Another passage portrays God as a gracious host at a banquet, though
the actions visible to the eye are performed by Jesus. He invites a great
crowd of people to recline on the grass, which was a common posture at a
banquet. It means they are to lie down on their sides, propped up by their
left arms, with their right hands free to hold the food. No one has asked Je-
sus to provide a meal. As host he assumes the initiative (6:4-5, 10). Taking
five loaves of barley bread, he gives thanks and distributes it to the people.
Then he does the same with two fish. The guests are allowed to eat as much
as they want, as was proper. Then Jesus has the leftover fragments gathered
up, and they fill twelve baskets (6:12-13). As a good host he is generous but
not wasteful with food.'?
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Jesus’ interactions with the crowd depict, in miniature, God’s interac-
tions with the world, After Jesus has conveyed a message by his actions, he
comments on its meaning in the discourse that follows. God is identified
as the host of the meal. By giving bread to the crowd Jesus attests that God
gives bread to the world (6:32-33). More startling is that Jesus is identified
as the bread God offers (6:35). This alters the perception of God’s action.
Barley bread gives life physically, but bread in the form of a person gives
life relationally. God gives Jesus to the world in order to bring people into
renewed relationship with himself. This is life in the theological sense.

God’s will to preserve life is expressed in Jesus act of gathering up the
fragments “that nothing may be lost” at the end of the banquet (6:12). It is
the will of God that Jesus “lose nothing” of all that has been given him,
“but raise it up on the last day” (6:39). By giving Jesus, God provides the
“bread” or means of relationship that sustains faith. To believe is to have
life with God now, and this relationship has a future through the promise
of resurrection. Jesus’ actions and the words that interpret them convey
the will of God in visible and audible form.

Finally, Jesus depicts God as a vinedresser. A vineyard is planted with
vines, each of which has a main stalk from which the branches grow. Dur-
ing the growing season a worker examines the vines and removes any life-
less branches that bear no fruit. These are piled at the edge of the vineyard
and later burned. The worker also prunes away the excess growth that de-
tracts from the vine’s ability to produce large clusters of grapes. At the har-
vest, the vinedresser rejoices at the fruit that the vine yields.

Jesus identifies himself as the vine, his followers as the branches, and
God as the vinedresser. Love is the fruit that the vinedresser desires (15:1-
17). On the surface the imagery is placid, yet closer inspection discloses ac-
tions of God that seem remarkably severe: “He removes (aird) every
branch in me that bears no fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes
(kathaird) to make it bear more fruit” (15:2). We might expect the acts of
cutting to depict God’s stance toward the unbelieving world, but here they
portray his relationship to the followers of Jesus. They are the branches be-
ing tended by the Father. The assumption is that sin is not limited to the
outside world. It persists even within the Christian community.*

So what does it mean for God to remove a branch? A fruitless branch
has already lost its vital connection with the vine. The complete absence of
fruit shows that the branch is no longer drawing life from the stalk. Note
that there is no speculation about what might cause a branch to become
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separated from the vine. The imagery does not suggest that God initiates a
person’s separation from Christ any more than a vineyard owner causes a
branch to wither on the vine. Rather, removing the branch finalizes the
separation that has already occurred. This corresponds to the idea that
people place themselves under divine judgment by separating themselves
from the love that the Father provides through the Son (3:16-18). The pas-
sage assumes that the vinedresser will determine when a branch’s relation-
ship to the vine has ended. Final judgment belongs to God rather than to
members of the community.

The alternative to being removed (aird) is to be pruned (kathaird), which
seems only somewhat better. After speaking about the faithless being cut off,
Jesus now speaks about the faithful being cut back. One might find some as-
surance in the fact that pruning is God’s corrective judgment rather than a
final condemnation. At least the branches remain in the vine. But one won-
ders what pruning means. Initially one might assume that God “prunes”
people by subjecting them to painful experiences in order to strengthen their
faith. If taken this way, the passage would mean that people are to shoulder
their afflictions, believing that God has sent them hardship for their own
good. But this is not what Jesus says about God the vinedresser.

Jesus describes God’s action with a word that has a double meaning.
The term for pruning (kathairé) also means cleansing, and cleansing is
God’s response to human sin. In John’s Gospel sin is rooted in unbelief.
And the vinedresser prunes away sin through words that identify sin and
call people to faith. This is why Jesus goes on to explain that the disciples
have already been “pruned” or “cleansed” (katharoi) “by the word” that he
has spoken to them (15:3). Pruning does not describe the various kinds of
suffering that believers experience. Rather, it depicts the way that God the
vinedresser addresses sin through the words of Jesus.

The vinedresser’s goal is that the branches bear fruit, and the fruit that
God desires is love. For the branches to show love, they must receive love,
and this comes from Jesus the vine (15:4, 9). Sin or unbelief interferes with
fruitbearing because it saps away the strength of the relationship between
the vine and the branches, between Jesus and his followers. Therefore, the
words that God has given Jesus to speak can act as a cutting tool to remove
sin. When Jesus’ words identify and confront sin, they cut to the heart of a
relational problem. The words do this to make the branches draw more
fully on the love that the vine offers, so that they might bear the fruit of
love in relationships with others (see pp. 195-96).
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God of the Cross and Resurrection

Thus far we have focused on the way God is made known through Jesus’
words and signs. It would be easy to stop here, before considering the cru-
cifixion, which brings violent death into the story. It might also be natural
to move quickly to the resurrection, treating the crucifixion as a tragic end
to Jesus’ career, which God soon rectifies by raising him from the dead. Yet
the crucifixion raises pointed questions about God, and the Fourth Evan-
gelist does not allow readers to evade them. The Gospel’s presentation of
God involves both the cross and the resurrection. We will see that accord-
ing to John, Jesus goes to his death because his opponents condemned him
and the power of Satan was operative (see pp. 70-72, 76-80). Yet this raises
major issues. If Jesus’ death is the result of human sin and demonic evil,
does that make the cross a victory for sin and evil? Ultimately a reader is
expected to say no, since Jesus is raised from the dead. But if life wins in the
end, then why is Jesus crucified at all? Is it because God is unable to pre-
vent it? Does God get caught off-guard by his opponents? Or does God
play a role in the crucifixion? John’s understanding of the crucifixion and
resurrection has multiple dimensions, which will be considered below (see
pp. 108-32). Here we will concentrate on God’s role in the process.

Restraining Evil

The crucifixion is, in part, the result of human opposition to Jesus. During
Jesus’ ministry his Jewish opponents insist that he violates the will of God
by healing on the Sabbath. He also uses the expression “I Am” for himself
in a manner that recalls the name of God. To Jewish hearers, this sounds
like blasphemy (8:58-59). By calling God his Father, they argue that he is el-
evating himself to divine status, making himself equal with God, which is
sin (5:17-18; 10:33). Moreover, by restoring the dead man Lazarus to life, Je-
sus seems to be fomenting a popular movement that could lead to a disas-
trous revolt against Rome (11:48). In order to prevent this from happening,
Jesus’ opponents determine to kill the one who gives life to the dead.
One might want to ask why God allowed Jesus” opponents to put him
to death. But before getting to that question, the Gospel writer addresses
another: Given the intensity of the opposition, why was Jesus able to con-
tinue working for so long? One might have expected him to be put to
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death much sooner. Here the evangelist suggests that God’s hand restrains
evil during Jesus’ public ministry. This is reflected in the theme of the
“hour” appointed for Jesus’ death. Although Jesus’ words and actions pro-
voke angry responses from many people, the Gospel says that no one could
arrest him because his “hour” had not yet come (7:30; 8:20).

The evangelist understands that there is a divinely appointed hour for
Jesus’ death, and until that time Jesus can work with impunity.'> For ex-
ample, when Jesus decides to go to Judea, where people want to stone him,
he says “Are there not twelve hours in the day?” (11:9). In antiquity the day
was always divided into twelve equal parts, winter and summer, The first
hour was at dawn, the sixth hour at noon, and the twelfth hour at sunset.
Each day had a fixed number of hours. The implication is that Jesus has a
“day” or fixed span of time in which to work.

The Gospel tolls Jesus” hour at the beginning of the passion (12:23, 27;
13:1; 17:1). Night falls when the day of his ministry ends and the betrayer
departs into the darkness (13:30). Behind the scenes God has held back Je-
sus’ adversaries, but at the appointed hour he allows their will to take its
course. Only when God’s timing permits it can they arrest Jesus and bring
him to trial. During the interrogation, Pilate claims to have the power (o
do as he wishes with his prisoner. Yet Jesus replies that Pilate has no inher-
ent authority to do as he pleases. He can act against Jesus only because it
has been granted from above, from God (19:11).

References to the Scriptures being fulfilled by the events surrounding Je-
sus’ passion also reveal that God knew there would be hostility to Jesus and
wove this into his plans. The evangelist observes that when Jesus’ public
ministry ends there is widespread unbelief among the people. He says this
fulfills what Isaiah said: “Lord, who has believed our message” and “He has
blinded their eyes” (Isa. 53:1; 6:9; John 12:37-40). To be sure, these fulfillment
passages do not suggest that God wills unbelief. According to John, God does
not blind people by immersing them in darkness. Rather, human blindness
occurs when God sends them the light (9:5, 39). The evangelist does not
quote the Scriptures to relieve people of responsibility for rejecting the truth
and light that Jesus brings. Rather, they show that the unbelief is divinely
foreknown, This is underscored when Jesus later says that his words and ac-
tions leave people without excuse for their unbelief, for the Scripture said,
“They hated me without a cause” (15:22, 25; cf. Pss. 35:19; 69:4).

The betrayal is also brought within the sphere of God’s purposes
through the citation of Scripture. Referring to the betrayer, Jesus cites the
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Scripture passage, “The one who ate my bread has lifted his heel against
me” (Ps. 41:9; John 13:18). He later refers again to the betrayer by saying
that none of those whom God gave him was lost, “except the son of de-
struction, in order that the Scripture might be fulfilled” (17:12). The use of
Scripture has sometimes been taken to mean that Judas was predestined
for his role as betrayer and doomed to destruction because God willed it.
English translations sometimes render “son of destruction” (ho huios tés
apdleias) as “the one destined to be lost” (NRSV) or “the one doomed to de-
struction” (NIV). But note that the English words in italics do not appear
in Greek, and adding them actually runs counter to the theology of the
Gospel. The expression “son of destruction” means that Judas belongs to
destruction and that his actions are characterized by destruction. The rea-
son is that he is allied with the powers of destruction, just as the compara-
ble expression “sons of light” is used for those who belong to the light and
are allied with the light because they believe in the light (12:36). There is no
suggestion that God destines Judas for destruction.

Popular treatments of Jesus’ passion sometimes assume that God
needed a betrayer to carry out his purposes, and that Judas happened to be
the unlucky person God selected for the task. Yet the idea that God wills
the betrayal does not fit the wider context. Throughout the Gospel Judas is
given the same favor that the other disciples receive. Jesus includes him
among his twelve disciples, even though Judas is already a devil (6:70-71).
He washes Judas’s feet even though Judas remains unclean (13:10-11). He
even feeds Judas, only to have Satan enter him (13:27). The betrayal is ex-
plicitly said to come from the devil, not from God (13:2).

In John’s account, Judas and other agents of evil can best be understood
in light of two theological questions. First, were the powers of evil able to
thwart the will of God? John insists that the answer is “no.” He says that Je-
sus knew from the beginning who would betray him and that Judas departs
only after Jesus gives him leave to do so (13:27). We will see that at the time
of the arrest Jesus subdues the opposition by uttering the divine “I Am,” and
he secures the release of his disciples before going along willingly with the
soldiers. According to the Fourth Gospel, it is clear that the powers of evil
do not prevent God’s purposes from being accomplished (see pp. 117-20).

The second question is: Was God responsible for the betrayal? After all,
Judas fulfilled the Scripture, so perhaps the betrayal was ultimately God’s
doing (13:18). The evangelist’s response, however, is again “no.” The Gospel
consistently ascribes betrayal to the powers of evil, and says that at each
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juncture Christ responded to evil with graciousness. None of this suggests
that Judas was a victim of a malicious God who destined him for his role.

The Fourth Evangelist asks a different question: Given the presence of
evil, how will God deal with it? God was not the source of the evil that led to
betrayal. Evil is simply a given. So given that evil is present and active, what
will God do with it? John will trace the way God directs the forces of evil so
as to accomplish his own saving purposes. Satan may work through Judas
and others to carry out evil intentions, but these hostile actions are ulti-
mately harnessed for good, since Christs crucifixion becomes the means
for manifesting God’s love to the world.

Giving Love and Life Through Crucifixion

The Gospel takes us more deeply into God’s role by saying that God com-
manded Jesus to lay down his life. The context is the passage about the
good shepherd, who lays down his life amid thieves and bandits, rather
than fleeing like a hired hand. He says, “I lay down my life in order to take
it up again. . . . ] have power to lay it down, and | have power to take it up
again. I have received this command from my Father” (10:17-18). But why
would God command Jesus to do this?

God’s purpose is indicated in the third chapter of the Gospel where Je-
sus says, “just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the
Son of Man be lifted up, in order that whoever believes in him might have
eternal life” (3:14-15). This passage indicates that Jesus “must” (dei) be
lifted up in crucifixion. Yet this divine necessity must be properly under-
stood. Crucifixion is not the goal of God’s action; God’s purpose is not to
have Jesus put to death. Rather, Jesus must be crucified in order that people
might believe and have life. Faith and life constitute the goal. The cross is a
means to that end. For life to be received, people must be brought to faith,
and the crucifixion is integral to God’s design for doing this.'®

The saying in John 3 reveals how something resulting from opposition
to God can be transformed into a means of giving life with God. Both the
serpent on the pole and the Messiah on the cross display the results of hu-
man sin and alienation from God. The serpent recalls that people of Mo-
ses’ time sinned by speaking in mistrust against God and Moses in the wil-
derness. The result was that God sent poisonous serpents among them,
and many died. The serpent on the pole was a visible reminder of sin and
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God’s judgment upon it (Num. 21:4-7). By analogy, the people of Jesus’
time sinned by acting in unbelief against the Messiah and having him put
to death. Jesus’ opponents “lift him up” to die by crucifixion. This makes
the crucified Messiah the visible result of sin (John 8:28; 12:32-33).

At the same time, both episodes show God transforming the result of
sin into a means of giving life. In the Old Testament story, Moses puts a
bronze serpent on a pole so that people can see it. When they turn to the
serpent on the pole, they are confronted with what is killing them. Yet in so
doing they receive life by being restored to health (Num. 21:9). In John’s
Gospel it is Jesus who hangs on the pole or cross. When people turn to him
they are confronted with the results of the sin that is killing them. Yet as
they turn to the crucified Jesus, they receive eternal life.

People receive eternal life by being brought to faith. Throughout John’s
Gospel, faith is the opposite of sin. Where sin brings death by alienating
people from God, faith brings life by drawing people into relationship with
God. When defining the idea, Jesus simply says that “this is eternal life, that
they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have
sent” (John 17:3). According to the Fourth Gospel, eternal life is a present
reality for those who believe, for in faith people come to know God and so
pass from death to life (3:18; 5:24). Physical death remains a reality for peo-
ple of faith, yet the life that faith brings is called “eternal” because it is a life
lived in relationship to the God who is eternal. It begins now in faith and
continues beyond the death of the physical body through the power of the
resurrection (11:25-26).

By conveying the divine love that evokes faith, the crucifixion gives
people eternal life. Jesus explains that the Son of Man was lifted up because
“God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who
believes in him may not perish but have eternal life” (3:16). In the Fourth
Gospel the world is dominated by the evil ruler of this world, and the
world’s stance toward God is unbelief. Therefore, if people are to receive
eternal life, their estrangement from God must be overcome. The crucifix-
ion does this by communicating God’s love for the world that hated him. It
conveys the love that moved God to give his Son for a world that rejected
him. And when the love of God calls forth faith, it overcomes the world’s
hostility by bringing people back into relationship with the One who made
them.

The Fourth Evangelist recognizes that the crucifixion is the product of
human sin and satanic evil, but he insists that this does not make the cross
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a victory for sin and evil. It is God’s will to turn the power of falsehood to-
ward the revelation of truth, the power of hatred toward the revelation of
love, and the power of death toward the giving of life.

Bringing Life out of Death Through Resurrection

The love God gives through Jesus’ crucifixion is a source of life now, for it
restores human relationships with God, but the problem of death remains.
Those who receive the love of God in faith still face the prospect of dying.
So if their relationships with God are to have a future, death itself must be
overcome. This is what resurrection does for Jesus and for those who fol-
low him.

God commanded Jesus not only to lay down his life but to take it up
again (10:17-18). This means that Jesus’ resurrection is the will of God. By
commanding Jesus to take up his life, God empowers Jesus to do so. The
idea is that God’s command gives Jesus the ability to do what God asks. Tt
is analogous to the way Jesus commands a paralyzed man to rise and to
take up his mat and walk (5:8). It is also like the command Jesus gives to
the dead man Lazarus, whom he tells to come forth from the tomb (11:43).
The command gives the recipient the power to perform it.

God’s will for resurrection also extends to Jesus’ followers. Jesus says,
“This indeed is the will of my Father, that all who see the Son and believe
in him may have eternal life; and T will raise them up on the last day”
{6:40). The promise of resurrection means that the relationship with God
that begins in faith has a future. It is not terminated by death. If God’s
command brings Jesus through death to life, Jesus will also bring his fol-
lowers through their own deaths to life. The promise of resurrection does
not mean that either Jesus or others will avoid death. Rather, it means that
they are brought through death to life, for Jesus’ resurrection defines the
shape of the resurrection hope for those who follow him.

Resurrection is the culminating chapter in John’s witness to God. The
prologue identified God as the Creator, who brought all things into being
through his Word. It also told of God sending the Word to people in em-
bodied form. The resurrection shows that hope itself is to be understood
in an embodied way. Jesus died and rose as an embodied person. His body
is not discarded but resurrected and transformed, according to the final
scenes in the Gospel, where he comes to his disciples. Believers too live em-
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bodied lives. To be sure, it is common to assume that death means the end
of embodied life and that future hope means a person’s spirit is set free for
life in heaven. But God creates people as embodied selves; God sends the
Word in embodied form; and God gives the hope of an embodied future
through the promise of resurrection. We will see that resurrection is not
simply a resumption of bodily life with its physical frailties. Rather, resur-
rection involves the transformation of the whole person that God has
made. It is the hope the Creator extends to those he has created and re-
deemed (see pp. 179-82).

The Father

Jesus calls God his Father throughout his ministry, but we have saved this
theme until the end of this chapter because God is identified as the Father
of believers only at the end of the Gospel (20:17). For many readers “Fa-
ther” is a familiar and meaningful way to refer to God. The Lord’s Prayer
addresses God as “our Father,” the creeds express the church’s faith in God
the Father, and blessings given during worship often speak of God as Fa-
ther. Others find that “Father” is a problematic expression because it might
suggest that God is a male, thereby distancing God from women. It might
also imply that God resembles the autocratic fathers of ancient households
or the flawed human fathers known in every age. Given the disparate con-
notations of the word, we must explore the specific traits that John as-
cribes to God as Father.!?

The Father of Jesus

God is primarily the Father of Jesus in John’s Gospel. Throughout his pub-
lic ministry, Jesus calls God “the Father” or “my Father.” By referring to
God in this way, Jesus identifies God in relational terms. A father by defini-
tion has children. No one is a father in isolation. Among human beings,
one learns what kind of a father someone is by asking how he relates to his
children, and the same is true of God. One comes to know God as Father
by asking how he relates to Jesus his Son, and then how he relates to the
wider community of people who are his children.

There are three major dimensions to God’s identity as Father in John’s
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Gospel: He is a source of life, one who loves his children, and someone
worthy of honor and obedience.'® Each of these has analogies to human
fatherhood, which helps to make the term “father” meaningful when used
for God. Yet analogies always involve similarities and differences. If God is
like a human father in some ways, he is different from a human father in
others,

First, God the Father is the source of life for Jesus his Son. Jesus says
that “just as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son also to
have life in himself” (5:26). Life characterizes who God is. To say that he
has life in himself means that his life is not derived from any other source.
As Father, God also gives life to his Son. In this sense the term “father” fits
God, since a father is a source of life for others. The Gospel, however, dis-
tinguishes the way God gives life from the way that ordinary fathers do.
According to the prologue, human beings beget children through blood,
human desire, and the will of a man. But this is not true of God. Referring
to God as Father does not suggest analogies at the physical level (1:12-13).
In John’s Gospel, “begetting” is often a metaphor for God bringing people
to faith. Generating faith fits the Father’s relationship to believers, but it
does not fit his relationship to Jesus, which is unique.

Jesus is the “only” Son (monogenes) of the Father (1:14, 18; 3:16,18). God
may have many “children” (tekna) but only one Son. The Gospel does not
say how the Father gives the Son life, only that he does so. Moreover, the
Father gives the Son life in a unique way. He enables the Son to have life “in
himself,” just as the Father does (5:26). This cannot be said of God’s other
children. If the Son is given life from the Father, this means that the Son is
not a second source of life, alongside God. Yet the Son shares fully in the
life of the Father, for he too has life in himself. This is what makes it possi-
ble for the Son to give life to others. He has received it and shares in it fully,
as his Father does.

The Gospel assumes that the relationship of Father to Son existed be-
fore the world was made (17:5). Yet the prologue announces this unique re-
lationship at the point of the incarnation. The author initially speaks of
God and the Word (1:1-2), but after saying that the Word became flesh, he
begins speaking of the Father and only Son (1:14). This is appropriate be-
cause the ministry of Jesus the incarnate Son will involve giving people the
life that he has received from his Father. This theme is made clear in the
Bread of Life discourse. Jesus says, “Just as the living Father sent me, and I
live because of the Father, so whoever cats me will live because of me”
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(6:57). As the living Father, God is source of life for Jesus and then through
Jesus for others. The Father gives life to and through the Son.?°

Second, love is central to the Father’s relationship with the Son. The
Father gave love to the Son before the foundation of the world (17:24).
This love was at work before the incarnation. It also fits the relationship
of the risen and exalted Jesus to God, since the Gospel says that he is now
“close to the Father’s heart” (1:18). The image is like that of a banquet,
where people recline around a table. The one who receives special favor
lies with his head on the chest of his father, who is the host. The Gospe!l
uses this familiar image to depict the Father’s love for the Son in a manner
that can be understood to some extent by human beings. At the same
time, it emphasizes the unique character of this relationship. The Father
loves the Son in a distinctive way, and this has implications for under-
standing Jesus’ ministry.

Love is what binds the Father to the Son, and this love is what the Son
extends to others. Although words for love convey a sense of intimacy and
depth of feeling, John understands love primarily as a bond of commit-
ment, [t is what will enable Jesus to carry out the will of his Father. There is
mutuality in the love between the Father and the Son. If the Father loves
the Son it is also true that the Son loves the Father (3:35; 14:31). But the
character of God can also be seen in that God also loves the world — and
in this case the love is not mutual. God loves a world capable of hating him
(3116, 19-20), which means that God’s love is more than a feeling. It is his
commitment to the world. And it is out of such committed love that God
sends the Son, whom he loves, to bring love into the world that is alienated
from its Maker.

The Father shows his love for the Son by giving him responsibilities
and the power to carry them out. The Gospel says that the Father loves the
Son and puts all things into his hands, showing him all that he himself is
doing (3:35; 5:20). The authority the Father gives to the Son expresses his
love, and the Son uses this authority to convey love. If the Father has put all
things into his hands, the Son uses his hands to wash the feet of his disci-
ples in love. Here, love is expressed in an act of self-giving service (13:1-5).
But readers find that the most radical expression of Jove is the crucifixion,
when the Son lays down his life to convey God’s love to the world.

The crucifixion both fractures and reconstitutes the familiar patterns
of fatherly love. At one level the crucifixion is utterly inexplicable on the
basis of love. Ordinarily, a father who loved his son would do everything
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possible to protect the child from harm. No loving father would allow his
son to be treated this way. Yet God is no ordinary Father and Jesus is no or-
dinary Son. John finds that in the end, the only thing that explains the in-
explicable is love. If God truly loves the world as well as the Son, then the
only way to bring the world back to relationship is by communicating love
to it. And God does this in the crucifixion. The Son is able to bring love
into the world because he receives love from his Father (3:35; 10:17). The
Son is also willing to bring love into the world because he himself loves the
Father (14:31; 15:9-10). Love is what the Father and Son share, and this love
is what is given to human beings — through the life and death of Jesus.
The reason is that the love that comes from God makes it possible for peo-
ple to relate to both Father and Son and to become part of a community
that is shaped by their love (17:23-26).

Third, the relationship of Father and Son involves honor and obedi-
ence. Honor has to do with the value that someone has in the eyes of an-
other. To honor one’s father means holding him in high regard. In this
sense genuine honor is an expression of love. To love one’s father means
showing him respect — and the reverse is also true. A father who loves his
children will respect them too. Obedience can be an expression of honor,
so that honoring one’s father means doing what he asks. But at the human
level this becomes problematic if the obedience is coerced rather than
coming from respect. Therefore, the Gospel grounds the Son’s obedience
to the Father in the love and honor that constitute the relationship.

The Father gives the Son commands concerning what to say and do
(10:18; 12:49). There is no suggestion that the Son gives commands to the
Father. Yet the Father gives these commands out of love and also gives the
Son the authority to carry them out. This shows complete confidence in
the Son (13:3; 17:2). By carrying out the Father’s wishes, Jesus honors his
Father and expresses his love for him (8:49; 15:10). Jesus can say that “the
Father is greater than 1” (14:28) since the Father is the source of life and
love for the Son, and the Son in turn keeps the Father’s word and com-
mandments. Yet this is not a simple hierarchy since the Father grants that
the Son has life “in himself” as the Father has it. When the Father gives the
Son a command, he also puts all things into the Son’s hands. The mutuality
of love is reflected in the Father’s desire that the Son be honored as the Fa-
ther is honored (5:23).2!

The Father himself gives the Son divine glory, which honors the Son —
and more. The Father gave the Son the majesty of divine glory before the
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world was made (17:24). The incarnate Son glorified or honored the Father
on earth by obediently carrying out the works his Father gave him to do
(17:4). He also revealed the power of divine glory by healing the sick and
raising the dead, and finally revealed the glory of divine love by laying
down his life. Yet the Father who raises the dead continues to glorify the
Son by bringing him again to the heavenly glory, which he shares in love in
his Father’s presence (17:5).

The Father of Believers

God is called the Father of believers after Jesus’ death and resurrection.
Outside the empty tomb Jesus tells Mary Magdalene, “Go to my brothers
and say to them, ‘T am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God
and your God’” (20:17). The assumption is that people know God as their
Father through their relationship to Jesus. This is also the first time that Je-
sus refers to the disciples as his brothers. If he and his followers have the
same Father, then they are members of the same family. This will have im-
plications for the way Christian community is understood (see pp.197-98).
Because God’s role as Father is shaped by his bond with Jesus the Son,
these same traits are extended to those who follow Jesus.??

First, God the Father is the source of life for believers. This is antici-
pated in the prologue, which speaks of people becoming children of God
{112-13). The Gospel recognizes that all people are physically begotten
through the natural processes associated with blood, flesh, and human de-
sire. But to be born or begotten of God means believing in the Word of
God, who gives life. Through this birth into faith, people become children
of God. All people come into being through God’s Word and are related to
him as his creatures (1:4). Yet some people reject the Word while others re-
ceive and trust him (1:10-11). A relationship of faith is life-giving in a way
that a relationship of animosity toward God is not. Therefore, to believe in
God’s Word is to be in a life-giving relationship with God, and this is what
it means to be God’s child in the Johannine sense. We have already seen
that the Father gives life through the Son (5:21; 6:57). Later we will also find
that giving life is the work of the Spirit, which is the means by which peo-
ple are begotten from above and given new birth (3:3-5). This new birth is
faith, and to continue making people his children through faith is the on-
going work of God (see pp. 137-43).
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Second, the Father relates to his children in love. God extended his love
to the world through Jesus his Son. As people come to love Jesus, they love
the Father who sent him. That is what it means to be a child of God. Jesus
says, “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came from God”
(8:42). The love that comes from the Father and the love the faithful show
to the Father are not separable topics. Both involve the Son: “the Father
himself loves you, because you have loved me and have believed that I
came from God” (16:27). Here again love can connote intimacy and depth
of feeling, yet it cannot be reduced to emotion. Love is the bond in which
people live.

Love from the Father is essential for the children because they are
called to give their love to others. This is remarkably unsentimental. The
Father’s love for the Son was not his private possession but was brought
into the world through the incarnation and extended through Jesus’ min-
istry and crucifixion. Those who receive love from Jesus are called to love
one another. And expressing love within a community is anything but sim-
ple. The Gospel recognizes that faith creates relationships, yet human foi-
bles and failings remain a part of every believer’s life — this is evident in
the all-too-human side of the disciples in the Gospel. Given this challenge,
Jesus assures those who love him and seek to keep his word that “the Fa-
ther will love them” and be present with them (14:23). The love the Chris-
tian community receives from the Father and Son is not its private posses-
sion but is to be given as a witness to the world.”®> Where believers love
each other the community is “one.” This is not an end in itself. Jesus says
that love is shown within the community “in order that the world may
know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved
me” (17:23; see pp. 200-202).

Finally, relationships with the Father are characterized by honor and
obedience. The Father gave Jesus commands concerning what to say and
do. Jesus in turn gives a command to his followers: Love one another
(13:34). To love Jesus is to keep his commandment, and those who do so ex-
perience the love of the Father (14:21). In their obedience to Jesus they glo-
rify the Father by making his love known (15:8-10). Jesus loved by serving,
even washing feet, which by ordinary social standards was considered de-
grading. Yet his Father regarded him with honor and glorified him. Jesus’
followers are called to serve as he did. They do so knowing that though their
service may not be valued by the world, it is valued by God. Jesus gives them
the promise, “Whoever serves me, the Father will honor” (12:26).



CHAPTER 3

The World and Its People

The question of what it means to be human has long occupied philoso-
phers and poets, theologians and social scientists. People have a perennial
need to understand who they are as individuals and members of a wider
human community. John’s Gospel is a promising place to pursue this ques-
tion because it presents readers with portraits of human beings who span
the social spectrum, from the highly placed leaders that dominate public
affairs to the hapless beggar sitting on the street. To be sure, none of the
figures in the Gospel actually discuss what it means to be human. Their de-
bates usually focus on the identity of Jesus, and whether he is from God
and is doing the works of God, or whether he is a deceiver and blasphemer.
Jesus often responds by using imagery to describe his heavenly origin and
mission, calling himself the light of the world, the source of living water,
and the bread that comes down from heaven.

As the narrative unfolds, however, the question of identity comes full
circle. People may ask who Jesus is, but their encounters with Jesus also
disclose who they are. If he is the light, then the world lies in darkness; if he
gives the living water, then people must be thirsty; if he is the bread, then
people must hunger. Each of the main images for Jesus has a correspond-
ing image for human beings, and this allows us to ask what the Gospel
might say about what it means to be human. The way that images for peo-
ple are related to those for Christ reflects an underlying theological per-
spective, which is that people are to be understood relationally: In John’s
Gospel human life is seen in relation to Christ and to the God who sent
him.!

53
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The Gospel reveals things that are broadly true of human beings
through its portrayals of particular people. Nicodemus is a good example.
The setting is Jerusalem, where many are attracted to Jesus because of the
signs he performs, Here the narrator makes this broad statement about the
people: “Jesus did not entrust himself to them, for he knew all people and
needed no one to testify concerning human beings (anthrépoi), for he
himself knew what was in human beings (anthrapoi)” (2:24-25). Then, in
the next verse, the narrator directs readers to a tesl case: “Now there was a
human being (anthrdpos),” whose name was Nicodemus (3:1). What Jesus
knows about human beings in general will be reflected in his encounter
with one human being in particular; Nicodemus.?

On one level, the Gospel depicts Nicodemus as a unique individual. He
is a Pharisee and ruler of the Jews, who is present in Jerusalem and can be
called a teacher of Israel. He has his own identity (3:1,10). On a second level,
Nicodemus is also a spokesperson for a wider group. He appears to be alone
when he comes to Jesus, but speaks in the plural when he says, “Rabbi, we
know that you are a teacher who has come from God” (3:2). Jesus also ad-
dresses him by using the Greek plural, which we might translate, “you peo-
ple.” He says, “you people do not receive our testimony” and “you people do
not believe” (3:11-12). What is true of Nicodemus as an individual is evi-
dently true of a wider circle of people who share his views. On a third level,
the Gospel indicates that Nicodemus and his group also have traits that are
typically human. The final part of the passage extends the horizon out-
wards by speaking broadly of “the world” and the human beings
(anthrdpoi) within it (3:16-21). As Nicodemus comes to Jesus “by night,” he
serves as the spokesman for a world enmeshed in “darkness” (3:2, 19).3

The evangelist recognizes that people have distinctive identities and life
stories. In addition to Nicodemus there is a woman with five husbands, a
royal official in Galilee, a man blind from birth, and other people. No two
of them are alike. John also knows that unique individuals belong to
groups. The Gospel includes people who are Jewish, Samaritan, or Roman,
and come from different strata of society. They share certain traits in com-
mon with the groups to which they belong and raise issues of importance
to their groups, like the difference between Jewish and Samaritan worship
practices (4:20). Finally, the Gospel shows that the people in one group of-
ten have traits in common with those in other groups. There are issues that
are not distinctly Jewish or Gentile but are predominantly human prob-
lems, such as sin and death, belief and unbelief.
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In what follows, we will begin with the theme of life, which is intro-
duced in the prologue, repeated throughout the Gospel, and expressed
again in the Gospel’s statement of purpose: The author wrote in order that
people might believe and have life (20:31). Then we will look at the issues
that threaten life. These are multidimensional. We will begin at the physical
level with questions about suffering and death, and then consider the issues
of relating to God that are suggested by metaphorical use of hunger, thirst,
and darkness. Next we will move to the Gospel’s understanding of sin,
which raises questions about human accountability and human bondage.
Then we will explore the problem of evil, which is a force at work within the
human sphere. Each level discloses an aspect of the human situation, and
together they give a sense of “the world” portrayed in John’s Gospel.

Created for Life

The Gospel sets human beings in the context of creation. The opening
lines say that “all things came into being” through God’s Word (1:3). Peo-
ple exist because of this creative activity of God. The basic term for a hu-
man being is anthrapos or person (2:25; 9:1;17:6).* And to be a person is to
share in flesh or sarx (17:2). Flesh is the means of human procreation (1:13),
it is limited and cannot generate relationships with God (3:6), and it is also
subject to death. But flesh is not inherently evil; it belongs to the creation.
People also have a heart, which is linked to the emotions (14:1; 16:6), to the
will and intentions (13:2), and to understanding (12:40). And people have a
psyché, which is sometimes translated “soul,” but is better understood as
“self” The psyché gives a person life, consciousness, and emotion (12:27),
but it is not immortal. John does not work with a dualistic view of human
beings, which distinguishes the mortal flesh from an immortal soul. To die
means laying down one’s psyché (10:18; 12:25; 13:37), just as it means giving
up one’s flesh (6:51). The whole person includes flesh, heart, and self
(psyche).

God gives people “life” (zo€) through the action of his Word. The pro-
logue says, “That which has come into being in him was life, and the life
was the light for human beings” (1:3-4). As noted earlier, human life has a
physical dimension: the beating of the heart and breathing of the lungs.
The people who are alive in the bodily sense also have a need to relate to
God in faith, This is integral to the Gospel’s understanding of true life, as
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we noted in the previous chapter (see pp. 30-32). People do not have life in
themselves. They must receive life from an outside source. The idea that
human beings are created in this way means that they have an inescapable
need for the life that comes from God. People may or may not be aware of
this need, and may seek to meet their need for life in ways that actually take
them away from God, but the Gospel assumes that the need for what
brings life is inescapable. It is built into the structure of human existence.’

“Life” is a central theme for John, though the concept is never fully de-
fined. Instead, the characteristics of “life” are suggested by the Gospel’s im-
agery. Life is described as light, which is associated with knowing God and
his Word (1:4, 9-13). It also connotes truth and love rather than falsehood
and hatred (3:119-21). Elsewhere Jesus says, “Whoever follows me will not
walk in darkness but will have the light of life” (8:12). To walk in the light is
to have a sense of direction, in contrast to those who walk in darkness and
do not know where they are going (12:35). Light conveys a sense of purpose
rather than futility.

When Jesus says that he has come to provide abundant life, he pictures
himself as a gate to a sheepfold. Here life connotes a sense of belonging.
Those who enter through the gate become part of a flock or community of
people. Jesus traces the movement of life from the sheepfold or gathered
community out into the world and back again. This sense of relationship
to God and a community of people is part of a life that is truly abundant
(10:7-10). The centrality of the need for life is evident in the way the Gospel
continually returns to the theme, speaking of the living water that springs
up Lo eternal life (4:14) and the bread of life, who gives life to the world
(6:33, 35). Jesus identifies himself as the resurrection and the life (11:25) and
the way, the truth, and the life (14:6). The reason that the Gospel was writ-
ten was that people might have the life for which they were created (20:31).

The Problem of Death

Life is an issue for the Gospel writer because there are forces that interfere
with it and threaten to bring it to an end. In the physical sense people are
subject to illness, which can take life away. Sickness and death are promi-
nent in the Gospel narrative, where people turn to Jesus for healing. More-
over, in the relational sense people have a need for God that they cannot
meet from within themselves. Metaphors of hunger, thirst, and darkness
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depict this need. Ironically, this need for life can turn people away from
God and lead to “death” in the sense of final separation from God. This is
the antithesis of the life God offers. We begin with physical life and then
move to its wider relational aspects.

Physical Suffering and Death

John’s Gospel often pictures people in situations of physical need. A royal
official has a son who is dying of a fever, prompting the man to travel half-
way across Galilee seeking help (4:46-47). A man who cannot walk has
been ill for thirty-eight years, and now lies beside a pool in Jerusalem,
along with other blind, lame, and paralyzed people (5:2-5). Another man,
blind from birth, sits on a street in Jerusalem, begging in order to make a
living (9:1, 8). In the case of the official’s son, the illness threatens to bring
about a sudden death. In the other two cases, paralysis and blindness di-
minish life more slowly, but in each episode, the physical problems are real.

If God is the giver of life, one may wonder why illness exists or why one
person becomes ill and another does not. Yet the Gospel does not offer
theological explanations for these questions. Instead, the Gospel reframes
the issue. This is done most directly in the story of the man born blind.
When the disciples see the blind man sitting along the street in Jerusalem,
they ask, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, so that he was born
blind?” (9:2). Their assumption is that physical suffering must be a form of
divine punishment. There was biblical warrant for assuming that a person
could suffer because of the sins of his parents, since God warned that he
would visit “the iniquities of the fathers upon the children to the third and
fourth generation” (Exod. 20:5). Other passages insisted that God would
not make a child suffer for the sins of the parents, but would punish each
one for his or her own sin (Ezek. 18:20).

Jesus, however, turns away from speculative questions about the cause of
the blindness to ask what might be done with the blindness. He says, “Neither
this man nor his parents sinned” (John 9:3). The disciples want to know
what caused the man’s condition, but Jesus says that none of their perspec-
tives fits the situation, and he refuses to offer an alternative explanation. To
be clear, Jesus is not saying that the beggar and his parents are sinless peo-
ple. The point is that the man is not being punished with blindness be-
cause of some specific transgression. Jesus does not categorically reject the
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idea that God might ever punish someone for sin, and John’s Gospel does
assume that sinners are subject to judgment (3:36; 5:29). Similarly, Jesus
does not deny that human actions might bring negative consequences,
since people do perform actions that injure themselves and their children.
The idea is that suffering is not always a penalty for some wrongful act.

Instead of looking backwards to determine what caused the blindness,
Jesus simply accepts it as a given. And given the blindness, whatever its
cause, Jesus looks ahead to what he might do about it. Many English trans-
lations obscure the shift by paraphrasing what seems to be an incomplete
sentence: “Jesus answered, ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was
born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him’” (9:3 NRSV); or
“‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned, said Jesus, ‘but this happened so
that the work of God might be displayed in his life’” (9:3 NIV). The words
in italics, which do not appear in Greek, are added by the translators. The
problem is that they wrongly imply that God caused the blindness so that
Jesus could use it to reveal divine glory. Moreover, the NRSV even omits
the contrastive word alla (“but”) that appears in Greek and is essential to
the meaning of the sentence.

The best way to approach the passage is simply to follow the Greek
wording, recognizing that the sentence begins in 9:3 and continues in the
next verse: “Neither this man nor his parents sinned, but in order that [all’
hina| the works of God might be revealed in him we must work the works
of him who sent me while it is day” (9:3-4a).5 Jesus does not explain the
cause of the blindness. He simply accepts it as a given and declares that he
will deal with it in order to do God’s work of healing.

The same pattern occurs later in the Gospel, when Jesus’ friend Lazarus
becomes seriously ill. Lazarus’s sisters send a message to Jesus, who is quite
some distance away, saying, “Lord, he whom you love is ill” (11:3). Their
comment is significant because it assumes that those who are loved by Je-
sus can and do become terminally ill. The Gospel even emphasizes that
“Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus” (11:5). It seems clear that
the illness is not an act of divine hostility toward Lazarus. Then Jesus says,
“This illness does not lead to death; rather it is for the glory of God” (11:4).
Note that there is no speculation about the cause of the illness. Jesus does
not say that God caused the illness in order to use it as an occasion for re-
vealing his glory. Instead, he simply accepts the illness as a given and will
work forward from there to bring glory to God by giving life.

The Gospel does not attempt to explain why some people are healed
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and others are not. It is not that those who believe are always restored to
health while those who do not believe suffer iliness. The royal official shows
signs of faith (see p. 166), but the invalid at the poo! of Bethzatha does not,
as we will see (p. 67). Jesus is free to heal where there is faith, and free to heal
where there is no faith. His acts of healing set him on the side of life over
against death. Yet the Gospel assumes that death remains an issue for all
people, including the followers of Jesus. The message of resurrection actu-
ally presupposes that death is real. The promise of resurrection is not that
people escape dying, but are given life through and out of death — some-
thing that must be considered further below (see pp. 179-82).

Relational Hunger, Thirst, and Darkness

Many episodes in the Gospel show that the physical dimensions of human
need point to needs that are of another order. The images of hunger, thirst,
and darkness are based in human experiences of deprivation. All of them
recognize the need for things that come to people from outside themselves.
Those who hunger, thirst, and are in darkness require food, water, and
light from external sources. If the needs expressed in hunger and thirst are
not met, they eventually culminate in death — and death is ofien signified
by darkness. This pattern enables the images of thirst, hunger, and dark-
ness to function as metaphors for the human need to relate to God in faith.
The Gospel uses these images to show that people have an inherent need
for God, yet it also discloses that the need may take people away from God
and prompt them to seek life in other ways.

We begin with the image of hunger, which takes on theological mean-
ing in the story of the feeding of the five thousand (6:1-15).7 Jesus has the
crowd lie down on the grass, then feeds them with five barley loaves and
two fish. After everyone has had enough, the disciples gather up twelve
baskets full of leftovers so that nothing is lost. The Gospel presents thisas a
sign that functions on two levels: On the physical level this sign recognizes
that people need food for their bodies. Jesus does not tell hungry people to
ignore their need for daily bread; rather, he meets this need by giving them
food and collecting twelve baskets of leftovers. They have all they need to
sate their physical hunger. On another level Jesus also assumes that people
hunger for relationship with God, and this hunger presupposes a human
separation from God that must be overcome.
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The problem becomes evident when the well-fed crowd pursues Jesus
the next day in the hopes of acquiring yet another free lunch. In respond-
ing to Jesus this group collapses the two levels of the sign into one. They
reduce the need for a relationship with God to a need for more bread. Hav-
ing eaten their fill of the loaves, they simply seek more loaves. They seek a
material solution to their relational problem. Therefore, Jesus tells them,
“Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures to
eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you” (6:27). To some extent this
comment observes that material food does not endure. The ordinary bread
that people eat each day spoils, and even the manna that God gave people
in Moses’ time deteriorated in a matter of hours. Those who tried to hoard
the manna in the wilderness found that it melted away in the heat of the
sun {Exod. 16:20-21).

The comment also warns that those who make perishable food the ul-
timate object of their life have set a direction that will end in their own
deaths. The passage plays on the different dimensions of the meaning of
death. The perishing that Jesus warns about goes beyond what is physical;
it involves final separation from God. This kind of death is the counterpart
to eternal life. The Fourth Gospel assumes that eternal life begins in the
present, as people relate to God in faith. It also recognizes that people of
faith do die. Their hearts stop beating and the lungs no longer breathe. Yet
the relationship that begins in faith is not terminated by death, and in this
sense people of faith do not die, since they are not cut off from God and
have the promise of resurrection (John 6:33, 39). The crowd in John 6,
however, fixes its attention on finite and perishable food in ways that turn
them away from the divine giver. When this pattern of alienation is al-
lowed to take its course, it leads to final separation from God, which is
death in the ultimate sense.

The solution to this problem would seem to be obvious: People must
redirect their attention to God and his gifts. After all, Jesus says, “I am the
bread of life. Whoever comes to me will not hunger and whoever believes
in me will not thirst” (6:35). The crowd grumbles when he says this, but the
point seems clear: People are to come to Jesus. What complicates matters is
that people are evidently not capable of doing what Jesus says. He tells his
hearers, “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws
him” (6:44). This makes a surprising judgment on the human condition.
Human beings not only do not come but apparently cannot come to the
bread of life. Jesus’ startling statement is made without qualification.
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When he says that “no one” can come he includes all people. When he says
that no one “can” come, he points to a fundamental inability of human be-
ings to come. In human terms, coming to Jesus is impossible.

Jesus goes on to say, however, that people can be drawn to him by God’s
action. Human beings cannot overcome the barrier separating them from
the source of life, but God can overcome the barrier. The bread of life must
not only be received by faith, it must evoke faith; and when the divine gift
evokes faith, human separation from God is overcome, and people are
brought to life with God.

The image of thirst is closely related to that of hunger.® It is introduced
in Jesus’ conversation with the Samaritan woman (4:1-15). As the story
opens, Jesus sits beside a well and the woman comes to draw water. On an
ordinary physical level, the situation assumes that people need water. A
lack of water makes people thirsty, and thirst makes them seek water in or-
der to live. It is natural that the woman comes to the local well with her jar,
looking for the water she needs for daily life. Jesus initially asks her for wa-
ter, saying “Give me a drink” (4:7). But then he abruptly shifts the conver-
sation to the level of thirst for God. He says, “If you knew the gift of God,
and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink, you would have asked
him and he would have given you living water” (4:10).

The playful turn in the conversation makes one wonder who really is
thirsty. The woman comes looking for ordinary water and is now told
about the water that quenches a thirst she did not even know she had. Je-
sus’ offer seems ludicrous, since he does not even have a bucket to carry the
water. So Jesus says, “Everyone who drinks of this water” from the well
“will be thirsty again, but those who drink of the water that I will give
them will never be thirsty,” for it will “become in them a spring of water
welling up to eternal life” (4:13-14). The woman asks for the water, though
she seems to have no idea what it is — she seems to think of it as a plumb-
ing miracle, which will eliminate the need to hau!l water from the well each
day. Readers, however, can see that Jesus speaks of thirst as the need for
God and of living water as the gift that brings people into relationship with
God (4:10).

The conversation shifts to the woman’s personal life, but soon tle
question of God resurfaces. After Jesus speaks about the woman’s various
husbands, she identifies him as a prophet and asks whether worship
should take place on the nearby Samaritan mountain or in Jerusalem. The
text suggests an analogy between the woman’s daily life and her people’s
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worship life. Just as she keeps coming to the well for water, her people keep
coming to the mountain to worship. When speaking about water, Jesus re-
ferred to the gift that the woman did not know, and when speaking about
the mountain he says that her people worship what they do not know
(4:10, 22). The problem is not that the Samaritans refuse to worship —
they do worship — the problem is where their worship leads them.

Jesus says, “You worship what you do not know; we worship what we
know, for salvation is from the Jews” (4:22). From a Jewish perspective, Sa-
maritan worship is directed away from God, not toward him. Although
Jews and Samaritans shared some common traditions, going back to Jacob
and his predecessors (4:12), it was said that Samaritan worship included
other deities, which had been introduced into the region centuries before
(2 Kings 17:29-41). Their practice was considered a departure from true
faith. To say that they worship what they “do not know” means that some-
thing has taken God’s place. Similar expressions were commonly used for
various kinds of false worship: “All who make idols are nothing . . . their
witnesses neither see nor know”; indeed, “they do not comprehend . . .
they cannot understand” (Isa. 44:9,18).° Samaritan practice may reflect the
need to worship God, yet it has led them away from God.

What is remarkable is that Jesus does not say that the Samaritans
should redirect their worship from their own mountain to Jerusalem. Ap-
parently, the problem cannot be resolved by a shift in geographical focus.
Rather, Jesus says that it is God who “seeks” people to worship in spirit and
truth. And he anticipates that people will be brought to true worship
through the Spirit, which is the “living water” that God will send (John
4:23-24). Through the agency of the Spirit, God engenders the faith that is-
sues into worship that is true (see pp. 203-6).

Thus far the thirst for God has been a Samaritan issue, yet several chap-
ters Jater the image of thirst is used for those who worship in the temple in
Jerusalem. The setting is the feast of Booths or Tabernacles (Sukkoth), a fes-
tival that recognizes the need for water. The festival commemorates the
forty years that Israel sojourned in the desert during the time of Moses. At
that time the people were desperately short of water, and God commanded
Moses to strike a rock so that a stream flowed from it in the desert (Exod.
17:1-7). Remembering this, pilgrims came to the temple in Jesus’ time, as
prayers for rain were offered. The festival occurred at the end of a long dry
season, when it was clear that people needed showers from heaven to sus-
tain life and productivity in the coming year. The priest poured water from
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a golden pitcher onto the temple’s altar as a visible petition that God would
send rain on the land, providing life and growth during the coming year.'?

On the last day of the festival Jesus says, “If any one thirst, let him come
to me,” promising to give people living water (John 7:37-39). People at the
festival presumably know their need for rainwater, but Jesus speaks of an-
other kind of thirst. The need is like that expressed by the Psalmist: “My
soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When shall I come and behold the
face of God?” (Ps. 42:2; cf. 63:1; 143:6). The difference is that the psalmist is
aware of the need for God, whereas the people in John’s Gospel do not ex-
press their longing in this way; Jesus is the one who names their thirst. It
seems odd to speak to people in the temple in this fashion. After all, when
Jesus was in Samaria he affirmed that “we worship what we know, for sal-
vation is from the Jews” (John 4:22). But apparently this does not mean
that everyone who comes to the temple knows God. What reveals the
problem, from the perspective of the evangelist, is their negative reaction
to Jesus. If the worshipers knew God, they would presumably welcome
Jesus, whom God has sent. But this is not the case. Jesus has come to do the
works of God, yet they cannot comprehend where Jesus has come from or
where he is going, and from a Johannine perspective this means they do
not know God (7:28).

The Gospel depicts Jews and Samaritans in the same way, as people
who thirst. Because they have the same need, Jesus offers them the same
gift: living water, which in John’s Gospel is an image for the Spirit of God
and the revelation that Jesus provides (see pp. 143-46). Underlying the im-
age of thirst is that people have a need that must be met from a source out-
side themselves. People do not have the capacity to meet physical thirst
with what they have within themselves. Similarly, their thirst for life with
God must be met by an outside source. It must be met by divine action
through the work of Jesus and activity of the Spirit.

Finally, we come to the image of darkness.'* Like hunger and thirst,
darkness can identify a need, in this case the need for light. Yet the image
of darkness encompasses several dimensions. These are suggested in the
prologue, where the light of life is given by God’s Word. The “light shines
in the darkness and the darkness did not overcome it” (1:5). On one level
darkness connotes not knowing, since it is the opposite of the Word that
brings knowledge of God. On a second level the darkness connotes sin
and evil, since it is opposed to God and his Word. On a third level the
darkness connotes death, since it is the opposite of the light of life.
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Theologically, all three levels will be important. The prologue also shows
that darkness can act as a power that actively seeks to overcome the light
(1:5). The narrative will show that darkness does not overcome Jesus, who
is the light of the world, but darkness can overcome others, much as trav-
elers on a road are engulfed in darkness when night falls over them (12:35-
36). What is peculiar is that no one wants to be hungry or thirsty, but peo-
ple may want to remain in darkness. As it surrounds them, people may
embrace it, take refuge in it, and find comfort in its shadows. And one
wonders how this can be.

The Gospel explores human darkness in its account of Nicodemus, the
Pharisee and ruler of the Jews, who visits Jesus in Jerusalem. Nicodemus
comes to Jesus “by night” (3:2). The darkness may simply describe the set-
ting, yet it also suggests something about Nicodemus’s character. Initially
the darkness suggests that Nicodemus lacks understanding. He is “in the
dark” about the ways of God, yet he is not aware of this and thinks that he
knows more than he really does. When meeting Jesus, Nicodemus says,
“Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God, for no
one can do these signs that you do unless God is with him” (3:2).
Nicodemus seems to be in the know, but is he?

Jesus’ quick responses expose the limits of Nicodemus’s understanding.
He says that no one can see the kingdom of God without being born anew
(3:3). Although Jesus speaks of divine things, Nicodemus plods along on
the earthbound level, incredulous at the thought of an old man crawling
back into the womb to be born physically all over again. Jesus contrasts
physical birth with birth from the Spirit, then likens the Spirit to the wind,
whose origin and destination are beyond human knowing (3:4-8).
Nicodemus’s attempt to understand this grinds to a halt as he is forced to
ask, “How can these things be?” And Jesus points out that Nicodemus, who
initially claimed to know so much, really does not comprehend the ways of
God (3:9-10).

jesus speaks to Nicodemus as an individual, but expands the scope of
his comments when he says that no human being has the inherent ability
to see or enter the kingdom of God (3:3, 5). The assumption is that all peo-
ple begin at a point outside the kingdom and that those born of the flesh
do not have the capacity to enter the kingdom on their own. The “king-
dom of God” is another way of speaking about the life in relationship with
God that is depicted later in this chapter (3:14-18). The kingdom is where
eternal life 1s found. People enter through faith, and faith is not self-
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generated. Faith is the new birth that comes through an encounter with
the love of God, which comes to people from outside themselves, through
God’s gift of the Son and the working of the Spirit (see pp. 137-43).

The passage describes Jesus as the light, who has come into the dark-
ened world, and one would assume that people would welcome the gifts he
brings. But the Gospel recognizes that this is not necessarily the case. It de-
scribes a situation in which some people are drawn to the light and others
are repelled by it. Some come to the brightness and others flee to the shad-
ows (3:116-21). If people come, it shows that they have found that not know-
ing is confining and that sin is oppressive. By way of contrast, those who
reject the light prefer the darkness. They find the truth to be unwelcome,
preferring not to know. Rather than experiencing sin as oppressive, they
find it appealing. For them the darkness is comfortable, as it is for the thief
who works during the night so as not to be seen (Job 24:13-17). They have
the illusion that in the darkness they are protected from judgment. Yet ac-
cording to John the reverse is true. By embracing the darkness that alien-
ates them from God, people actually place themselves under judgment;
and by rejecting the light of life, they travel toward the darkness that ends
in death (John 3:19-20).

John’s Gospel recognizes that human beings are complex and subject
to conflicting impulses. Some passages picture thirsty people, who have a
need for the life that comes from God and who search for something to
meel this need. Hunger reflects a similar idea, and the Gospel shows how
the hunger to overcome one’s separation from the source of life can pro-
duce a misguided impulse to fix attention on material gifts rather than on
the divine giver. Darkness depicts people embracing what alienates them
from God, turning the lack of knowledge into a new certainty and unbelief
into a new faith. People are both estranged from and attracted to God.
They need what they reject, yet have a propensity to reject what they need.
And this problem takes us to the Gospel’s understanding of sin.

The Problem of Sin

Sin, in John’s Gospel, is first a relational concept. It is unbelief or alienation
from God, and it is therefore the antithesis of faith.'> Throughout the Gos-
pel, people relate rightly to God by believing in Jesus, the one whom God
sent. If faith involves knowing God, trusting God, and being faithful to
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God, then sin is the opposite of faith. It means not comprehending the
truth about God and Jesus (8:24; 16:9), and not knowing the truth about
oneself. It is a blindness to one’s own condition, a pretension to see clearly
even when one cannot see (9:39-41).

This primary sin of unfaith is expressed in the many “sins” or wrongful
actions that people commit. John does not speak of sins primarily as trans-
gressions of a moral code, but he does assume that human actions reflect
underlying commitments. Faith in God rightly leads to faithfulness in rela-
tionships with other people, just as alienation from God is expressed in
unfaithfulness in other relationships. Sin is depicted as opposition to God
and Jesus, and this is evident in animosity toward those who belong to Je-
sus (3:205 7:7; 15:22-24).

Sin is closely linked to death, and John’s Gospel traces this process in
two ways: Firsl, sin can move people to take away life from other people.
This is most evident in Jesus’ opponents. Because they do not believe him,
they denounce him and manage to have him put to death. Their unbelief
results in his crucifixion. Second, sin ultimately leads to death for the sin-
ners themselves. In John’s Gospel, death is a process. If true life is lived in
relationship with God, then those who are hostile to God separate them-
selves from the source of life. Their relationship with God dies, even while
their bodies are still functioning. As this separation continues, it can even-
tually become permanent; so that sin culminates in the death that is final
separation from God (8:21, 24).

Unbelief and Its Effects

The Gospel presupposes that there were problems in people’s relationships
to God before Jesus’ ministry began. The noun “sin” (hamartia) is first
used by John the Baptist, who introduces Jesus as “the Lamb of God who
takes away the sin of the world” in 1:29. It is precisely because of sin that
the Lamb is sent to take it away. Because of this, it is startling that the Gos-
pel can also say that Jesus provokes sin. When speaking to his disciples at
the last supper, Jesus speaks of opposition from the unbelieving world and
says, “If 1 had not come and spoken to them, they would not have sin; but
now they have no excuse for their sin” (15:22). Again, “If [ had not done
among them the works that no one else did, they would not have sin. But
now they have hated both me and my Father” (15:24).
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These sayings do not mean that the world was sinless until Jesus came.
Rather, they indicate that Jesus brings the underlying problem in the
world’s relationship to God into the open. If Jesus is from God, as the Gos-
pel says he is, then those who reject Jesus show their alienation from the
God who sent him. Their negative response to Jesus gives definition to the
relational issue, so that it can be identified specifically as “sin.”'® Those
who linger in the darkness might claim they cannot be faulted if they have
never been shown the light. But in Jesus the light has come. Therefore, by
its hatred for Jesus, the world shows its true character and no longer has an
“excuse” or pretext for its sin (15:22). By its portrayal of specific people, the
Gospel shows how encounters with Jesus “expose” the problem of sin so
that it can be seen by the readers (3:20).

The verb “sin” (hamartano) is first used in the story of the invalid in
5:1-16. The setting is the pool of Bethzatha in Jerusalem, where many peo-
ple with physical ailments come in the hope of a cure. Among them is a
man who cannot walk, who has been lying beside the pool for a long time.
At the outset nothing is said about sin, belief, or unbelief. Jesus simply ap-
proaches him and asks whether he wants to be healed. Rather than giving
Jesus an affirmative answer, however, the man complains that he has no
one to put him into the pool when the water is mysteriously troubled.

The man’s preoccupation with the water is closer to a belief in magic
than to what the Gospel considers a belief in God. He seems to assume that
those who enter the water at the right moment will be healed automati-
cally and that latecomers will not be helped. From his perspective, every-
thing depends on a well-timed entry into the pool. This belief seems to
have little connection with the God of Israel, who does not limit his favor
to those who have the best sense of timing. To be sure, the scribes who later
copied the Gospel improved the man’s image by ascribing the movement
of the water to an angel of the Lord, which brings some vestige of God into
the picture (5:4). But the verse about the angel is not included in the best
ancient manuscripts, and it has rightly been deleted from most modern
translations. As the text stands, there is no mention of God in the healing
process connected with the pool.

Despite the man’s unresponsiveness, Jesus tells him to take up his mat
and walk, and immediately the man is healed (s5:9a). This means that his
physical problem is resolved by the action of Jesus. So having been healed,
the man does get up and leave (5:9b). Yet other problems remain unre-
solved. The man quickly runs into trouble with the Jewish authorities,
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who reprimand him for carrying his mat on the Sabbath. Without miss-
ing a beat, the man tries to evade responsibility by saying that he is only
doing what he had been told, since his healer had directed him to carry
the mat. Unfortunately, the man had not bothered to learn his healer’s
name (5:10-13).

Jesus identifies the issue when he finds the man and tells him, “Do not
persist in sin, so that nothing worse happens to you” (5:14). The man’s sin
is his persistent unresponsiveness to his healer, and Jesus warns that by
continuing in this pattern of unbelief he will encounter something worse
than a reprimand for a Sabbath violation. Carrying the mat brought the
man under the judgment of the Jewish authorities, but unbeliel brings
him under the judgment of God, which is something “waorse.” Yet despite
the warning the pattern continues, and the man reports his healer to the
authorities, who begin persecuting Jesus (5:15-16). In the case of the in-
valid, sin is brought to light as he persistently seeks to protect his own in-
terests, even when this means putting his healer at risk of persecution. His
unbelief is expressed in action.

John’s understanding of sin is further developed in scenes where con-
flicting viewpoints are introduced. Jesus’ opponents work with an under-
standing of sin that is based on their interpretation of the Jewish law. From
their perspective, Jesus himself is the sinner because he seems to violate the
commands of God. Jesus cures the invalid at Bethzatha on the Sabbath and
later does the same for the man born blind (5:16; 9:14). The disputes that
erupt show readers the issue. According to Jewish law, people are to refrain
from working on the Sabbath (Exod. 20:8-11). The Pharisees regard healing
as a form of work, and according to tradition people are not to heal on the
Sabbath unless a person’s life is in danger. Since this is not the case with the
man’s congenital blindness, Jesus could have waited a day to heal him.
Moreover, when curing the blind man, Jesus had made mud from spittle,
but kneading was forbidden on the Sabbath.

Some of the Jewish authorities conclude that Jesus must be a sinner,
since his actions violate the Sabbath laws, but others counter that a sinner
would not have the ability to do such a healing (John 9:16). The problem is
that a lawbreaker should not be able to do miracles and a miracle-worker
should not break the law. The incongruity of the whole affair makes them
doubt whether a healing has taken place, so they question the man’s par-
ents in the hope of discovering that he had not been blind in the first place.
Then they can throw the case out of court. But the parents testify that the
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man was born blind and now can see. This puts the issue back in the lap of
the Pharisees (9:18-23).

Now that the healing has been authenticated, the Pharisees speak with
one voice: They declare that Jesus is a sinner (hamartélos) because he vio-
lates the law as they understand it (9:24). As the evidence for the healing
becomes increasingly clear, the Pharisees become increasingly strident in
their denunciations of Jesus as a sinner. Their point of view has its own
logic, but the continued exchanges with the beggar disclose its flaws. The
Jewish leaders first rule that Jesus must be a sinner and only later bother to
ask how the healing was done (9:26). Yet issuing a verdict before complet-
ing an investigation violates the legal tradition that the Pharisees are seek-
ing to uphold, which undermines their position. Dissatisfied with the beg-
gar’s reply, they declare that they do not know where Jesus is from, a
remark that is intended to discredit Jesus (9:29). But from the perspective
of the evangelist, this actually discredits the Pharisees by showing that they
act on the basis of ignorance, not insight. In order to condemn Jesus for a
breach of Sabbath law they must accept the fact that Jesus has healed, while
suppressing the point that he did so by the power of God. The beggar
points out the incongruity: If the power to heal really comes from God,
then the Pharisees are effectively saying that God promotes sin by empow-
ering Jesus to violate the law by curing a man of blindness. And for him,
this makes no sense.

The opposite view, which is that of the Gospel writer, is that sin is ex-
posed when people reject Jesus. The idea is that Jesus does not sin by heal-
ing on the Sabbath. Rather, his opponents reveal their sin — their unbelief
— by denouncing Jesus for healing. If God gives life on the Sabbath, then
healing on the Sabbath is congruent with God’s purposes. It does not vio-
late the law (5:17-24; 7:19-24). Giving sight to the blind is something that is
done by an agent of God, not an opponent of God. So Jesus cannot be con-
demned as a sinner (9:31-33). The Gospel assumes that Scripture bears wit-
ness to Jesus (5:39) — and there are passages that speak of God’s servant
opening the eyes of the blind (Isa. 42:6-7). The issue is not whether the law
is valid, but whether the Pharisees’ interpretation of it is legitimate. The
evangelist assumes that if God is active in Jesus’ healings, then those who
invoke the law against Jesus show that they do not understand God’s pur-
poses. The Pharisees, however, remain adamant; and they put their unbe-
lief into action by declaring that the beggar who defends Jesus must also be
a sinner. Then they put him out of their community (John 9:34).
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Now Jesus says, “I came into this world for judgment, so that those
who do not see may see, and those who do see may become blind.” The
Pharisees reply, “Surely we are not blind, are we?” And Jesus responds, “If
you were blind, you would not have sin. But now that you say, ‘We see,
your sin remains” (9:39-41). At the beginning of this episode, Jesus identi-
fes himself as the light of the world (9:5). The light shines with increasing
intensity as Jesus enables a blind man to see, and the truth of the healing is
repeatedly verified by the man and his parents. But the light of truth is like
the light of the sun. Its radiance enables some to see, yet it can blind those
who stare into it without blinking. This is the situation of the Pharisees.
The clearer the truth becomes, the more firmly they reject it. Their blind-
ness to the light of Jesus reveals blindness to the God who sent him. This
manifests the sin of unbelief. The Gospel assumes that the problem was
there before Jesus came. His opponents’ estrangement from God did not
begin when he first performed the healing. But their negative response to
the light Jesus brings means that their sin “remains,” and it is exposed for
the readers to see.

Sin and the Crucifixion

The dynamics of human sin led to Jesus’ crucifixion, according to John. In
the story of the passion we find the Gospel revealing sin through its por-
trayal of both Jewish and Roman leaders. This shows that sin cannot be
limited to Jewish or Gentile circles. It is a human problem. Modern readers
of the passion narrative often concentrate on its social and political di-
mensions, tracing ways in which Pilate and the Jewish authorities maneu-
ver through society’s structures of power in order to secure their own aims
and safeguard their own interests. And there clearly are political factors.
John observes that the Jewish leaders see Jesus as a potential rebel against
Roman rule, a figure whose popularity threatens to make the Romans take
military action against the Jewish people. Therefore, to prevent the move-
ment from growing, they determine to put Jesus to death (11:47-50). The
problem is that under Roman rule they are not allowed to carry out the
death sentence themselves, which means they must collaborate with the
Roman governor to have Jesus executed (18:31). They tell Pilate, “Everyone
who makes himself king opposes the emperor” (19:12), and Pilate soon
hands Jesus over to be crucified.!*
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In John’s worldview, however, these political dynamics manifest an un-
derlying theological reality, which is the power of sin. John seeks to show
that Jesus’ kingship cannot be understood in ordinary political terms, since
Jesus does not “make himself” a king and does not allow other people to do
so. After Jesus feeds the five thousand, the people try to make him king, but
he flees; and when crowds later welcome him with palm branches and ac-
claim him King of Israel, he hides himself from them (6:15;12:36). During
his trial, Jesus tells Pilate that his kingdom is not of this world, meaning that
his power comes from God above, not from human beings below, which is
why he does not allow his disciples to follow the earthly practice of using vi-
olence to prevent his arrest (18:10-11, 36). The implication is that those who
reject Jesus reject the power that comes from God above, and this is what
the Jewish authorities do, according to John. When Pilate asks whether he
should release King Jesus, they reject this idea and ask instead for Barabbas
the insurrectionist (Iéstés), a figure associated with the violence of the world
(18:40). While turning away from Jesus, whose power comes from above,
they embrace the power of the world below."

The disclosure of the Jewish authorities’ estrangement from God con-
tinues when they tell Pilate, “We have a law, and according to that law he
ought to die because he has made himself Son of God” (19:7). This charge
marks the culmination of disputes that have developed throughout the
Gospel. Jesus healed on the Sabbalh, claiming to do so because God his Fa-
ther worked on the Sabbath. He used the expression “1 Am” for himself in
ways that had divine overtones, and claimed to be one with the Father. His
Jewish listeners regarded these as blasphemous attempts to make himself
God, which warranted death under the law (5:17-18; 8:58-59; 10:30-33).
Therefore, the evangelist regards their desire to have Jesus crucified as a
matter of unfaith, a refusal to believe that Jesus had come from God.

The conflict reaches its climax when Jesus and the Jewish authorities
come before Pilate’s judgment seat. Having previously supported the re-
lease of Barabbas the insurrectionist, the Jewish leaders now seem to
change course by telling Pilate that they are loyal subjects of the empire,
who have no king but Caesar (19:15). From a political perspective, this tac-
tic is at least partially successful, for Pilate hands Jesus over to be crucified.
But from the Gospel’s theological perspective, affirming Caesar’s exclusive
lordship means rejecting God’s lordship. Having denounced Jesus for try-
ing to make himself Son of God, the Jewish leaders support the claims of
the emperor, the man who was called “son of god” since he occupied the



72 THE WORD OF LIFE

throne of his deified predecessors.'® On one level it seems inconsistent for
the Jewish leaders initially to support an insurrectionist and then to claim
loyalty to Rome. Yet on another level their actions show a consistent alien-
ation from God, since they repeatedly reject the king who has come from
above in order to embrace the powers of the world below, whether in the
form of Barabbas or Caesar.

We now turn to Pilate the Roman governor, who plays a difterent polit-
ical role in the story. It is not always clear whether readers are to see Pilate
as a weak and indecisive figure or as a powerful and shrewd administrator
(18:29-19:22)."7 At first he might appear to be merely ineffectual, since he
proposes releasing Jesus only to have the Jewish leaders block his action by
demanding Barabbas instead. After having Jesus scourged, Pilate seems to
assume that the Jewish authorities will be satisfied, but they tell Pilate to go
even farther by crucifying Jesus. Pilate tries to evade responsibility for
judgment, then becomes afraid when he hears Jesus called Son of God. He
vainly tries to release Jesus only to be told that this would undermine his
friendship with the emperor. Yet the appearance of weakness might be de-
ceiving, since Pilate’s actions finally serve Roman political interests quite
well. He does not agrec to crucify Jesus until the Jewish authorities reaf-
firm their loyalty to the emperor, and the sign Pilate puts above the cross
simply calls Jesus the King of the Jews, which disturbs the Jewish leaders
because it gives the impression that the Romans are execuling an actual
Jewish king. Pilate’s refusal to change the sign suggests that he is quite con-
tent to give the impression that he is crucifying Jewish national aspirations
along with Jesus.

Beneath Pilate’s political maneuvering, however, the evangelist dis-
cerns another factor: the power of sin. Pilate asks, “What is truth?” and
even though he does not wait for an answer, readers soon learn that Pilate
knows the truth in at least a limited sense. He knows that Jesus is not
guilty, which is true, and he declares Jesus’ innocence three times (18:38;
19:4, 6). Pilate also has pretensions of being powerful, claiming that he has
the power to release Jesus and the power to crucify him (19:10). Yet when
Pilate is given the opportunity to exercise his power, he knowingly hands
over an innocent man to be crucified. By his action he rejects the truth,
and rejecting the truth is sin. Socially and politically, Pilate and the Jewish
authorities have different interests, but beneath their differences the evan-
gelist discerns a common human reality: the presence of sin, the power of
unbelief.
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Sin and Bondage

For John, sin is a form of power that can hold people in its grasp. It does
not express human freedom but takes away human freedom. In John o, the
sin of the authorities is described as blindness, as a darkness that makes it
impossible for them to see that God is active in Jesus the healer or that the
man born blind is telling the truth when he says that Jesus is from God.
What is more, the authorities have the illusion that they can see the truth.
They are blind to their own blindness; they act in unbelief while assuming
they are acting on the basis of truth (9:40-41). In the passion narrative, the
Jewish authorities and Pilate are all caught up in dynamics that eventually
make them say and do things they would not have anticipated. One won-
ders how much freedom they really have.

The Gospel sometimes speaks of sin as a form of slavery or bondage. At
one point Jesus tells a group of people in the temple, “If you continue in
my word you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the
truth will make you free” (8:31-32). The saying presupposes that people
need to be made free, which means they are currently not free. If the truth
gives people freedom, then falsehood holds them captive. These words —
“the truth will make you free” — have been etched on the walls of universi-
ties and great libraries, inspiring students to pursue various fields of
higher learning. But in the Gospel this saying has to do with Jesus’ word
concerning himself and his Father, and with the truth that overcomes hu-
man estrangement from God.

Jesus’ listeners object that they do not need to be made free because
they are children of Abraham and have never been in bondage to anyone
(8:33). Historically, of course, their comment is not true. Abraham’s chil-
dren were repeatedly in bondage. The first time was in Egypt, where they
were enslaved by the pharaohs. Later, they were taken captive by the Baby-
lonians, who conquered Jerusalem and exiled the people from their home-
land. Finally, the Romans had conquered the land, and Jesus’ listeners were
living under Roman domination. Those claiming never to have been in
bondage cannot see the truth about their own history. In this context their
unwillingness to acknowledge slavery in the historical sense reflects an in-
ability to recognize slavery in the theological sense.

Jesus replies, “Very truly I tell you, everyone who commits sin is a slave
to sin” (8:33-34). The idea is that actions reveal a person’s character. Those
who commit sin show that they are not freely acting on the basis of what is
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true, but have been taken prisoner by falsehood and are now forced to live
on the basis of untruth. The enslaving power of sin might be compared to
addiction, where a chemical distorts the way people see reality and over-
powers their will, taking away the freedom to do something other than
what the addiction demands. The relationship to the chemical becomes
the primary relationship, damaging all other relationships. And the irony
is that those who are being enslaved have the illusion that they are free to
live as they choose.

The power of sin, in John’s Gospel, is similar. The people who meet Je-
sus insist that they are free, and if this is true, then they have no need of the
freedom he offers. If Jesus persists in offering them freedom, then they are
bound to reject him because they know he cannot be telling them the
truth. Jesus says that “if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed”
(8:36), but his listeners do not believe this. Their unbelief drives their ac-
tions, so that by the end of the chapter they are ready to stone Jesus. Re-
jecting the offer of freedom reveals the depth of their bondage.

The Problem of Evil

Enslavement to sin brings us close to another aspect of the human condi-
tion, which is oppression by the power of evil. Much of the Gospel focuses
on the way people interact with Jesus and each other, yet behind the scenes
is another power, which is hostile to God and seeks to exert its influence
over the world. John assumes that human beings are accountable for their
own unbelief and actions. Yet he also recognizes that there are dimensions
of evil that go beyond the merely human. To understand the world and its
people, therefore, we must explore the role of this sinister force.

Satan

John calls this transcendent power of evil Satan (13:27), the devil (13:2), the
evil one (17:15), and the ruler of this world (12:31). In the other gospels the
devil sometimes appears in vivid personilied form, tempting Jesus to turn
stones into bread, to cast himself down from the temple, or to gain worldly
power by worshiping him (Matt. 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13). Evil spirits seize con-
trol of people, and Jesus performs exorcisms to liberate them from de-
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monic power (Matt. 8:28-34; Mark 3:22-27; Luke 9:37-43). In John, how-
ever, the devil is not fully personified. He lurks in the shadows, carrying
out his designs through human agents. This does not exempt people from
responsibility for their actions. John recognizes that there is a power that
transcends human sin and aligns itself with human sin in opposition to
God. People have a will of their own, but Satan bends it toward his own
ends. Jesus tells a group of hostile listeners, who seek to kill him, that “your
will” is to do what the devil desires (John 8:44). Significantly, John includes
no accounts of Jesus casting out demons from those he meets. The single
“exorcism” is the crucifixion itself, since that is where Jesus casts out the
demonic ruler of the world {12:31; see pp. 117-20).1®

There are three principal characteristics of Satan’s activity in John: The
first is deception. The devil is called a liar and the father of lies. The Gospel
says that there is no truth in the devil and that when he lies he speaks ac-
cording to his own nature (8:44). Falsehood is a form of power, for by con-
vincing people to believe a lie the devil can move people to carry out his
designs. John assumes that God is true and that Jesus speaks the truth he
received from God. By way of contrast, the devil spins a web of deception,
seeking to trap people with the idea that Jesus is misleading them and that
they do not need the gifts God offers.

Second, the devil is implicated in the world’s hatred of God, Jesus, and
the Christian community. God loves the world and sent his Son as the ex-
pression of his love (3:16). Therefore, those who belong to God love Jesus,
whereas those allied with the devil do not (8:42-44). Insofar as the devil
rules the world, hatred characterizes his realm. Jesus tells the world the
truth about its evil, and the world hates him for it (7:7). And since God is
the one who sent Jesus to testify, the world’s hatred for Jesus is hatred for
God (15:23). Moreover, Jesus called people to faith, and the unbelieving
world hates believers too. He tells his followers, “If you belonged to the
world, the world would love you as its own. Because you do not belong to
the world, but I have chosen you out of the world — therefore the world
hates you” (15:19).

Third, the devil wields the power of death. He was a murderer from the
beginning and seeks the death of those who oppose him. The adversaries
of Jesus show the influence of the devil by seeking to kill Jesus for speaking
the truth (8:44, 59). Later, Satan instigates the betrayal that leads to Jesus’
crucifixion (13:2, 27). When Jesus goes to the garden where he is arrested,
he is met by a company of armed troops that serve as the agents of the
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ruler of this world (14:30-31; 18:1-3). God may give life through his Word,
but the devil seeks victory by bringing about death.

John refers to the devil as the ruler of this world, while recognizing that
God is the superior power. God creates and gives life, but Satan does not.
Therefore, the devil is an intruder into God’s world (12:31; 16:11). The rela-
tionship of Satan to God is like that of darkness to light. Light has a power
that darkness does not. The evil one cannot overcome the power of God
any more than darkness can extinguish light (1:5). In this clash of powers,
the devil uses the weaponry of falsehood, hatred, and death, yet Jesus de-
feats him with truth, love, and life (see pp. 117-20).

At one point Jesus says his opponents have the devil as their father
(8:44). This does not imply that some people are created by God and oth-
ers by Satan. The Gospel assumes that all things come into being by the
Word of God, not by some other power (1:3). If people are not created as
children of the devil, they become children of the devil by allying them-
selves with evil in opposition to God. People can become children of light
by believing in the light (12:36). By way of contrast, they can become chil-
dren of the devil by embracing falsehood, hatred, and the desire to impose
death on others. John’s worldview is not static — a point we will consider
further under the question of human freedom below.

The Gospel’s pointed reference to the children of the devil appears
when Jesus is debating with a group of Jewish people. Historically, this has
led some to demonize Jewish people in general and has been used to justify
violence against them. This is exactly wrong. The Gospel is clear that Jesus
and his opponents are both Jewish; they share the same heritage and are all
together in the Jerusalem temple. The passage cannot be used to demonize
an ethnic or religious group. More importantly, deception, hatred, and vi-
olence are what Jesus opposes. Therefore, those who claim to follow him
cannot engage in hatred and violence without turning against Jesus him-
self. In this passage Jesus engages in a sharp debate, but when it comes to
throwing stones, Jesus does not participate (8:59). This passage provides
no warrant for violent behavior against those with whom one disagrees.

Evil in Action

Satan’s work is manifested in Judas, one of Jesus’ disciples. This is sobering
for Christian readers because it shows that evil is not confined to the Jew-
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ish or Gentile adversaries of Jesus; Satan works even among Jesus’ own fol-
lowers. Judas is first mentioned at the end of the Bread of Life discourse,
where Jesus says, “Did I not choose you, the Twelve? Yet one of you is a
devil” (6:70-71). Calling Judas “a devil” points to his propensity for evil
without fully identifying him as an agent of “the devil” The Gospel as-
sumes that Judas already is a devil, but it offers no explanation as to how
Judas got that way. The evil within him is simply taken as a given. Note that
Judas already is a devil, yet Jesus chooses him just as he chooses all twelve
disciples to be members of his inner circle, If Judas is a devil, it is not be-
cause Jesus deprived him of his favor. Rather, evil is resistant to the gra-
ciousness Jesus shows.

One might question whether Judas is in any way representative of the
way the power of evil works among human beings, since his role as be-
trayer is so singular. Yet the Gospel links Judas to the wider circle of people
who reject Jesus. The author initially mentions Judas after Jesus has an-
nounced that he will give his own flesh for the life of the world, an idea
many found difficult to accept. Then the Gospel says that “Jesus knew
from the first who were the ones that did not believe, and who was the one
that would betray him.” After this “many of the disciples turned back and
no longer went about with him” (6:64, 66). What readers see happening in
Judas has similarities to what they see happening in others who turn away.
The forces at work in Judas can and do work in others as well.

The devil takes more direct action by designating Judas as the one to
betray Jesus. In John’s account of the last supper, Judas is a participant in a
conflict between transcendent powers. When introducing the supper, John
says that God puts all things in the hands of Jesus, who is God’s agent. At
the same time, the devil puts betrayal into the heart of Judas, who is the
agent of the evil one (13:2-3).!° The encounters between Judas and Jesus at
the supper disclose the nature of the conflict. Jesus washes the feet of all his
disciples, a gracious action that shows his love for them, yet readers are
told that Judas remains unclean. This continued uncleanness points to a
hardened resistance to the love Jesus offers (13:1, 10-11). Later, Jesus dips a
piece of bread into the dish and gives it to Judas as a way of identifying him
as the betrayer. Although giving someone food was a common way to show
favor, Satan immediately enters Judas, so that they are united in purpose
and action (13:27). Earlier it was said that those whose deeds are evil love
darkness, and Satan’s ally goes out to do evil under the cover of night (3:19;

13:30).
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The scope of Satan’s activity widens as Jesus tells the remaining disci-
ples that “the ruler of this world is coming”; then he directs them to get up
and depart from the supper (14:30-31). When they finally leave and go to
the garden, they are met by Judas and others, who serve as agents of the
ruler of this world (see pp.117-20). Satan is not explicitly mentioned in the
remainder of the Gospel, but given what has already been said, readers
might detect his handiwork in the scenes leading up to the crucifixion. The
devil works through falsehood, and the evangelist has prepared readers to
see that the accusations made during Jesus’ trial are false. He is charged
with doing evil, although he is innocent (18:30, 38); with seditiously mak-
ing himself a king, although his kingship comes from above (18:37; 19:12);
and with unlawfully claiming to be Son of God, although God is the one
who sent him (5:19-30; 19:7). By condemning Jesus, his opponents reject
the truth he brings, showing that they have come under the influence of
falsehood. Moreover, the devil wields power by bringing death, and those
who condemn Jesus serve as the agents of death.

The Question of Human Freedom

The Gospel portrays a world that is troubled and complex. People are cre-
ated for life in relationship with God, yet are separated from God. They
have a need for God, yet are resistant to God. Human beings are sinners,
who are accountable for their own unbelief and actions, and who need to
be reconciled with the God from whom they are estranged. Yet they are
also held captive by sin and are oppressed by the powers of evil at work in
the world, so that they need to be set free. These tensions and contradic-
tions characterize the human context into which God sends the Son to
atone, liberate, and bring life (see pp. 109-23). But given this portrayal of
the situation, what can be said of human freedom?

Freedom, in John’s Gospel, is freedom for relationship. This freedom to
believe is the result of God’s action. Faith is not self-generated; it comes
from God’s encounter with human beings. People are said to thirst and
hunger for God, and these images presuppose that people cannot meet
their own need for relationship. They are freed to eat and drink — or to be-
lieve — when God comes to them in Jesus the living bread and in the
Spirit’s living water. Similarly, people engulfed in darkness do not have the
ability to see. The coming of the light creates the freedom to see and believe.
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Human resistance to God also means that God must turn alienation
into trust and hatred into love. The Gospel speaks of God drawing people
to Jesus and Jesus drawing people to himself (6:44; 12:32). The assumption
is that people not only need an opportunity to believe but need a positive
reason to relate to God in this way. God calls forth love in human beings by
extending love to them through the gift of his Son, who lays down his life
for them (3:16). God evokes faith by giving people a Word that can be
trusted, the Word that comes in human form to tell the world the truth
about itself and about the life that comes from God (12:44-50).

The Gospel also recognizes that some people respond to Jesus with
faith and others with unbelief. Interpreters have wondered whether this
means that God has decided that some people will believe and that others
will not. After all, the Gospel says that those whom God has “given” to Je-
sus will believe and have eternal life, which might imply that God has de-
cided not to give faith and life to others (6:39, 65; 17:2, 6). Jesus can say that
those who are “from God” and belong to his sheep will respond favorably
to his word, while others will not (8:47; 10:26). Moreover, at the end of Je-
sus’ public ministry the Gospel says that he performed many signs, yet
people did not believe in him. In fact “they could not believe,” because he
“has blinded their eyes and hardened their heart, so that they might not
look with their eyes, and understand with their heart and turn — and I
would heal them,” as Isaiah said (12:39-40; cf. Isa, 6:10).2°

These passages assume that faith comes from God’s engagement with
human beings, but they do not suggest that God wants some people to re-
ject him. Consider the way the quotation from Isaiah is used. God does not
blind people by depriving them of the light. Rather, according to John,
people become blind because God gives them the light. This was clear in
the story of the man born blind, for as the light of truth shone more
brightly, the authorities were less and less able to see it (John 9:1-41). Blind-
ness comes as God gives them the light, and their hearts are hardened as he
gives them the truth.

If unbelief is not what God wants, then one might conclude that the
difference between belief and unbelief is essentially a human affair. Ac-
cording to this view, God presents the light and truth in Jesus, then leaves
it up to people to determine what they want to do with it. This rightly rec-
ognizes that the human situation is dynamic rather than static.?! The Gos-
pel speaks expansively of anyone and everyone who comes to faith, assum-
ing that many can and will believe (3:16, 33, 36; 4:14; 6:48). The author



8o THE WORD OF LIFE

depicts a context in which people can move from unbelief to faith. Jesus
may say that his opponents do not belong to his sheep, yet he continues to
call them to faith, which means that their unbelief need not be final (10:26,
38). While recognizing human blindness, Jesus urges people to believe in
the light while they have opportunity to do so (12:36). The problem with
understanding faith in exclusively human terms is that it does not deal ad-
equately with the depth of human resistance to God or with the way God
continues to draw people.

In the end, John’s Gospel does not explain why some people believe
and others do not. Rather than speculating as to the reason that some re-
fuse to believe, the Gospel focuses on what it would take for them to come
to faith. God enables people to see who he is through the light of Jesus. If
some become blind, the way for their perception to be altered is, paradoxi-
cally, through continued exposure to the light. Similarly, God evokes faith
through his Word of truth and love. If some reject him, the way for this to
change is by continued encounter with the Word of truth and love,
through the work of God’s Spirit.

The World

The dimensions of the human context, which have been considered above,
are reflected in John’s use of the term kosmos or “world.”*> The prologue
speaks broadly when saying that the world was brought into being through
the Word of God (1:10). In the broadest sense, the world is God’s creation.
It has a beginning (17:5, 24), and is the sphere in which life is lived. But the
Gospel most often focuses on the human world, on the people whom God
has made. In many cases the Gospel speaks of the Jewish world. This is the
immediate context in which much of Jesus’ ministry takes place. He is told
to go to Jerusalem to show himself to the world (7:4). When summarizing
his activities he says, “I have spoken openly to the world; I have always
taught in synagogues and in the temple, where all the Jews come together”
(18:20). For Jesus, being in the world means being among Jewish people.
Yet the Gospel extends this horizon to include other groups in “the world.”
When Jesus goes to Samaria, to non-Jews, he is acclaimed as “Savior of the
World” (4:42). By saying this, the Samaritans show they are part of the
world to which Jesus has come. Later, as Jesus approaches Jerusalem, a
crowd bearing palm branches welcomes him; and the Pharisees say, “the
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world has gone after him” (12:19). The narrator immediately adds, “Now
among those who went up to worship at the festival were some Greeks”
(12:20). The Gospel’s sense of “the world” includes ever-widening circles
that encompass Jews, Samaritans, and Greeks.

This “world” to which Jesus comes is also alienated from the God who
made it. This is evident in the resistance Jesus encounters from his Jewish
opponents. Before going to Jerusalem, Jesus says that the world hates him
because he testifies that its works are evil (7:7). After he arrives, he tells the
Pharisees who reject his testimony, “you are from this world, I am not of
this world,” and he warns them of the consequences of sin (8:23). Some
Jews persecute Jesus for healing on the Sabbath, and Jesus later says that
this exemplifies “the world’s” animosity toward him and his followers
(5:165 15:18-20). Yet the Gospel does not limit the issue of sin to any one
group of people.?* As we noted earlier, Nicodemus is a Jew and a Pharisee,
but he reflects tendencies that are true of “the world” and “human beings”
(anthropoi) more broadly (2:23-25; 3:1-2, 16-21). Jesus came into the world
to bear witness to the truth, and the truth is rejected by Pilate the Roman
governor as well as by Jesus’ Jewish opponents (18:37-38; 19:16). All of them
come under judgment during Jesus’ trial (see pp. 70-72). Sin is a human
problem.

Similarly, the power of evil is at work throughout the human world.
The devil is active among Jesus’ Jewish opponents, as well as in Judas, who
is one of Jesus’ own followers (8:44; 13:2, 27). Before the passion, Jesus ex-
pands the scope of the issue still further when he speaks of the evil one as
“the ruler of this world,” who is coming (12:31; 14:30; 16:11). And as his op-
ponents come to arrest him, readers find that they include Judas his erst-
while disciple, as well as Jewish police and Roman soldiers (18:3). The in-
fluence of the evil one is not limited to one group.

John’s ominous portrayal of “the world” gives depth to his understand-
ing of the love of God and the work of Jesus. The “world” in John’s Gospel
is not characterized by soft summer breezes and the graceful light of dawn,
by meadows filled with flowers or gentle waves upon the shore. It requires
little effort to love a world like that. But in John’s Gospel God loves Lhe
world that hates him; he gives his Son for the world that rejects him. He of-
fers his love to a world estranged from him in order to overcome its hostil-
ity and bring the world back into relationship with its Creator (3:16).



CHAPTER 4

Jesus

Jesus, according to John, is the Word of God made flesh. With its elegant
and soaring prose, the Gospel’s opening lines tell of the Word, through
whom God made all things, coming into the world as a human being (1:1,
14). The Word is God’s way of communicating, and the Gospel traces the
way this takes place in Jesus of Nazareth — in the words he speaks, the ac-
tions he performs, and the death he dies. The story unfolds through con-
troversy. Readers may know from the outset that Jesus is the Word of God,
but those whom Jesus meets during his ministry do not. Some are in-
trigued by him and follow, while others are initially impressed by his mira-
cles but later find his claims to have come from God to be incomprehensi-
ble or blasphemous.

Questions about Jesus are familiar to modern readers, who continue to
differ in their beliefs about who he is. Some call him Son of God, Savior,
and Lord; others think of him as a teacher and example of compassion;
still others view him as an iconoclastic prophet confronting worldly pow-
ers. In John’s Gospel we meet a Jesus who is a paradox. He is clearly human
yet is one with God. He is a rabbi who proves to be a king, a healer who
gives life by dying. The Gospel portrays Jesus by using a number of famil-
lar categories, yet in the end readers find that Jesus cannot be confined to
any one of them.

We will explore Jesus’ identity in several steps. Instead of starting with
the prologue’s elevated statements about the preexistent Word, we begin
where people in the Gospel begin, with Jesus’ humanity, Everyone Jesus
meets, whether friend or foe, rightly assumes that he is a human being.

82
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They call him a teacher, a Jew, or simply a man. Next, some identify Jesus
as a prophet, which seems natural since Jesus speaks on behalf of God and
performs miracles like those of Old Testament prophets; and others go
further, calling him the Messiah, the king who will reign in righteousness.
Finally, we will consider Jesus’ oneness with God. Jesus refers to God as his
Father and to himself as the Son. He uses “I Am” for himself in ways that
recall the name of God, and when speaking of himself as the Son of Man,
Jesus claims to reveal the glory of God.

This progression follows the Gospel’s statement of purpose. John
wrote in order that people might believe that the human being named Je-
sus is also the Messiah and the Son of God (20:31). What is crucial is that
each dimension of Jesus’ identity is true and that no single dimension,
when taken alone, gives a complete picture. The phenomenon is like a mu-
sical chord. When a musician strikes several notes at the same time, the re-
sult is multidimensional sound. Each note makes its own contribution,
and without a particular note, the chord is incomplete. John’s presentation
of Jesus asks that we listen for the chord, for the human, messianic, and di-
vine tones that together give a multidimensional sense of who Jesus is.!

John tells the story of Jesus in retrospect, including insights into Jesus’
life and work that only emerged after his death and resurrection (2:22;
12:16). He recognizes that Jesus’ words and actions were interpreted in con-
flicting ways, and at the end of his public ministry he was widely misun-
derstood (12:34, 37). Given the sharply differing perspectives that emerged
during and after Jesus’ lifetime, one might wonder whether trying to un-
derstand him is worth the effort. Yet the Gospel encourages readers to
grapple with Jesus’ identity for at least two reasons: One is the promise that
those who come to believe in Jesus will find life in his name (20:31). If this
is true, then those who seek life will want to know who the giver of life is.
The other reason is that Jesus calls readers to a way of life. To believe is to
follow, and those who embark on this path will want to understand who it
is that beckons them.

Human Being and Teacher
Jesus” humanity is a helpful place to begin, since everyone in the Gospel

agrees that he is a human being. Those he meets may disagree on what
kind of a person he is, but no one questions the fact that he is truly human.
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Theologically, this is basic to the Gospel’s message. What is at stake in af-
firming the humanity of Jesus is the reality of God’s love and the nature of
Christian discipleship. If Jesus is not truly human, then how can he show
love by dying? And if he is not human, how can ordinary human beings
follow him?

The Jewish Man from Nazareth

“Flesh” or sarxis the Gospel’s most uncompromising way to speak of Jesus’
humanity. The first chapter says that human beings are born through
blood, the will of a man, and the will of the flesh (1:13). The language is
physical and tangible, and having described ordinary human birth in this
way, the Gospel says that God’s “Word became flesh” (1:14). The verb “be-
come” or ginesthai is startling in its directness. There is no suggestion that
God’s Word merely appeared to be human or assumed a few human fea-
tures. To become flesh is to become human, completely.?

“Flesh” is limited and mortal. It is what all human beings share (17:2).
In his conversation with Nicodemus, Jesus contrasts human flesh with the
Spirit of God (3:6). The flesh belongs to the worldly sphere, where mortal
life is lived, whereas the Spirit brings life eternal. John refers to flesh differ-
ently than does Paul, who sometimes equates flesh with sinful desires (e.g.,
Gal. 5:19). In John, human flesh is known for its limitations. It is earthly
rather than heavenly. To be flesh is to be subject to misunderstanding and
liable to death (John 6:63; 8:15).

Jesus speaks of dying as the act of giving his flesh. He tells the crowd
that what “I give for the life of the world is my flesh” (6:51). In what fol-
lows, Jesus speaks of those who eat his flesh and drink his blood, using dis-
turbingly graphic terms to underscore the reality of his death (6:53-56).
Many readers hear echoes of the traditional language of the Lord’s Supper,
and we will explore this question below (see pp. 207-9). But many also rec-
ognize that the primary level of meaning concerns crucifixion, which is the
way Jesus’ flesh is given and his blood is shed.?

Jesus is also a man or human being, that is, an anthrépos. This connects
him to other people, who are identified in the same way. Some human be-
ings or anthropoi are afflicted with suffering: the Galilean official with a
dying son, the paralytic beside the pool, and the man blind from birth
(4:46; 5:5; 9:1). Among human beings one finds a truth-teller like John the
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Baptist as well as the unreliable crowds and the sinners who slink into the
darkness (1:6; 2:25; 3:119). The human realm is where death takes away life
and falsehood undercuts truth. Yet Jesus enters the {ray as an anthrépos, a
man who is allied with truth against deception (8:40). Those who respond
favorably understand that he is a man who speaks the truth and heals
(4:29; 9:11). Those who oppose him agree he is a man, but they argue that
he is a lawbreaker who deserves to die (9:16, 30; 11:47, 50).

And Jesus does die. During the interrogation after his arrest Jesus is
scourged, which involves being beaten with whips that tear the victim’s
skin and muscle. His captors ridicule him by wrapping him in a royal cloak
and placing a crown of thorns on his head. Acclaiming him king, they
promptly degrade him by slapping him (19:1-2). Then Pilate brings Jesus
out to his adversaries, declaring, “Behold the man!” (19:5). One might
wonder whether Pilate speaks contemptuously of Jesus as a mere man
rather than a king, or whether he hopes that the beating Jesus received will
satisfy the crowd so that he can release “the man.” But in either case what
Pilate says is profoundly correct; the one who stands before them is truly a
human being.*

Jesus” humanity is important for several reasons: First, Jesus fully iden-
tifies with people, especially in their suffering. He is misunderstood, hated,
and condemned; and when his followers encounter these things, they
know that Jesus has experienced them too (15:18, 20; 16:2). Jesus is troubled
at the prospect of betrayal and death (12:27; 13:21), and yet he offers en-
couragement to those who are similarly troubled at being separated from
him (14:1, 27). Mary of Bethany wept at Jesus’ feet after the death of her
brother Lazarus, and Jesus himself is disturbed and troubled at the scene.
He does not disparage Mary’s grief. Instead, he weeps also (11:33-35).°
Throughout the Gospel he invites the thirsty to come and drink, but when
dying he says, “I thirst” (19:28; cf. 4:13-15; 6:35; 7:37). He may say this to ful-
fill the Scriptures, but that does not make his thirst any less genuine.

Second, Jesus gives the love of God in human terms so that it can be re-
ceived in human terms. People show love by what they give for others, and
the most complete form of love is expressed in the most complete form of
giving, the giving of one’s life for the sake of others (15:13). For Jesus’ love to
be real, the death he dies must be real; and for his death to be real, his hu-
manity must be real. Moreover, Jesus dies bodily and is raised bodily, and
through his resurrection he extends the promise that others who die will
also rise (see pp. 179-82). Finally, Jesus commands others to love as he him-
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self loved, making his death the source and norm for Christian discipleship
(13:34; 15:12). Because his love comes to people in human terms, Jesus can
call them to convey it to others in human terms (see pp. 110-12).

The problem is that Jesus’ humanity seems to negate the other claims
made about him.® The man Jesus is from Nazareth in Galilee (7:41; 18:s, 7).
Yet this has nothing to do with traditional messianic expectations. Philip
claims that Jesus of Nazareth fulfills the messianic promises in the law and
the prophets, but his friend Nathanael brings him up short: “Can anything
good come out of Nazareth?” (1:45-46). The question is logical, since the
Old Testament never mentions Nazareth. The sign above the cross repeats
that the crucified king is from Nazareth (19:19), yet if Jesus is to be recog-
nized as the messianic ruler, it will have to occur despite his connection
with Nazareth, not because of it.

The man Jesus is also Jewish. He teaches in the temple in Jerusalem,
preaches in synagogues, and assumes the truth of the Jewish Scriptures. Yet
why should he matter to non-Jews? The Samaritan woman at the well is
initially put off by Jesus’ Jewishness. Yet instead of downplaying his ethnic
background, Jesus affirms that his people worship what they know and
that salvation is from the Jews (4:9, 22). For Samaritans to call Jesus the
Savior of the world, they will have to recognize that the one who brings
salvation from the Jews also extends it to all peoples.

Many who meet Jesus are incredulous at his claim to have come from
God. The idea that he is from heaven seems absurd, since people in Galilee
know that he is a local boy and they are acquainted with his parents (6:42).
Moreover, his habit of calling God his Father sounds like a blasphemous
attempt to claim divine status (5:18; 10:33). Their objections are well taken.
The human attempt to take God’s place is the height of sin. Therefore, the
Gospel must show that the opposite is true. According to John, Jesus is not
a man elevating himself to divine status but the one who has come down
from heaven to make God known in a human life.

Finally, Jesus’ human death by crucifixion calls everything about him
into question. When Jesus speaks about being “lifted up” in death, his lis-
teners object that the Messiah is supposed to remain forever. So how can
he be the Messiah if he dies (12:33-34)? His opponents conclude that by
putting Jesus to death they can show that his pretensions of being the Mes-
siah and Son of God are merely a sham (19:7, 12). In response, the Gospel
must show that his death actually discloses the true character of his king-
ship and relationship to God.
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The disciples call Jesus their rabbi or teacher, and continue doing so even
after they acclaim him Messiah and king (1:38, 49; 4:31; 9:2; 11:8, 28). Jesus
uses the title for himself and considers teaching to be an integral part of his
public role (13:14). When questioned by the Jewish authorities prior to his
death, he says that he has taught in synagogues and in the temple, where all
Jews come together (18:19-20). Traditionally, a teacher has a special role in
society, but not necessarily an exclusive one. Many people serve as teachers
(3:10, 26). And John says that Jesus steps into the position of a teacher, even
as he stretches and refashions the role to give it new meaning.’

Everyone agrees that Jesus teaches. But is his teaching legitimate? Some
Jewish leaders, like Nicodemus, think that the signs Jesus performs dem-
onstrate that he is a teacher from God (3:2). Although rabbis were not ex-
pected to do miracles, some sages were reputed to be wonder workers, and
Nicodemus puts Jesus in this category (m. Ta‘anit 3:8; b. Ber. 34b). Others
argue that Jesus’ miracles discredit him, since he heals a paralyzed man on
the Sabbath, when no work is to be done. From their perspective, breaking
the Sabbath law makes Jesus an opponent of God, not a teacher from God
(John 5:16).

Jesus meets the traditional qualifications of a teacher from an unex-
pected angle, according to John. First, a Jewish teacher was expected to
have studied with a recognized master. Therefore, when Jesus teaches in
the temple, some wonder where he received his education. The implication
is that he lacks formal training and therefore is not a legitimate teacher
(7:14-15). Jesus replies that he has indeed had proper instruction and is not
fabricating his own ideas. He says that he has studied with the best, with
God himself (7:16-18). As a qualified teacher, Jesus has learned from a rec-
ognized master, but unlike other teachers, he is not dependent on those
steeped in the tradition. His master teacher is God.

Second, a teacher was to pass on what he learned by speaking and acting
in ways consistent with the Jewish law. Therefore, Jesus invokes the tradi-
tion to show that he is passing on what he received from God and doing so
with integrity. His detractors object that healing a paralyzed man on the
Sabbath violates the law. Yet Jesus replies that they perform circumcision —
a form of surgery — on the Sabbath in order to keep the law. (A boy was to
be circumcised on the eighth day after birth, even if this fell on the Sabbath;
Gen. 17:12.) If they perform surgery on the Sabbath, how can they fault Jesus



88 THE WORD OF LIFE

for healing (John 7:21-23)? Moreover, the law says “You shall not kill,” yet
they are angry enough to want Jesus put to death (7:19; Exod. 20:13).

John understands that Jesus’ teaching is consistent with the Jewish law,
rightly understood, though it is not derived from the law. His authority is
from God and the Scriptures bear witness to this (John 5:39). An example
of his distinctive use of Scripture is set in a synagogue, where Jesus teaches
and is addressed as a rabbi (6:25, 59). He develops a message using rabbinic
modes of biblical interpretation, but the result is extraordinary. Para-
phrasing Scripture, his listeners say, “it is written, ‘He gave them bread
from heaven to eat’” (6:31; cf. Exod. 16:4). Jesus then explicates each part of
the passage.

Jesus’ hearers relate the words “he gave them” to what Moses did in the
past, when he gave the people the bread called “manna” as they sojourned
in the desert. Using a rabbinic technique, Jesus gives an alternative reading
of the passage. He says that the real subject of the sentence is God, not Mo-
ses, and that the gift is given in the present, not the past: It was “not Moses
who gave you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the
true bread from heaven” (John 6:32).

Like a rabbi, Jesus continues interpreting by taking up the words
“bread from heaven.” But unlike a rabbi, he relates these words to himself,
saying, “I am the bread of life” from heaven (6:35-38). An ordinary Jewish
teacher might identify the bread with the law, which God gave to be a way
of life for Israel (Deut. 8:3).8 In Jesus’ teaching, however, the bread is Jesus
himself; the law bears witness to this. As the bread, Jesus gives life to the
world by giving himself — his flesh — through crucifixion. By this act of
self-giving, people are drawn to God and sustained in a relationship with
him (John 6:39-40).

Jesus completes his teaching by taking up the words: “to eat” On a pri-
mary level, to eat is to believe. If God is the giver and Jesus is the bread,
then one receives the gift by faith. Throughout the chapter Jesus teaches
that whoever believes has eternal life. Saying that the one who “eats” has
eternal life is another way of making the same point (6:35, 40, 47). Possible
connections to the Lord’s Supper are considered below (see pp. 207-9).
Here the point is that when teaching, Jesus makes use of the Scriptures and
rabbinic modes of interpretation, but in the end the Scriptures bear wit-
ness to what God is doing in Jesus himself.

At the last supper Jesus maintains his role by telling the disciples, “You
call me Teacher and Lord — and you are right for that is what I am” (13:13).
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But he alters the role when he adds, “So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have
washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet” (13:14). So-
cially, the person who washed someone else’s feet was in the inferior posi-
tion, usually a slave. It was conceivable that a student might wash the feet of
the teacher, but not the reverse.? Yet Jesus does not undertake a simple role
reversal in which the teacher assumes the position of the student and the
student becomes the master. He remains Teacher and Lord, and his disciples
are to do what he has done (13:15). The idea is not that the master should re-
frain from serving, i.e., from washing feet. Rather, the disciples should serve
by washing feet, following their master’s example (see pp. 110-12).

Then Jesus says, “I give you a new commandment, that you love one
another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another” (13:34).
The command to love is not new. The law says that people are to love their
neighbors as they love themselves (Lev. 19:18), and the traditional task of a
teacher was to offer instruction on how to keep the commandment. Jesus,
however, issues a new commandment. In so doing he makes the love he
gives to others — through footwashing and laying down his life — the
source and norm for discipleship (see pp. 193-95). His commandment to
love is consistent with the law, but it is not derived from the law. It comes
from a teacher who embodies the Word of God.

Prophet and Messiah

The next dimension of Jesus’ identity concerns his role as prophet and
Messiah. These aspects of his identity, which are intensely debated in the
Gospel, are theologically important for two reasons: First, they have to do
with the integrity of God. According to the Scriptures, God promised to
send a prophet and messianic king. Therefore, if God has integrity, those
promises must be kepl. Second, a prophet or Messiah wields special power.
The way Jesus develops these roles reveals how readers can interpret his
use of power and understand the power of God.

The Prophet

John assumes that prophets are people sent by God and empowered by the
Spirit. Prophets were known to speak words from the Lord and to work
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miracles. Many such prophets were recognized in Israel’s tradition (John
1:23, 45; 6:45; 12:38). During his ministry, Jesus calls himself a prophet
(4:44) and is identified as a prophet by others (4:19; 6:14; 7:40; 9:17). Since
the term “prophet” is familiar, it helps make some of Jesus’ unique charac-
teristics intelligible.

Jesus can be considered a prophet because he communicates what he
has heard from God. He knows people and the ways of God to a degree
that ordinary people do not. When meeting the Samaritan woman at the
well, he tells her to bring her husband, but she replies that she has no hus-
band. Jesus says that this is true, since she has had five husbands and is liv-
ing with a man who is not her husband. The woman immediately recog-
nizes that he is a prophet and asks him about worship — a topic suitable
for a prophet (4:19). Jesus tells her that the hour is coming and has already
arrived when true worshipers will worship in Spirit and truth (4:23). His
message is not limited to interpreting earlier traditions about worship. He
makes a direct prophetic statement about God’s action in the world.

The miracles Jesus performs are appropriate for a prophet. Moses was
known for the signs and wonders he performed in Egypt, and for feeding
people with manna in the deserl (Deut. 34:10-12). The prophets Elijah and
Elisha also worked miracles by healing the sick, feeding the hungry, and call-
ing the dead back to life (1 Kings 17; 2 Kings 4—s5). Jesus is specifically called a
prophet after feeding a large crowd with five loaves and two fish, and after
healing the man who was blind from birth (John 6:14; 9:17), though his other
acts of healing and raising Lazarus from the dead also are analogous to those
of Israel’s prophets. To some extent Jesus fits the prophetic role.

Calling Jesus a prophet also relates to the question of God’s integrity,
since the hope that God would send a unique prophet — “the prophet” —
comes from the promises God made in Scripture. At the beginning of the
Gospel, a Jewish delegation asks whether John the Baptist is the Messiah,
Elijah, or the prophet (1:19-21). Their search for the Messiah is based on
God’s promise to establish a royal heir on David’s throne (2 Sam. 7:12).
Their question about Elijah recalls that God promised that Llijah would
return to deliver people from divine wrath (Mal. 4:5-6). Finally, their inter-
est in “the prophet” is grounded on God’s promise to raise up a prophet
like Moses (Deut. 18:15-18). The Baptist states flatly that he fulfills none of
these roles, and he then directs attention to Jesus.

Jesus is clearly the Messiah, according to John (1:41). Is he also the
prophet like Moses? Concerning this figure God said, “I will put my words
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in the mouth of the prophet, who shall speak to them everything that I
command,” and whoever “does not heed the words that the prophet shall
speak in my name, I myself will hold accountable” (Deut. 18:18-19). Since
the Scriptures say that God made this promise, people can expect God to
keep it. And Jesus claims this role by echoing the passage from Deuteron-
omy. He says that Moses wrote about him, that he has come in God’s
name, and that those who reject him are accountable to God — all of
which fits what is said about a prophet like Moses (John 5:39-47).1°

Some people recognize this aspect of Jesus’ identity, calling him “the
prophet who is to come into the world” after Jesus feeds them with bread
as Moses had done (6:114). Their perception is partly right, but things go
awry when they try to “make” this prophet into a king on their own terms,
so that Jesus flees (6:15). Others call Jesus “the prophet” after he says he will
give them living water, much as Moses provided water in the desert (7:37-
40; Exod. 17:6). Again, their perception is partly correct. The twist is that
the water will flow from the side of Jesus during his crucifixion, as a har-
binger of the Spirit’s living water, which will be given by the risen Jesus
(John 19:34). In the end the category of “prophet” is fluid and relates to the
question of whether Jesus is the Messiah (4:18, 25; 9:17, 22).

The Messiah

The title “Messiah” or Christos in Greek means “anointed one.” In Israel’s
tradition it was used for kings, who were anointed with oil when they as-
sumed the royal office. Many kings fell far short of the ideal, and after Jeru-
salem was conquered in 587 B.c. the land was ruled by a succession of for-
eign powers. Hope for “the Messiah” was based in part on God’s promise
to raise up an heir to David’s throne, who would build the kingdom and
rule in righteousness (2 Sam. 7:12-13).'" The Jewish delegation in John 1:20
is looking for the Messiah, and the Gospel will show that God’s promise is
fulfilled in Jesus. At the same time, any understanding of messiahship
must encompass Jesus’ crucifixion, since the placard above the cross pro-
claims his reign to the world (John 19:19-20).

The kingship theme is introduced when John the Baptist points to Je-
sus as the sacrificial Lamb of God and two of his disciples follow, curious
to learn more (1:35-36). They soon declare, “We have found the Messiah”
(1:41). The next day Philip echoes this confession by telling his friend
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Nathanael, “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also
the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth” (1:45). Although
Nathanael is skeptical, he goes to Jesus who says, “Before Philip called you,
while you were under the fig tree, I saw you” (1:48). In an astonishing turn-
about, Nathanael acclaims him “Son of God” and “King of Israel” (1:48-
49). The title “King of Israel” connects Jesus with promises concerning the
royal messiah. Here the title “Son of God” is also messianic, since the
Scriptures say the heir to David’s throne will be a “son” to God (2 Sam.
7:14; Ps. 2:6-7).

Nathanael’s story is playful, but it makes a serious point. Jesus fulfills
God’s promises. He is king on God’s terms. Philip directs attention to the
Scriptures, and Jesus points out that Nathanael was called by a friend while
sitting under a fig tree (John 1:48). This recalls that the prophet Zechariah
promised that God would send the messianic Branch of David (Zech. 3:8).
He would be the righteous ruler foretold in the law and other prophets
(Gen. 49:10; Zech. 6:12-13; Jer. 23:6; 33:16). According to Zechariah, a sign of
the Messiah’s coming was that a man would “call his neighbor under a vine
and under a fig tree” (Zech. 3:10). This is what occurred when Philip called
Nathanael under the fig tree. Nathanael’s experience bears out the biblical
promise, enabling him to recognize Jesus as the messianic Son of God and
King of Israel.!?

The Messiah was not commonly expected to be a miracle worker — at
least this is not well attested in Jewish sources. But Jesus’ signs help con-
firm his messianic role. The disciples who call him Messiah and King ac-
company him to a wedding at Cana. After the wine runs out, Jesus has the
servants pour water into six stone jars, which were ordinarily used for
cleansing rituals. When the steward tastes the water, he discovers that it has
become wine (John 2:1-11). The link with messiahship is suggested rather
than stated. Readers have already learned that Jesus fulfills the law and the
prophets. Accordingly, his action at Cana seems to recall that the law spoke
about the messianic ruler, who was to come from the tribe of Judah. Of
him it was said, “Binding his foal to the vine and his donkey’s colt to the
choice vine, he washes his garments in wine and his robe in the blood of
grapes” (Gen. 49:10-11). At Cana, Jesus takes up the idea that the messianic
ruler will cleanse with wine by transforming the water that was ordinarily
used for cleansing into fine wine. Again, the biblical prophets promised
that when God restored Davidic rule, he would pour out his favor on Is-
rael, so that “the mountains will drip sweet wine, and all the hills shall flow
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with it” (Amos 9:11,13; cf. Joel 3:18; Isa. 25:6). Jesus’ actions fit this promise,
since the quantity of wine he produced was enormous.

If Jesus is the Messiah on God’s terms, this poses a challenge to those who
want to make him king on their own terms. When Jesus feeds the crowd with
bread and fish, people initially think he is a prophet like Moses, which is cor-
rect as far as it goes (John 6:14). But things go seriously wrong when they
want 1o seize Jesus and “make him king,” so that Jesus flees from them (6:15).
For them to “make” Jesus king would mean that his power would rest on
their acclaim; his authority would derive from the whims of the public. Yet
according to John, Jesus’ power comes from God above, not from earth be-
low. He meets human needs, but on God’s terms, not the world’s.

What qualifies Jesus to be the Messiah? This is the focus of public de-
bates about his origin later in the Gospel. Some of the bystanders insist
that the Messiah must be of unknown origin, so that “when the Messiah
appears, no one will know where he comes from” (7:27). This expectation
is not found in the Old Testament but is reflected in Jewish tradition
(1 Enoch 48:6). The idea seems to discredit Jesus. Since everyone knows
that he is from Galilee, he is clearly not qualified to be the Messiah. Or is
he? Jesus points out that he has come from God, but the bystanders do not
know this (John 7:28). This gives the story an ironic twist. Since Jesus’ ori-
gin is unknown to his detractors, readers can see that he actually meets the
qualifications for Messiah.

Others voice a contrary form of messianic expectation. Instead of insist-
ing that the Messiah’s origin must be unknown, they argue that his origin
should be known: He is to be a descendant of David and come from Bethle-
hem (7:42; 2 Sam. 7:12; Mic. 5:2). The Gospel does not make a direct re-
sponse to this group or include stories of Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem. Never-
theless, John assumes that readers will know that Jesus fulfills the Davidic
promises — the disciples have already discovered that Jesus is the Messiah
promised in the law and the prophets (John 1:41, 45, 49). Given this general
perspective, readers can be expected to infer that Jesus must fulfill any par-
ticular promise concerning the Messiah, including the one concerning
Bethlehem. Moreover, the debates in John 7 are full of irony. The crowds
make erroneous judgments based on surface appearances, even though
readers can see that on a deeper level the opposite is true (7:24). According
to this pattern, Jesus’ detractors insist that he does not have the proper
Davidic qualifications, but readers recognize that he actually does.??

In the end, the debates discredit Jesus’ opponents, who seem incapable of
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agreeing who the Messiah should be. One group insists that his origin
should be unknown and the other argues that his origin should be known,
that is, Davidic. Their disagreements make one wonder how any Messiah
could satisfy the public’s demands. Yet strangely, readers can see what those
in the story cannot: Jesus meets these seemingly incompatible requirements.
In one sense his origin is unknown to the bystanders, since he comes from
God and they do not know that. In another sense his character is Davidic,
since he is the one in whom the promises of the royal Messiah are realized.

Jesus’ connection to Galilee remains a problem, however. The authori-
ties declare that anyone who searches the Scriptures will find that no
prophet is to arise from Galilee (7:52). One might point out that prophets
like Elijah and Elisha worked in Galilee, but the Gospel moves in another
direction. Those who search the Scriptures find that Galilee is linked to the
Messiah’s light, which will illumine “Galilee of the nations.” For “the peo-
ple who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a
land of deep darkness, on them light has shined,” for “to us a child is born,
to us a son is given; and the government will be upon his shoulder, and his
name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father,
Prince of Peace” (Isa. 9:1-2, 6). This light-bringing figure will be the heir to
David’s throne (Isa. 9:7). Jesus claims this promise by saying, “I am the
light of the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will
have the light of life” (John 8:12). From the perspective of the Gospel, the
link to Galilee does not discredit Jesus but identifies him as the fulfillment
of God’s promise to bring Galilee the light.

After calling himself the light of the world, Jesus validates his claim by
healing a man born blind, whose eyes then see the light (9:1-12). The man
declares that Jesus is a prophet — with the subtext that he is also the Mes-
siah (9:17, 22). The episode suggests connections with biblical passages that
spoke of the servant of the Lord, who would be a light to the nations and
open the eyes of the blind (Isa. 42:6; 49:6). Some understood this unnamed
servant to be Israel, but others expected him to be God’s messianic ruler,
and readers familiar with this tradition would see in Jesus’ actions a confir-
mation of his identity as the Messiah (cf. Luke 1:69, 79; 2:32).

Jesus next speaks about a shepherd and sheepfold, but some of his lis-
teners are impatient and want a more direct statement: “If you are the
Messiah, tell us plainly” (John 10:24). The problem is that Jesus cannot give
a simple answer because he does not fit their categories. If he says, “Yes, I
am the Messiah,” then they will assume that he is the kind of Messiah they
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expect — presumably a hero who will defeat the Romans and reestablish
Jewish independence. Yet if he says, “No, I am not the Messiah,” then he is
not being truthful, since he is the one whom God has sent.

So Jesus presents a third option, giving them an image rather than a di-
rect answer. A shepherd was a traditional metaphor for a ruler, and the im-
age was used for the heir to David’s throne, the messianic king who would
provide for the people of God ( Pss. Sol. 17:40). To say, “I am the good shep-
herd” means, in part, that Jesus is the Messiah whom God has sent to pro-
vide abundant life for others (John 10:10, 14). The way Jesus does this, how-
ever, is by laying down his life for the sheep (10:11). He redefines
messiahship in terms of his crucifixion. God has indeed given him power
and authority (exousia), and the way he will use it is by laying down his life
in love (10:18).

The clash between competing views of messiahship continues as Jesus
approaches Jerusalem at the end of his ministry. Perceiving Jesus in na-
tionalistic terms, the crowd goes out of the city to meet him along the
road, which was the way to welcome generals and kings. They also wave
palm branches, the symbols used to celebrate national victories.'* Finally,
they acclaim Jesus in the words of Psalm 118:26, “Hosanna! Blessed is the
one who comes in the name of the Lord.” They then give this their own
spin by adding “the king of Israel” (John 12:13). Given the nationalistic
overtones, the Jewish authorities had good reason to think that people ex-
pected Jesus to foment a revolt against Rome (11:48).

Surprisingly, Jesus claims the mantle of kingship by finding a donkey to
ride (12:14). The Gospel underscores the royal dimension by noting that the
disciples later interpret this in light of the Scriptures, which speak of God’s
king riding a donkey (12:15-16; Zech. 9:9). The narrative moves the notion of
kingship from a national to a global perspective. When Jesus approaches
the city, the Pharisees complain that “the world” has gone after Jesus (John
12:19). Readers soon learn that this is “oh so true,” because a group of Greeks
now ask to see him (12:20). Their presence expands the horizon beyond the
circles of Jewish and Samaritan believers that the Gospel has described,
foreshadowing the time after the resurrection when Jesus will draw people
from many different backgrounds to himself through the work of his disci-
ples (12:32). As the messianic king, Jesus fulfills the promises God made to
Israel, but he does so for all people. The sign above his cross, which will call
him King of the Jews, will be written in Hebrew, Latin, and Greek, so that it
is clear that Jesus’ kingship serves people everywhere (19:20).
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The crowd is right in perceiving Jesus as a warrior king, but they are
wrong in the way they understand the battle. Jesus has come to cast out
“the ruler of this world,” who is not the Roman emperor but Satan (12:31).
Jesus will dethrone the evil one when he is “lifted up,” an expression that
connotes both physical elevation on a cross and exaltation in glory (12:32).
His crucifixion will be a victory in which Jesus wields divine love as a
weapon against demonic hatred, divine truth against the world’s false-
hood, and the power of life against the forces of death (see pp. 117-20).

The crowd catches the allusion to Jesus’ coming death but objects, “We
have heard from the law that the Messiah remains forever. How can you
say that the Son of Man must be lifted up?” (12:34). They seem to recall
Psalm 89:36, which speaks of David’s heir or “seed” remaining forever. The
problem, from their perspective, is that death and remaining forever seem
mutually exclusive, If Jesus dies, how can he be the Messiah? His death will
terminate his reign. From John’s perspective, however, the Messiah re-
mains forever not by avoiding death but by overcoming it. The abiding
reign of the crucified Messiah comes through resurrection.

The theme of Jesus’ kingship culminates in the passion narrative. At his
trial, his opponents chatge that he has “made himself” a king (19:12), and
Pilate has Jesus put to death. Readers have seen that Jesus does not “make
himself” a king and does not allow others to do so (6:15). Rather, his king-
ship is from God above. When Pilate puts the sign above the cross pro-
claiming that Jesus is king, readers can see that this is true. Jesus has been
given authority by God, and he uses his authority by laying down his life
for the sake of others. This is how Jesus builds the kingdom of God, ac-
cording to John.

Son of God

Questions about Jesus’ identity finally lead to his role as the Son of God. In
some contexts this title simply means Messiah. For Nathanael, the Son of
God is the King of Israel because the heir to David’s throne is God’s adopted
“son,” a person claimed by God for a unique role as ruler of the people (1:49;
2 Sam. 7:14; Ps. 2:7). Yet throughout the Gospel Jesus refers to God as his Fa-
ther and to himself as the Son in ways that go beyond traditional kingship.
Jesus says that he comes from God, is doing the work of God, and is one
with God. This is either solemn truth or outrageous blasphemy.
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The issue is this: Is Jesus a human being trying to become God? Or has
he come from God to manifest God’s power and presence in a human life?
The direction of the action makes all the difference. If Jesus is a human be-
ing scrambling upward, trying to put himself in the place of God, then he
is the consummate rebel against God. But if he has come down from God
in order to do the work of God, then he is the definitive revealer of God,
the one in whom people encounter God. Jesus’ opponents argue that he is
trying to “make himself” into the Son of God and that he deserves death
(John 19:7). The Gospel, however, seeks to show the opposite: he has come
from God to make God known — and those who believe this receive life
(20:31). We have already considered what it means for God to be Father
(see pp. 47-51). Here we focus on what it means for Jesus to be his Son.

The related expression, “Son of Man,” also identifies Jesus as the person
in whom God is revealed. The expression often means “human being,” and
in some contexts in the other gospels Jesus seems to use it to mean “I my-
self” Elsewhere, a figure who is like a son of man is said to come on the
clouds and receive dominion over many peoples (Dan. 7:13-14; cf. Matt.
24:30)."> In John, however, the expression has its own distinctive qualities.
For example, Jesus tells Nathanael that he will see the angels of God as-
cending and descending on the Son of Man. This recalls that Jacob once
dreamed of angels going up and down a ladder to heaven. Now, in Jesus the
Son of Man, God’s glory will be revealed in a new way (Gen. 28:12; John
1:51). Later, Jesus says that the Son of Man comes from heaven and gives
eternal life (John 3:13; 6:27, 53, 62). The Son of Man can even be worshiped
as the one in whom God meets people (9:35-38). Yet understanding who
the Son of Man is means recognizing that he is glorified in his betrayal and
death (12:23-24; 13:31-32). God is revealed in the Son of Man who is lifted
up in crucifixion (3:14; 8:28; 12:32-34).16

Word of God — Only Son of God

The opening lines of John’s Gospel set a perspective from which the ques-
tion of Jesus’ relation to God can be viewed. The prologue does this
through imagery rather than argument. An argument works by making
several points in Jogical sequence, each with the appropriate supporting
material. In contrast, the imagery of the prologue offers a way of seeing
that can lead to understanding. The author recognizes that people see
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things quite differently, depending on where they are standing. A given
vantage points allows people to see some things but not others. As long as
they remain in that spot, it will be difficult for them to see things any dif-
ferently. So the prologue takes readers to an elevated vantage point, where
they can see things that those confined to the flat plain below cannot see.
The author invites them to “Stand here for a moment. Try looking at
things from this perspective. You’ll see what I mean.”

The prologue tells of the Word of God becoming flesh in Jesus (1:1, 14).
We have seen that a word or logos is a form of communication. Although
the term can have a wider range of meaning, it is commonly used for a
spoken word or message (e.g., 2:22; 4:37; 5:24). Here the context recalls the
opening of Genesis, where God spoke and the world came into being. By
the Word, God communicates with the world. We have also seen that a
word can be differentiated and yet identified with the one who speaks it.
People normally speak of someone’s identity by saying that the person “is,”
or else they refer to a relationship by saying that a person “is with” some-
one else. But in John’s head-spinning introduction both are true: “the
Word was with God, and the Word was God” (1:1). A person who speaks a
word has an existence outside that word. Yet those who hear a person’s
word hear the person. When a person’s word effects something, the person
effects something. Similarly, the Word can be differentiated from God, yet
when the Word brings things into being, it is God bringing them into be-
ing. When the world is addressed by the Word, it is addressed by God (see
pp. 26-30).

Seeing Jesus as the Word assumes that he can be differentiated from
God. Throughout the Gospel he refers to God as his Father and to himself
as the Son. He says that he has come not to do his own will but the will of
the One who sent him (6:38). When he prays, he prays to his Father and
not to himself. The difference between Jesus and God is clear. Yet the pro-
logue says that Jesus not only speaks but embodies God’s Word. This sets
the direction for the story. In Jesus, God addresses the world. God speaks
to people by what Jesus says, what Jesus does, and who Jesus is. Each aspect
of Jesus’ ministry is communication. Through Jesus’ words, God speaks.
Through Jesus’ signs, God’s power and glory come to the realm of the
senses. Even Jesus’ death and resurrection are forms of address. Through
them God communicates love and life to the world.

The hallmark of God’s Word is the ability to give life (1:3-4). This was
true at creation, when God spoke and gave life to the world. Readers are
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therefore to look for this in the Word made flesh. We have noted that life is
a relational term. It has a physical dimension — the beating of the heart
and breathing of the lungs — and in its theological sense it means relating
to God in faith (see pp. 30-32). Jesus the Word gives life physically when he
heals the sick, opens the eyes of the blind, feeds people with bread, and
raises the dead. He also promises that those who come to know and believe
in him enter the relationship with God that is true life. He meets people as
the bread of life, the light of life, and the giver of the water that brings eter-
nal life (4:14; 6:35; 8:12). He is the shepherd who brings abundant life; he is
the way, the truth, and the life (10:10-11; 14:6). In his death and resurrection
he communicates the divine love that gives life (3:14-16; 11:25). Where the
incarnate Word gives life, God is present and active.

The vantage point shifts when the prologue says, “the Word became
flesh and dwelt among us,” and “we beheld his glory” (1:14). The language
recalls [srael’s sojourn in the wilderness, when God came to meet them in
the tent or dwelling (skéné) that was his sanctuary. The Scriptures tell of
God’s glory filling this tent or dwelling. In these contexts the glory or doxa
is the majestic radiance that signifies God’s presence and power (Exod.
40:34). The prologue invites readers to see Jesus this way. In him God’s
Word dwelt or made his tent (eskéndésen, John 1:14). In his flesh one en-
counters God’s glory. According to the Scriptures, God’s power and pres-
ence were revealed in a particular physical place. Readers are now asked to
see how God’s glory is revealed in a particular person — Jesus.

At this juncture the prologue calls God “Father” and Jesus his “only
Son” (monogenés). Although some take the prologue to mean that God
gloried in his Son as an earthly father might glory or take pride in his son
(NRSV), this is unlikely. The echoes of Israel’s history, which continue to
the end of this section, show that God’s own glory is in view (NRSV™). For
the only Son to reveal God’s glory is to make God known (1:18).}7 The Gos-
pel will later say that the Son shared the heavenly glory of his Father before
the creation (17:5, 24). Glory is now what he brings into the world through
works of power, like turning water into wine and raising the dead (2:11;
11:40). In this way Jesus reveals the glory of God (17:4). This continues
through his passion and resurrection, for even in death Jesus conveys the
glory of God — and how he does this is considered below (see pp. 120-23).
Readers find that God’s glory is not only revealed by Jesus but in him and
through him.

Finally, God’s only Son is “full of grace and truth” (1:14). The language
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again echoes Israel’s sojourn in the desert, where Moses wanted to see
God’s glory but was not permitted to see God’s face (Exod. 33:17-23). In-
stead, what Moses heard was that God was full of steadfast love and faith-
fulness, or “full of grace and truth” as John puts it (Exod. 34:6). This ex-
pression identifies who God is, and the Gospel says it also characterizes
jesus. The grace and truth of God, which were announced to Moses,
“came” (egeneto) through Jesus Christ (John 1:17). Where this grace and
truth come to people, God comes to them. This is what occurs in Jesus, ac-
cording to John.

Exercising the Power of God

The question of what it means to call Jesus the Son of God is central to the
disputes that flare up during his ministry. Jesus heals a paralyzed man on
the Sabbath, which his opponents consider a violation of God’s command
to rest on the Sabbath. Healing was a form of work that was forbidden on
the Sabbath unless someone’s life was in danger. But this was not the case
with long-term paralysis. Jesus could have waited a day to heal the man.
Therefore, Jesus seems to flout the law of God by his actions (5:16). Jesus’
response intensifies the dispute. He says, “My Father is still working and I
am working” (5:17). Now it is no longer a case of Sabbath violation but one
of open rebellion against God. They think that by calling God his Father,
Jesus is trying to make himself equal with God (5:18). In what follows Jesus
must show that the opposite is true. He is not a man trying to move up-
ward to seize the place of God. Instead, he insists that he has come down
from God and works in complete obedience to God. But how can he show
this?

Jesus argues that the Son can work on the Sabbath because the Father
does so (5:17). Initially this approach seems counterintuitive. After all, the
law says that God created heaven and earth in six days and then rested on
the seventh day. Therefore, people are to rest on the Sabbath because God
rested on the Sabbath (Exod. 20:8-11). Nevertheless, it was understood that
God does not halt all activity one day each week. The Father continues to
give life on the Sabbath, just as he does every other day of the week.'®
Where there is life, there God is active. Jesus’ opponents would agree. For
them the issue is not the premise that God works on the Sabbath. 1t is the
inference that Jesus can do what God does.
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Next, Jesus makes the case that he is not defying God’s will but carry-
ing it out. The “Son can do nothing on his own, but only what he sees the
Father doing; for whatever the Father does, the Son does likewise” (John
5:19). We noted earlier that here God is depicted as a craftsman, whose
son watches him at work and thereby learns to do the same (see p. 37).
God’s “trade” centers on the giving of life. It was understood that God
breathed life into people when the world was created and would bring the
dead to life at the end of the age. Building on this premise Jesus says that
his actions conform to those of God, for “as the Father raises the dead and
gives them life, so also the Son gives life to whomever he wishes” (5:21). Je-
sus’ actions bear out his claim. As God gives life to the dead, Jesus gives
life to a boy on the threshold of death (4:49-50). As it is God’s intent that
the dead should rise, Jesus commands a paralytic to rise to his feet (5:8,
21). Jesus argues that his actions do not violate God’s purposes but actu-
ally carry them out.

Then Jesus says that God the Father, who is the judge of all the earth,
has now “given all judgment to the Son” (5:22). The direction of the action
is crucial. If Jesus the Son judges, he is not usurping his Father’s preroga-
tives. Rather, he is faithfully shouldering the responsibility the Father has
given him. This means that God’s judgment occurs as people respond pos-
itively or negatively to Jesus. Those who hear and believe him are no longer
under judgment but pass from death to life (5:24). Conversely, those who
do not believe reject the Son and the Father who sent him, and therefore
remain under judgment. Jesus adds that what is true now will be true in
the future, for the dead will one day hear the voice of the Son of God and
come out, some to the resurrection of life and others to the resurrection of
judgment (5:25-29; see pp. 176-79). The Father’s power to give life and
judge is exercised by the Son.

This unity in action in turn reflects an underlying unity of life. The Fa-
ther “has life in himself” (5:26a). His life is not derived from any other
source. Life originates in him. He can give life to others because he has it
“in himself” The Father also gives life to the Son, which is not unusual,
since giving life to their children is what fathers do. But the Father grants
that the Son may have life “in himself,” as the Father himself has it (5:26b).
The direction of the action is clear: the Father gives life to the Son, the Son
does not try to take it from the Father. And the Son is not a second source
of life alongside the Father. Rather, the Son shares fully in the Father’s life
and has this life on the same terms that the Father does. This full participa-
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tion in the Father’s life is what enables the Son to give life to others. He can
do what the Father does because he has life as the Father has it.

These points do not convince Jesus’ opponents. Their challenge to this
way of seeing him continues into Jesus’ trial, and their perspectives deserve
attention. Repeating the charge made earlier, they insist that Jesus is trying
to “make” himself the Son of God. In their eyes he is a human being
wrongfully elevating himself to divine status (19:7). Moreover, Jesus may
claim the right to judge, but they insist that in their judgment he should be
put to death. They assume the Roman governor will concur and will pro-
nounce the sentence (18:30-32). Finally, they recognize that Jesus is pur-
ported to give life, but they expect the crucifixion to show that this is illu-
sory. He will die like anyone else.

John’s narrative offers responses to these issues. For the evangelist, Je-
sus the Son dies in obedience to his Father, not in rebellion against him.
We have seen that on one level the crucifixion occurs because of human
opposition to Jesus. The actions of his adversaries lead to his death (see pp.
70-74). But on another level, God commanded Jesus to lay down and then
to take up his life. When speaking of the good shepherd who lays down his
life for the sheep, Jesus says, “No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of
my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it up
again. [ have received this command from my Father” (10:18; see pp. 44-
46). This comment reverses the way one sees the passion narrative, If God
has commanded Jesus to lay down his life, then Jesus obeys God by going
to his death. His crucifixion is not the result of rebellion against God but
of complete obedience to God. The evangelist assumes that Jesus did not
have to lay down his life. Like the hired hand in the shepherd passage, he
could have run away to preserve himself from danger (10:13-15). But he
does not do so. Jesus lays down his life as his Father wishes. If Jesus’ oppo-
nents see the cross as the outcome of Jesus’ opposition to God, the evange-
list regards it as the expression of the Son’s complete unity with the Fa-
ther’s will.

As the Son of God, Jesus continues the work of judging throughout the
passion. This occurs in part through role reversals during his interroga-
tion. As the authorities try to question Jesus about his teaching and pur-
ported kingship, he questions them about their reasons for doing so (18:19-
21, 34). When a soldier strikes him, he calls the soldier to account (18:23).
But the principal judgment occurs when Jesus is brought to the judgment
seat for sentencing. There his Jewish opponents insist that their only king
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is Caesar rather than God, and Pilate the Roman governor suppresses the
truth and hands over an innocent prisoner for execution (see pp. 70-74).
Readers of the Gospel can see what the actors within it cannot. As people
reject Jesus, they place themselves under judgment. As the Son of God, Je-
sus silently serves as judge even as others condemn him to death.*?

And what about giving life? That too is the work of God’s Son, and he
continues doing this through his crucifixion. The Gospel has shown that
life in its theological sense means relating to God, and this occurs when
people are brought to faith. The gift of love is the way that God evokes
faith, and the most radical expression of love is to lay down one’s life for
someone else (15:13). In Jesus’ death for others he communicates God’s love
for the world, and when this love calls forth faith, it brings people into the re-
lationship that is true life (3:14-16; see pp. 44-46). The crucifixion does not
negate the Son’s claim to give life. It is integral to the way he carries out this
God-given responsibility, and through the resurrection that follows, he
gives this life a future (see pp. 179-82).

Embodying the Presence of God

The Gospel also points readers to a deeper sense of union between the Fa-
ther and the Son. The prologue began by identifying the Son of God with
the Word of God. If the Word was not only with God but was God, then
the Word made flesh embodies God’s presence (1:1, 14). John assumes that
there is only one true God (5:44; 17:3). God’s identity was revealed to Moses
at the burning bush when he said, “I Am who I Am. .. . Say to the people of
Israel, I Am has sent me to you” (Exod. 3:14). In some Old Testament pas-
sages the expression “I Am” was translated into Greek as egg eimi. For ex-
ample, God said, “Behold, behold that I Am and that there is no god beside
me” (Deut. 32:39). God the Creator declared, “I Am and there is no other”
(Isa. 45:18). In John’s Gospel Jesus uses the “I Am” or egd eimi for himself.
For the evangelist, this does not make Jesus a second god. Rather, the idea
is that the one true God meets people in Jesus.?°

The responses people make when Jesus utters the “I Am” reflect the
sense of an encounter with God. When the soldiers come to arrest Jesus in
the garden, he asks whom they are looking for. They say, “Jesus of Naza-
reth,” and he replies, “Egé eimi.” Although the words are often translated “I
am he” or “It is I,” the heavily armed troops draw back and fall to the
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ground as one might do in the presence of God (John 18:5-6). In other
contexts Jesus emphasizes the connection to God by using the “I Am” ex-
pression where it makes no grammatical sense and stands apart as abso-
lute. During debates in the temple he tells his detractors, “you will die in
your sins unless you believe that I Am”; and when “you have lifted up the
Son of Man, then you will realize that ] Am” (8:24, 28). Finally, he pushes
the connection to the breaking point by saying, “Very truly I tell you, be-
fore Abraham was, I Am” (8:58). Here the link to God is all too clear — and
his listeners attempt to stone him for blasphemy.

The bystanders in the temple work with well-defined categories: God is
not a human being and a human being is not God. What Jesus says is un-
derstood to violate the categories, and this provokes the negative response.
But in this same context Jesus works to redefine the categories.?! He links
the “I Am” to the image of light, saying, “I Am the light of the world”
(8:12). This metaphor provides another way of seeing. It brings together
several different and seemingly contradictory facets of Jesus’ identity in a
single image. The effect is like that of a musical chord, where several notes
are struck at the same time, crealing a unified multidimensional sound.

The debates themselves disclose the various dimensions encompassed
by the image. Some bystanders wonder whether Jesus can be considered a
teacher. The light imagery fits this aspect of his identity. It was said that
God’s law was a light for the nations and that those who instructed people
in God’s ways brought light to the world (7:14-24; Isa. s51:4). Others question
whether Jesus might be the Messiah. It was understood that the Messiah too
was to be a light for the nations, bringing the light of justice, peace, and sal-
vation (John 7:25-44; Isa. 9:1-7; 42:6; 49:6). Finally there is the conflict over
his relationship to God and his right to use the “I Am” for himself. And God
was widely identified with light. The prophets said, “Arise, shine, for your
light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you” (Isa. 60:1).
They promised that “the Lord will be your everlasting light” and salvation
(Isa. 60:19-20; Ps. 27:1).2% Given existing categories, Jesus’ use of the “I Am”
sounds outrageous, yet “light” creates a new category that encompasses
multiple dimensions of Jesus’ identity in a single image. A teacher is light,
the Messiah is light, and God is light. [n the light of Jesus the teacher and
Messiah, people encounter the light of God’s presence.

The debate does not end there. The question of Jesus’ unity with God is
raised again in the discourse about the good shepherd, where Jesus says “I
and the Father are one” (John 10:30). And readers learn that this is what it
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means for him to be the Son of God (10:36). The hearers’ reaction is imme-
diate and intense. They prepare to stone Jesus as a man who is trying to
take God’s place (10:33). The context underscores the problem of compre-
hending Jesus’ identity within existing categories. This exchange takes
place during the Festival of Dedication or Hanukkah. The story of the fes-
tival included a hero and a villain. The villain was Antiochus IV, a Syrian
ruler who suppressed Jewish practices and turned the Jerusalem temple
into a shrine to Zeus (1 Macc. 1:41-61; 2 Macc, 6:1-2). He used the title
“Epiphanes,” which connoted a “manifestation” of the divine. His actions
were seen as blasphemous attempts to become equal to God (2 Macc. 9:12,
28). The hero in the story was Judah Maccabee, a Jewish military leader
who recaptured the temple and rededicated it to the worship of God
(1 Macc. 4:52-59). In this context, these are the alternatives: military hero
versus blasphemer. So which is Jesus?

Jesus’ response again redefines the categories. He introduces a meta-
phor that creates another way of seeing. He says, “I Am the good shep-
herd,” and again fuses several contradictory facets of his identity in a single
image (John 10:11). On one level, Jesus is a human being, and a shepherd is
a common image for a human leader. As a shepherd protects and provides
for the flock, a good leader is to protect and provide the people (Ezek.
34:2). This is what Jesus does for his followers. On another level, the shep-
herd was an image for the Messiah, who was to be a unique ruler for the
people of God. It was said that God would establish over his people one
shepherd, the heir to David’s throne, who would feed and care for them
(Ezek. 34:23).2> And we noted above that John understands Jesus to be the
promised Messiah (see pp. 91-96). On a third level, the consummate good
shepherd is God, who said, “I myself will search for my sheep” and give
them good pasture; “I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep” (Ezek.
34:11,15; cf. Ps. 23:1-2). In Jesus’ shepherding, God himself is shepherding.

From their vantage point, Jesus’ opponents see Jesus as a human being
and insist that a human being cannot be God. But John says, “Try looking
at him as a shepherd and ask what that means.” Jesus claims to have come
in order that people might have eternal life, and his works of healing bear
witness that this is his ultimate purpose (John 10:28, 37). So does he give
eternal life as a human being or as God? Or at this point do the usual cate-
gories break down?

To say “I and the Father are one” is a simple statement that expresses a
complex relationship. There is a double subject: I and the Father. The verb
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is plural: we are. But the descriptive term is singular: one. The Son is differ-
entiated from the Father and yet identified with the Father. Jesus does not
say “I am the Father,” but he does say “the Father is in me and I am in the
Father” (10:38).2* Within the differences between the Father and Son is a
unity that is expressed but not fully defined. Where Jesus works, God
works. The Son has life as the Father has life. To encounter the Son is to en-
counter the Father who sent him.

The depth of Jesus’ unity with God was not recognized during his min-
istry. The Fourth Evangelist seems quite clear about this. Even at the last
supper Jesus’ own followers are unable to discern the depth of the connec-
tion. As Thomas asks him questions, Jesus replies, “If you know me, you
will know my Father also. From now on you do know him and have seen
him” (14:7). The response is incredulity. To know Jesus is to know God and
to see Jesus is to see God? This is difficult to fathom, so Philip says, “Lord,
show us the Father, and we will be satisfied” (14:8). Jesus repeats, “Whoever
has seen me has seen the Father,” for “I am in the Father and the Father is
in me” (14:9-10). The words Jesus speaks point to the Father’s presence
within him, and Jesus’ actions show that “the Father who dwells in me
does his works” (14:10-11). Where Jesus acts, his Father is active. The Father
and Son can be differentiated, yet Jesus can say that “I am in the Father and
the Father is in me” (14:11). One is present in the other.

Thomas’s question at the last supper initiated this exchange about Je-
sus’ unity with the Father. But the appearance of the crucified and risen Je-
sus to Thomas will show that the implications can only be grasped after
the resurrection, not before it. Only when the risen Jesus shows Thomas
the marks of the crucifixion can Thomas respond, “My Lord and my God”
(20:28). Here, for the first time since the prologue, Jesus is identified as
“God.” The words about Jesus’ relation to God, which Thomas heard at the
supper, shape the context in which he encounters the risen Christ. This en-
counter, in turn, discloses the meaning of the words, as we will see (pp.
126-27).

But here we must ask, what does it mean to call Jesus “God”? The Gos-
pel assumes that there is only one true God, and in the crucified and risen
Jesus one meets him (5:44; 17:3). Jesus is not a second god. Rather, it is the
one true God who is present and active in Jesus. In the theological world of
John’s Gospel, the term “God” is broad enough to encompass both the Fa-
ther and the Son. When Thomas sees Jesus he does not see the physical
form of God. The prologue acknowledges that no one has ever seen God in



Jesus 107

a physical sense, and this remains true throughout the Gospel (1:18a). Yet
the Son, who is also called “God,” has made God the Father known (1:18b).
Where the Son speaks, the Father speaks. Where the Son acts, the Father
acts. Knowing who Jesus is means knowing who God is. Through his
death, Jesus gives himself completely in love for others, and this love gives
them life. Through his resurrection Jesus shows that this life has a future.
To see the love and the life that the crucified and risen Jesus gives is to see
who God is. Therefore, when shown the wounds of the living Christ,
Thomas can say, “Here I see God.”



CHAPTER 5

Crucifixion and Resurrection

The crucifixion is a stark and disturbing element in the story of Jesus. If Je-
sus was from God and was doing the work of God, then why was he put to
death? If God had sent him and he spoke the truth about God, then why
were his opponents able to execute him? The death of the Messiah is trou-
bling enough, but the brutality of the process intensifies the issue. One of
the disciples in Jesus’ inner circle turned against him, making arrange-
ments for his arrest. After being seized, Jesus was interrogated by the Jew-
ish and Roman authorities (18:1-40). His captors subjected him to scourg-
ing and ridicule, clothing him with a purple robe and a crown of thorns to
show contempt for his purported kingship (19:1-3). On the way to the place
of execution Jesus carried his own cross, creating a degrading spectacle
that warned the public about the consequences of defying the law (19:17).
Crucifixion was supremely painful, as nails were driven through the wrists
and ankles, so that when placed on the cross the body would weigh down
on the wounds (19:18). Some forms of execution allowed the victim to re-
tain a measure of dignity, but crucifixion did not. To crucify someone was
to hang him on the “tree of shame.”!

The meaning of the crucifixion was sharply disputed. The Jewish leaders
thought it right for Jesus to be put to death because he seemed to flout the
law of Moses, and his actions created such a sensation among the people that
they feared he would foment a disastrous revolt against the Roman order.
Executing him was a way to end the threat he posed to social stability (10:33;
11:48-50; 19:7, 12). Pilate the Roman governor was told that Jesus had made
himself into a king, and crucifying a pretender to the throne was politically

108



Crucifixion and Resurrection 109

expedient, since it showed Pilate’s loyalty to the emperor and let the public
know that opposition to Roman rule would not be tolerated (19:12-22). For
people on the street, the crucifixion discredited the idea that Jesus could be
the Messiah. If the Messiah was to rule with strength and honor, the cross
meant defeat and disgrace. If the Scriptures said the Messiah would bring in
God’s everlasting kingdom, the hope that Jesus might do so was shattered
when he was “lifted up” to die by crucifixion (12:32-34). In a context of con-
flicting viewpoints, the writer of John’s Gospel faced the challenge of show-
ing that it was precisely by dying that Jesus would reveal the power of God,
and that the cross was the proper place to proclaim the Messiah’s reign.

The resurrection created its own set of issues. Rather than resolving the
problem of Jesus’ death by bringing the story to a happy ending, the mes-
sage of the resurrection made things more difficult. After all, why would
anyone believe it? There were other more plausible ways of coming to
terms with a tragic death. Many people already believed that there would
be a resurrection at the end of the age. Those who mourned the loss of
family members or friends could take comfort in the hope that they would
return to life on “the last day,” when the present world of sorrow would
end and the blessed age to come would dawn (11:24). Others thought of
death as a transition point, when the person’s body died, freeing the soul to
ascend to life in heaven. According to John’s Gospel, Jesus had spoken
about leaving the world and returning to his Father (16:28). Therefore, one
might assume that death brought an end to Jesus’ bodily suffering and al-
lowed his soul to depart to heavenly rest. It would be difficult to object to
this point of view. Yet the Gospel moves against the stream by saying that
Jesus rose, bodily, from the dead.

Allusions to the cross and resurrection span the whole of Jesus’ public
ministry, from the moment John the Baptist introduces him as the Lamb
of God until Jesus approaches Jerusalem and tells the crowds welcoming
him with palm branches that he will be lifted up in death (1:29; 12:32-33).
Reading John’s account of Jesus’ death and resurrection in the context of
the Gospel as a whole discloses multiple dimensions of meaning.?

The Significance of Jesus’ Crucifixion

Many of the forces that brought about Jesus’ crucifixion have already been
considered theologically in previous chapters. On one level we have seen
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that Jesus’ death was the product of human sin and unbelief. His adversar-
ies did not accept his claims and put their unbelief into action by having
him put to death (pp. 70-72). On a second level Jesus” death was brought
about by demonic evil. Satan carried out his hostile designs through hu-
man agents, using deception and hatred to kill the Son of God (pp. 76-78).
On a third level the perspective changes dramatically as readers learn that
Jesus’ death carried out the will of God. In the face of human sin and de-
monic evil, God commands Jesus to lay down and take up his life in order
to convey God’s love to the world. It is not God’s will that Jesus should die,
as if the cross were an end in itself. Rather, God’s will is that the world that
is alienated from him should believe and have life. Love is communicated
through crucifixion in order to evoke the faith that brings life (pp. 41-47).
On a fourth level Jesus’ death is the result of his obedience to God. Al-
though his opponents charged that Jesus should be executed for rebellion
against God, the Gospel discloses that he went to his death in obedience to
God’s command. He laid down his life as God directed him, in order that
God’s purposes might be fulfilled (10:17-18).%

In what follows, we shift from the theological factors behind the cruci-
fixion to ask about the results of the crucifixion. What did Jesus’ death do
for people? Everyone in the Gospel agrees that Jesus died. Friend and foe
alike acknowledge the reality of his death. At the end of the day, the sol-
diers who carried out the crucifixion broke the legs of those who were cru-
cified with Jesus, and when they came to Jesus they saw that he was “al-
ready dead” (19:33). The issue is not whether Jesus died but what his death
means, and if readers are to understand it as something more than a sense-
less tragedy, the Gospel must reveal this. Here we will consider Jesus’ death
as an expression of love in human terms, as a sacrifice for sin, as a victory
over evil, and as a revelation of divine glory.*

Love in Human Terms

Beginning at the simplest level, John’s Gospel indicates that Jesus’ death
conveys love in human terms. During the last supper Jesus said, “No one
has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (15:13). In
a basic sense this saying is a commentary on the crucifixion, indicating
that Jesus will go to his death willingly out of love for his friends. The idea
is that if people show love by what they give for others, the most complete
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form of love is revealed through the most complete form of giving, the giv-
ing up of one’s own life for other people. Readers would not need to be-
long to the circle of Jesus’ followers to understand this. Plato, Aristotle,
Seneca, and Paul agreed that true love and friendship might mean that one
person would willingly die for another.” Drawing on this familiar idea,
John’s Gospel turns it into a lens that brings the meaning of the crucifixion
into focus. Jesus defines love by his words so that readers will see that he
conveys love by his death.

John’s account of Jesus washing the disciples’ feet reinforces the point.
The passage begins by saying that Jesus, having “loved his own who were in
the world, he loved them to the end” (13:1). By introducing the scene with an
explicit statement about Jesus’ love, the Gospel enables readers to see the
footwashing as a tangible expression of that love — and muost early readers
would have needed help seeing the footwashing in this way, If Jesus’ state-
ment about laying down one’s life for one’s friends suggests the lofty tones
of virtue and heroism, his act of washing teet smacks of scandal and self-
abnegation. People normally washed their own feet or had them washed by
a slave. Free people did not wash the feet of others. A host would offer
guests a basin of water, but people then washed their own feet or else the
washing was done by a slave.® Therefore, when Jesus the master washes the
feet of the disciples, he does the work of a slave; and Peter emphatically ob-
jects to his behavior, saying, “You will never wash my feet” (13:8). There
were of course rare instances when a free person would assume the role of a
slave and wash another person’s feet as an expression of complete devotion,
but these were extremes — which is why the action suits Jesus’ purposes so
well. He washes feet to show extreme love, to convey scandalous devotion,
and to foreshadow his consummate act of self-giving on the cross.

The love expressed through the footwashing anticipates the love given
through the crucifixion. The Gospel links the footwashing to the crucifix-
ion by framing the episode with references to the impending betrayal (13:2,
18-30), and by saying that Jesus “laid down” his garments, echoing what
was said earlier about laying down his life (10:17-18;13:4). The introduction
to the footwashing said that Jesus loved his own “to the end,” which in
Greek is eis telos (13:1), and this expression anticipates his final word from
the cross: tetelestai, “it is accomplished,” “the telos has been reached.” Con-
necting the footwashing to the crucifixion enables readers to see that the
love Jesus shows in a preliminary way by washing feet, he gives in a defini-
tive way by laying down his life.
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Presenting the crucifixion as love in human terms recognizes that if
love is to be given to human beings, it must be given in forms that can be
grasped by human beings. Jesus comes from heaven above, but cannot re-
veal the things of God in heavenly speech. Human beings belong to the
earth, and in his teaching Jesus refers to the things of the earth — like
bread, light, and water — to convey what comes from above. In the same
way, Jesus washes feet like a slave and speaks of laying down one’s life for a
friend, drawing on patterns of earthly life to communicate with earthly
people, that they might grasp the love he gives through his service in life
and finally through his death.

Love is also conveyed in human terms so that it can be lived in human
terms. Jesus’ death is both the source and the norm for Christian disciple-
ship, according to John. After showing love by washing his disciples’ feet,
Jesus directs them to wash one another’s feet, saying, “as I have loved you,
you also should love one another” (13:34). Again, when explaining that the
highest form of love is to lay down one’s life for others, he relates this to the
new commandment, that the disciples are to love one another as Jesus
loved them (15:12-13). Since Jesus’ love is the source and norm for Christian
discipleship, he gives his love in tangible worldly forms so that his disciples
might give their love in tangible worldly forms. Jesus’ love is conveyed in
human terms so that it may be lived in human terms.”

Sacrifice for Sin

Readers discover a different theological perspective when they consider the
death of Jesus through the words of John the Baptist, “Behold the Lamb of
God, who takes away the sin of the world” (1:29). Here we move from the
realm of love and service to the sphere of sin and sacrifice.® Rather than re-
lating the crucifixion to the circle of Jesus’ friends, the passage relates it to
the world and its sin. This perspective on the death of Christ presupposes a
more radical sense of human alienation from God. Jesus is called the Lamb
of God at the moment he first enters public view in chapter 1, and no one
follows Jesus until John the Baptist says again, “Behold the Lamb of God,”
prompting two of John’s own disciples to follow Jesus (1:29, 36). To discern
the theological implications we must consider each part of John’s state-
ment in turn.

First is the expression “the Lamb of God.” Introducing Jesus as the
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Lamb at the beginning of the Gospel anticipates his death at Passover at the
end of the Gospel. According to John’s account, Jesus ate his last meal with
the disciples on the night before Passover, rather than on Passover evening
as in the other gospels (13:1). On the morning before Jesus’ execution, the
Jewish authorities avoided entering the praetorium in order to keep them-
selves pure for the Passover meal that evening (18:28). Jesus was taken out to
be crucified on the day of preparation for the Passover at about noon, when
the sacrifice of the Passover lambs began in the temple (19:14). The slaugh-
ter of the lambs was to be completed before sundown, and John relates that
the soldiers saw that Jesus was dead before evening fell (19:31). The soldiers
broke the legs of the two men who hung beside Jesus, but they did not break
Jesus’ legs since he was already dead. The Gospel relates this to the Scripture
passage that says, “His bones shall not be broken” (19:36), citing the biblical
stipulation that the bones of a Passover lamb were not to be broken.?

The link between the crucifixion and the Passover sacrifice seems clear,
but its meaning is not simple. A Passover lamb was not generally regarded
as a sacrifice for sin, but was more closely associated with deliverance from
death. According to Exodus 12, the people of Israel observed the first Pass-
over in Egypt by putting lamb’s blood on their doorposts and lintels, not to
atone for sin, but to prevent the destroyer from entering their homes and
slaying their firstborn. The annual Passover sacrifice of the lambs com-
memorated this deliverance. To account for the connection between the
Lamb of God and sin, some suggest that the Gospel combines Passover im-
agery with that of the suffering servant of Isaiah 53, who is compared to a
lamb that is led to the slaughter and who is said to bear the sins of many.!¢
By drawing on these and other backgrounds the Gospel develops a new
type of imagery, in which Jesus the Passover Lamb of God delivers people
from death precisely by delivering them from sin.

This brings us to the second element in John the Baptist’s testimony:
“the sin of the world.” Sin, in John’s Gospel, is a problem in one’s relation-
ship with God, which by extension affects one’s relationships with other
people. Sin is the alienation from God that is expressed in a refusal to be-
lieve in Jesus, the one whom God has sent. The particular sins that people
commit manifest this underlying antipathy toward God and Jesus, so that
sin encompasses both unbelief and the actions that proceed from it (15:18-
25). The sin of the world is fundamentally the world’s alienation from God
and the one whom God sent.

We have seen that human sin leads to the death of the Lamb, according
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to John (see pp. 70-72). Those who do not believe that Jesus is {rom God
regard him as a blasphemer and a threat to the social order. Conflict inten-
sifies throughout Jesus’ ministry. As unbelief takes its course, it leads to his
arrest and condemnation by representatives of “the world,” both Jews and
Gentiles. This means that in a very basic sense, Jesus’ death is the product
of human sin. The Lamb suffers the consequences of sin because he is put
to death by those who do not believe. Yet the paradox is that Jesus’ death is
not only the result of human sin — it is God’s means of overcoming sin.

This brings us to the third element of John the Baptist’s testimony,
which is that the Lamb of God “takes away” sin. The Gospel regularly uses
this verb (airein in Greek) to mean taking away or removing something.'’ If
sin is the unbelief that separates people from God, then the Lamb of God
removes sin by removing unbeliel. In Johannine theology, sin is taken away
when faith is evoked. Sin is the opposite of faith, and both are relational no-
tions. If sin is a deadly alienation from God, then faith is a life-giving rela-
tionship with God. The death of Christ takes sin away when it creates faith
in the face of unbelief.*? For this to occur, the death of Christ must call forth
human faith in God by conveying God’s love to humankind.

The dynamics of divine sacrificial love are reflected in John 3, which
anticipates that as Moses lifted up the serpent on the pole, so must the Son
of Man be lifted up on the cross, so that whoever believes in him may have
eternal life (3:114-15). The passage goes on to say that it was because God so
loved the world that he gave his only Son — and in light of the previous
verses God’s giving of the Son includes giving him up to die (3:16). It was
because God so loved the world that he gave his only Son up to death, so
that whoever believes in him might not perish but have eternal life. If on
one level the crucifixion conveys Jesus’ love for those who followed him,
on another level it conveys God’s love for the world that hated him.

John’s profound sense of the depth of the world’s sin is what gives this
text its edge. The “world” in John’s Gospel is not characterized by radiant
sunsets and gentle breezes, by the colors of spring flowers or the golden
hues of fall — it requires no sacrifice to love a world like that. But in John’s
Gospel God loves the world that hates him; he gives his Son for the world
that rejects him. He offers his love to a world estranged from him in order
to overcome its hostility and bring the world back into relationship with
its Maker. The proper theological term for this is “atonement,” for if atone-
ment means reconciling parties that have been separated, then the sacrifi-
cial love of God, conveyed through the death of Jesus, brings about atone-



Crucifixion and Resurrection 115

ment in a Johannine sense when it overcomes the hostility of unbelief by
bringing about faith,

This understanding of atonement differs from the idea that Jesus’
death is the sacrifice that pays the penalty for human sin.'? The notion that
Jesus’ self-sacrifice removes the penalty for sin revolves around the two
poles of justice and mercy or law and grace. The idea is that when someone
transgresses a law, justice requires that the person be punished. In cases of
severe wrongdoing, justice might require that a person surrender his or her
own life. As an act of mercy, however, a transgressor might be allowed to
offer something in exchange for his or her life, By sacrificing something,
the demands of the law are met, but in a way that allows the person to live.
When this paradigm is transferred to the realm of theology, human beings
are regarded as sinners who are justly condemned by God. Because God is
just he expects the penalty for sin to be paid, but because God is merciful
he allows the penalty for sin to be paid by his own Son Jesus, who dies in
the place of sinners. The result is thal Jesus’ self-sacrifice honors the need
for divine justice, while making room for divine mercy.

John’s Gospel, however, operates with a different theological frame-
work. The Gospel does not focus on the legal penalty for sin but on the
matter of sin itself. It does not say that the Lamb takes away “guilt” but that
he takes away sin — he removes unbelief. The Gospel does not relate Jesus’
death to the need for divine justice but to the need for human faith. When
the Gospel speaks of the wrath of God, it says that wrath threatens those
who do not “believe” (3:36). When Jesus tells his opponents that they will
die in their sins, he adds that they will die in their sins unless they “believe”
(8:24). When the Advocate, the Spirit, comes to convict the world of sin af-
ter Jesus’ return to the Father, readers are told that the sin is that the world
does not “believe” (16:8-9). According to the Gospel of John, people fall
under divine judgment because of unbelief, and they are delivered from
divine judgment by being brought to faith (3:17). When the love of God,
conveyed through the death of Jesus, overcomes the sin of unbelief by evoking
faith, 1t delivers people from the judgment of God by bringing them into true
relationship with God. This is atonement in the Johannine sense,

Proponents of a substitutionary interpretation of Jesus’ sacrifice some-
times point out that the Gospel says that the good shepherd lays down his
life “for” (hyper) the sheep (10:13,15).}* Nevertheless, there is no suggestion
that the good shepherd lays down his life to deliver the flock from divine
judgment. The specific threat against the flock comes from thieves and
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bandits, not from God’s wrath. The point is that the shepherd conveys his
devotion by laying down his life for the flock, in contrast to the hired hand
who cares nothing for the sheep (10:13-14). Later, Calaphas remarks that
one man must die “for” the people (11:50). From Caiaphas’s perspective, Je-
sus’ death will save people from the consequences of a popular uprising.
The evangelist then adds that Jesus’ death will gather his followers into one
(11:51-52). But again, there is no suggestion that dying “for” the people
equals paying the legal penalty for sin. The Fourth Gospel has a different
understanding of sacrifice.

The crucifixion of the Lamb “takes away sin” by taking away unbelief.
To say this does not create an understanding of the atonement that is
purely “subjective.” The love that the Lamb conveys must come to people
from outside themselves, from God. Change comes when the love commu-
nicated through the Lamb’s self-sacrifice acts on people from without. Can
this be reduced to what some call the “moral influence” approach to atone-
ment, in which the Lamb’s selfless example moves people to amend their
lives? Hardly. According to the moral influence theory, “everyone becomes
more righteous — by which we mean a greater lover of the Lord — after
the Passion of Christ than before,” since it inspires “greater love” and
“deeper affection” in people.!” The underlying assumption is that to some
degree people are already righteous and Jovers of God, and that this ten-
dency is encouraged by Christ’s example. But this is not the outlook of the
Fourth Gospel, which has a more radical notion of human estrangement
from God. Given the Gospel’s understanding of sin, something more than
good influence is necessary for change to occur.

The death of Christ must overcome sin by evoking faith. When we
looked at Jesus’ death as love in human terms, we noted that he spoke of
laying down his life for his friends (15:13). But when speaking of the Lamb,
the Gospel envisions a world that is alienated from God by sin. Sacrificing
one’s life for a friend may express a relationship of love that already exists,
but sacrificing one’s life for a sinful world is done to create a relationship
of love where one does not exist. Jesus’ death may provide an example of
love for people to follow, but a sinful world needs more than an example or
it will not follow. The Lamb is sacrificed to create a relationship of faith in
the face of the alienation created by sin. If a label is needed for this way of
construing the death of Christ, it is kerygmatic. God addresses a hostile
world with his radical Word of love in the crucified Lamb of God. When
the crucified Word creates faith, it brings people to the relationship that
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God intends. And when the crucified Word evokes such faith, God can say,
“Now I am satisfied.”!¢

Victory over Evil

Another theological perspective opens up when we hear Jesus say, “Now is
the judgment of this world, now will the ruler of this world be cast out;
and I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself”;
and the narrator explains that Jesus said this to show by what death he was
to die (12:31-33). Rather than speaking of love and friendship or sin and
sacrifice, this passage interprets the crucifixion in terms of conflict and
victory in a world dominated by a hostile power.'” Here the basic problem
is not so much human sin as it is the oppressive power of evil. People are
not only sinful and in need of atonement, they are oppressed by evil and in
need of liberation. Jesus’ opponent, according to this passage, is the ruler
of this world, whom the Gospel also calls Satan, the devil, and the evil one
(13:2, 27; 17:15). John never fully describes Satan, but by telling of Jesus’
clashes with opponents he reminds readers that evil works through human
actions such as hatred and deceit (7:7; 8:44). Therefore, as the battle with
evil reaches its climax in the passion, Jesus must meet hatred with divine
love and deceit with divine truth.

Judas is the devil’s ally in the passion story. Judas is initially linked to
evil in John 6, but the plot thickens in John 13 where readers learn that the
devil himself has determined that Judas will betray Jesus (13:2-3). Jesus’
strategy in the conflict with evil is to show unwavering love (13:1). He as-
sumes his battle dress by laying down his garments, girding himself with a
towel, and taking up a basin to wash feet. The text makes clear that Jesus
does not act out of weakness, but out of the strength of one who has come
from God, who is going to God, and who has been given authority by God
to manifest his power in an act of devoted love (13:1, 3). John says that God
put all things in Jesus’ hands, and Jesus now uses his hands to wash the dis-
ciples’ feet, apparently including the feet of Judas. Therefore, if Judas re-
mains unclean, as the text says he does, it is not because Jesus excludes him
from his cleansing love, but because Judas is resistant to what Jesus offers
(13:11).

The Gospel indicates that Jesus possesses superior battlefield intelli-
gence and knows that Judas will hand Jesus over to his enemies. Yet when
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asked to identify the betrayer, Jesus dips bread into the supper dish and
gives it to Judas — a gesture commonly understood to show favor. This
gracious act on Jesus’ part provokes intense demonic resistance in Judas,
for when he receives the bread, Satan enters him (13:27). The action and re-
sponse disclose the nature of the conflict, for what evil resists is the gra-
ciousness that Jesus extends. The Gospel says that Jesus chooses Judas,
washes Judas, and gives Judas food (6:70-71; 13:1-11, 26), so that Satan’s en-
try into Judas marks opposition to the graciousness Jesus shows. This op-
position does not mean that evil is the superior force, however, for Judas
does not depart from the table until Jesus allows him to do so, saying, “Do
quickly what you are going to do” (13:27). Judas leaves the table only at Je-
sus’ bidding, and in scenes to come Jesus will turn the destructive designs
of evil toward the accomplishment of God’s saving ends.

Jesus tells the disciples who remain with him, “I will no longer talk
much with you, for the ruler of this world is coming. He has no power over
me; but I do as the Father has commanded me, so that the world may
know that I love the Father, Rise, let us be on our way” (14:30-31). When Je-
sus finally leaves the supper and arrives in the garden, he is met by Judas
and a group of Roman soldiers and Jewish police, who serve as agents of
the ruler of this world. Jesus seizes the initiative by asking whom they are
seeking. When they reply “Jesus of Nazareth,” he says “I Am,” using words
that recall the name of God; and Judas and the soldiers draw back and fall
to the ground. The episode bears out that the ruler of this world has no
power over Jesus (18:5-6).

Many a scriptwriter would end the scene here, with Judas and the sol-
diers lying helplessly on the ground and Jesus standing coolly erect after his
effortless victory, but John does not do so. At the end of the episode the sol-
diers arrest Jesus, bind him, and take him away. So why subdue the opposi-
tion only to be taken captive? Jesus subdues the opposition long enough to
secure the release of his disciples: If “you are looking for me, let these men
go” (18:8). John tells the story to show the extent to which Jesus cares for his
own. Divine power is used for human deliverance. Jesus subdues the oppo-
sition so that others might be set free. But he himself is bound and taken
away by his captors because the battle is not yet over: he must infiltrate
more deeply into his opponents’ territory where judgment will take place.

John’s Gospel understands that people are judged by their positive or
negative responses to Jesus. A saying earlier in the Gospel sets the tone:
“Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not be-



Crucifixion and Resurrection 119

lieve are condemned already” (3:18). Jesus engages in this conflict by reject-
ing the weaponry of the world and meeting his opponents armed only
with truth (18:36-37). In some of the Gospel’s most ironic scenes, Jesus’ ac-
cusers make charges that bring Jesus closer to death while bringing the ac-
cusers themselves under judgment.

We have seen that the Jewish leaders charge that Jesus is guilty on two
counts: rebellion against Rome and rebellion against God. Arguing that Je-
sus is a rebel against Rome, they insist that he is making himself into a
king. Ironically, however, they are the ones who demand the release of
Barabbas the insurrectionist and thereby show that they are guilty of op-
posing Roman rule (18:40; 19:12). They also insist that Jesus is a rebel
against God, who tries to usurp God’s prerogatives by making himself out
to be the Son of God. The trial, however, enables readers to see that the re-
verse is true, for Jesus’ accusers finally declare that their only king is Caesar
— and Caesar was the man who was put in the place of God (19:7,15).!® Pi-
late the Gentile fares no better. Pilate claims to have the power to do what-
ever he wants with Jesus, and he declares three times that Jesus is innocent,
which is true. But if Pilate knows the truth, he proves incapable of doing
the truth, for in the end he knowingly hands over an innocent man to be
crucified (18:38; 19:4, 6, 10, 16). In one sense this episode is a defeat, for the
claims made against Jesus lead to his death, but in another sense it is a vic-
tory for truth, since the world’s pretensions to power and right are exposed
to the readers. In passing judgment on Jesus the world reveals the truth
about itself (see pp. 70-72).

“Now is the judgment of this world; now will the ruler of this world be
cast out” (12:31). John’s Gospel describes no mythic fall of Satan, but it inti-
mates that the ruler of this world is cast out as the crucified Jesus is lifted
up as the world’s true sovereign. Jesus is given his royal robe and crown of
thorns during the scourging that prepares him for death; Pilate acclaims
him a king before handing him over to his exccutioners; and Jesus is en-
throned by means of crucifixion. The sign above the cross reads, “Jesus of
Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” It says this in Hebrew, in Latin, and in
Greek for all the world to see. On the cross one sees the proper ruler of this
world, the king whose love and truth cast out the power of hatred and de-
ceit. His kingdom is not “from” the world since his power comes from
above rather than below (18:36; cf. 6:15); yet Jesus does reign for the world
and rightly bears the title “Savior of the world” (4:42).*°

The theme of conflict and victory enables John’s story of the crucifix-
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ion to confront readers with two forms of dominion. One is that of the
crucified Jesus, whose resolute love, witness to the truth, and obedience to
God bring him to his throne on Golgotha. The other is that of the sinister
ruler of this world, who entwines his allies in a web of hostility and decep-
tion as he seeks to bring about the death of the Son of God. From this per-
spective, readers find that there is no place for neutrality. In the cosmic
battle between God and evil, the question is: Which claimant to the throne
will obtain the readers’ loyalty? The fourth evangelist is a participant in the
conflict, exposing the pretensions of evil in order to capture the readers for
the crucified and risen king.

Love remains central to John’s understanding of the crucifixion, but
when viewed in the context of conflicting powers, it assumes a new vitality.
Love is a weapon in a conflict, and it serves along with truth to dethrone
the forces that oppose it. Those who follow Jesus are called to iove as he
loved, and if Jesus wielded love in the face of evil, then his disciples’ love
may also take militant forms. The expression of love is complex rather
than simple. Jesus loved by washing feet and contending with Satan, For
those who follow, love means service to others and witness to truth; it en-
tails giving of oneself and opposing evil, For the writer of the Fourth Gos-
pel, authentic love encompasses all of this.

Revelation of Divine Glory

Shifting our perspective one last time, we can consider the crucifixion in
terms of glory. Jesus’ final prayer before his arrest sounds the theme: “Fa-
ther, the hour has come; glorify your Son so that the Son may glorify
you. ... I glorified you on earth by finishing the work that you gave me to
do. So now, Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory that I
had in your presence before the world existed” (17:2, 4-5). The theme of
glory takes us into yet another theological world, one that deals with the
human need to know God.?® The word “glory” (doxa) sometimes connotes
honor (5:41), but in John’s Gospel glory also has 1o do with the way God is
revealed to human beings.

This perspective recognizes that people were created to know God, and
the prayer in John 17 therefore states that eternal life means knowing the one
true God and Jesus Christ, whom God has sent (17:3). To know God is to be
in relationship with God, yet the Gospel also recognizes that people have no
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immediate knowledge of God. “No one has ever seen God,” the Gospel says
(1:18). God’s presence is hidden until God chooses to reveal it. The theme of
glory has to do with the way revelation takes place. To discern what this
might be we must consider Jesus’ saying in light of the wider gospel story.

First, Jesus said that he glorified God on earth by accomplishing the
work that God gave him to do. Jesus’ earthly ministry was done to glorify
God, and in a basic sense this means he honored God through his faithful
obedience to God’s commands. During his public ministry Jesus claimed to
teach what God wanted him to teach, and to perform the healings and other
works that God wanted him to perform. Such faithfulness honors God
(8:49). In another sense, however, Jesus glorified God by revealing God’s
power. Biblical writers sometimes use the term doxa or “glory” for the way
the power of God is brought within the realm of human experience. Ac-
cording to John’s Gospel, Jesus made divine power visible by the miracu-
lous signs he performed. At the beginning of his ministry Jesus manifested
his glory by turning water into wine at Cana (2:11); and at the end of his
ministry he revealed the glory of God by calling the dead man Lazarus back
to life (11:40). John’s account of Jesus’ career encompasses these and other
miraculous acts, which reveal divine glory by revealing divine power.

A second element in Jesus’ prayer concerns the glory he will resume in
heaven once his ministry on earth is over. This heavenly glory is something
that the Son of God enjoyed before the world existed. To share in such
glory is to share in divine honor, divine majesty, and divine power. It was
out of love that the Father gave the Son such glory before the foundation
of the world, so that sharing in God’s glory means sharing in God’s love.
By means of his passion Jesus will return to the Father and enter a heavenly
glory that his followers on earth cannot fully perceive, but can hope to see
in the future. Therefore, Jesus concludes his prayer by asking that those
whom God has given him may one day be with him in God’s presence, to
see the fullness of the glory that God gave to him in love (17:24).

The prayer traces a movement from glory on earth to glory in heaven,
and given only the lines we have considered thus far it would be easy to by-
pass the cross without comment. Yet other passages connect glory to the
crucifixion itself. When Jesus enters Jerusalem at the end of his ministry,
he says, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified,” and he
compares himself to a seed that must fall into the earth and die (12:23-24).
When Judas receives the piece of bread and departs to carry out the be-
trayal, Jesus says, “Now the Son of Man has been glorified, and God has
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been glorified in him” (13:31). The saying does not limit glorification to
what happens after the crucifixion, but links glorification to the process of
betrayal that culminates in the crucifixion.?! And this brings us back to the
prayer in John 17, where Jesus says that he has glorified God on earth by
finishing the works that God gave him to do. The Greek word for “finish”
is teleiod, a form of the word Jesus will utter at the time of his death when
he says tetelestai, “it is finished.” If Jesus glorifies God on earth by accom-
plishing God’s works, then he glorifies God by the crucifixion that com-
pletes these works. The question is how he does this.

Given the way Jesus manifested divine glory by miraculous acts of
power during his ministry, we might expect a battery of miracles to occur
during his crucifixion. In Matthew, Mark, and Lulke, for example, the story
of the crucifixion is vividly framed with displays of divine power. The eerie
pall of darkness that the other gospels place over the crucifixion is a visible
sign of supernatural force, and the dramatic tearing of the temple curtain
reveals the hand of God. God’s glory seems palpable in Matthew’s account
of the earth quaking and the saints rising on Good Friday (Matt. 27:45-54;
Mark 15:33-38; Luke 23:44-45). The irony is that these traditional signs of
divine power are missing from John’s Gospel. John gives his readers no
portents in heaven or on earth. If readers are to see glory in the crucifixion,
they must see it in another way.

Put briefly, if the signs reveal God’s glory by displaying divine power,
the crucifixion reveals God’s glory by conveying divine love.?* The cruci-
fixion completes Jesus’ work of glorifying God on earth, for by laying
down his life he gives himself completely so that the world may know of
Jesus’ love for God and God’s love for the world (John 3:16; 14:31). By his
resurrection and ascension Jesus returns to the heavenly glory that God
prepared for him in love, and Jesus prays that his followers will one day
join him in the Father’s presence to share in this glory and love (17:5, 24-
26). To the eye of faith, however, the glory of the exalted Lord is already
present in the crucified body of Jesus.?* If glory defines what the crucifix-
ion is, the crucifixion defines what glory is. The crucifixion manifests the
scope of divine power by disclosing the depth of divine love.

A similar perspective is reflected in statements about Jesus being “lifted
up” (hypsoo). The term can indicate either physical elevation or exaltation
in the sense of honor, and when used for Jesus, both meanings are in-
cluded. The contexts that speak of Jesus being “lifted up” make clear that it
refers to his crucifixion, not to his ascension to heavenly glory. In so doing,
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these passages link the honor or glory of Jesus to the cross. We have seen
that in 3:14-15 Jesus is said to be lifted up on the cross as Moses lifted up the
serpent on the pole, and yet this underscores that the crucified Jesus also
gives life (see pp. 44-46). Later, Jesus speaks about being “lifted up” by his
adversaries, which occurs through his crucifixion (8:28). At the end of his
public ministry he says, “I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all
people to myself,” and the narrator explains that “he said this to indicate
the kind of death he was to die” (12:32-33). Jesus’ exaltation on the cross de-
fines the character of his glory.

The centrality of love holds together the human and divine, the sacrifi-
cial and militant dimensions of Jesus’ death. Love also creates the consum-
mate paradox in John’s understanding of the crucifixion: the death of Jesus
can be a source of life. It is by dying that Jesus reveals the love of God, and
when this love evokes faith, it brings people into the relationship with God
that is true life (3:16).

The Significance of Jesus’ Resurrection

John understands Jesus’ death as the consummate expression of divine love,
but recognizes that this is only apparent in retrospect, from the vantage
point of the resurrection. In Johannine theology, the action of the risen Je-
sus is what brings people to the faith through which his life and death can
be understood. The resurrection is essential for authentic faith because
faith is a relationship with a living being. According to John, the crucifixion
communicates the divine love that is the basis for a relationship with Jesus,
and the resurrection means that this relationship is more than remember-
ing one who has died. Faith is active trust in a Jesus who is unseen vyet alive.
Finally, the resurrection of Jesus defines hope for the future. The followers
of Jesus face the prospect of a death that is as real as the death of Jesus him-
self. The message of resurrection is that the relationship with Jesus that be-
gins now, in faith, has a future through the believer’s own resurrection.**

Resurrection and Faith

Jesus’ followers understood that his death was real and complete. Those
who placed him in the tomb may have honored him by putting a hundred
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pounds of spices on the corpse, but this only underscores death’s reality.
Spices are placed on a body that is expected to decay, not on a person who
is expected to return Lo life (19:38-42). At the beginning of this chapter we
noted that there were ways in which people were able to deal with the
death of someone close to them: One might hope that the person would
rise in the future, when this age of sorrow ended; or one might treat death
as the point where the person’s soul was released from bodily suffering so
that it could depart to a better life elsewhere. The message that Jesus had
risen was not the obvious way for his followers to deal with his death.

The conclusion of the Gospel focuses on people who know that Jesus
has died. They do not come to resurrection faith because they are unwill-
ing to accept the fact that Jesus is dead and cling to the hope that he might
still be alive. For them, Jesus’ death is a given. They are certain that his ad-
versaries killed him and that his corpse was placed in a tomb. The question
is how anyone can believe that he has risen. This is the problem that John
must address in his resurrection account.

The action begins with Mary Magdalene, who goes to the tomb and
discovers that the stone has been removed from the entrance. John’s narra-
tive underscores the reality of Jesus’ death, for Mary’s response is immedi-
ate and commonsensical. She assumes that Jesus is still dead and that
someone has taken the body: “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb
and we do not know where they have laid him” (20:2). Her perception is
shaped by ordinary experience. Thieves sometimes disturbed tombs when
searching for any valuables that had been placed there with the body.?® Al-
ternatively, violating a tomb could be a hate crime, a malicious action de-
signed to intimidate the family and friends of the deceased. Whatever the
case, Mary is convinced that Jesus is dead and that the open tomb can
readily be explained by the practice of grave robbery. Any faith in resurrec-
tion must overcome this fundamental conviction.

In the next scene, Peter and the Beloved Disciple continue the theme as
they come to the burial place of Jesus (20:3-10). Readers are told that the
Beloved Disciple sees the grave cloths lying in the tomb and that Peter sees
the head cloth rolled up in a place by itself. The presence of the cloths,
some neatly rolled up, makes the idea of grave robbery implausible, since
intruders would either steal the wrapped body or else ransack the tomb
while leaving both the body and cloths behind. And the Gospel says that
the Beloved Disciple sees these things and believes. This seems to be a cli-
mactic moment, and to some extent it is. Although the evangelist does not
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say what the Beloved Disciple believes, it seems probable that he believes
that Jesus has been released from death. This disciple is consistently faith-
ful elsewhere, and is presumably the first to believe when he sees the empty
tomb and the grave cloths, But what is surprising is that the narrator notes
that his faith does not yet include understanding or prompt the disciple to
say anything.?® Moreover, there is no indication that Peter believes. In his
case, seeing does not mean believing.

In John’s Gospel, the faith that leads to telling others that Jesus is alive
must come from something more than a vacant tomb. To be sure, it is im-
portant for John that the tomb is empty. No one can say “Jesus is risen” if
the body still lies in the grave. Yet it is clear that seeing the open tomb and
the discarded grave cloths does not guarantee faith or lead to proclamation
of the resurrection. Theologically, the empty tomb is a presupposition for
resurrection faith, but it is not the basis of resurrection faith. Such faith re-
quires an encounter with the risen Jesus himself.

The story continues as Mary Magdalene remains unwavering in her
conviction that the body has been stolen, even when she looks into the
tomb and sees two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been
(20:12). Readers might expect Mary to be startled by these supernatural be-
ings, but she is not. When the angels ask why she is weeping, she speaks to
them as she spoke to the disciples. She voices her conviction that the body
has been taken, then turns away without giving the angels a chance to say
anything that might make her change her mind (2013).

The pattern persists even when Mary sees the risen Jesus. We might ex-
pect seeing to bring resurrection faith, but Mary does not recognize Jesus.
Again, seeing is not believing. Mary’s logic is impeccable. She naturally as-
sumes that the man in the garden must be the gardener. So she speaks to
him as she spoke to the disciples and the angels, expressing her conviction
that the body was stolen: “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where
you have laid him and I will take him away” (20:15). Readers may wonder
why Mary is unable to recognize the risen Jesus, but speculating about this
detracts from the flow of the narrative. The Gospel does not explain why
Mary cannot recognize the risen Jesus. Rather, each successive scene builds
suspense and makes one wonder what it will take for her to realize that he
is not dead but alive.

Mary recognizes Jesus when he calls her by name. “Jesus said to her,
‘Mary!’ She turned and said to him in Hebrew, ‘Rabbouni!’ (which means
Teacher)” (20:16). This is the pivotal moment. Being called by name is
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what moves Mary from the conviction that Jesus is dead to the realization
that he is alive. This encounter is unique in many respects, yet her experi-
ence anticipates the way people of future generations will come to faith.
The Gospel speaks to those who have not seen the risen Jesus (20:29), and
Mary’s story shows that seeing the tomb, seeing the angels, and even seeing
Jesus himself do not guarantee faith. Like Mary, others will be called to
faith by the risen Jesus. This is reflected in Jesus’ comments about the good
shepherd, who “calls his own sheep by name” and leads them out, and they
recognize his voice (10:3-4, 16, 27).*” Jesus calls Mary by name outside the
empty tomb, but he will also call others to recognize him, sending them as
he sent Mary to tell others what has happened.

The call to resurrection faith occurs, for people of later generations,
when the message about the risen Jesus is made effective by the risen Jesus.
According to John, faith is not based on inferences drawn from an empty
tomb. If there is to be resurrection faith, it must arise from an encounter
with the risen Jesus himself. This is the dimension of Johannine theology
that informs the story of Thomas.

After Jesus appears to Mary, he comes to his disciples as a group, but
Thomas is not with them. When they later tell him they have seen the
Lord, he declares, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put
my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not be-
lieve” (20:25). Thomas is often said to doubt, but his words actually state
his refusal to believe until certain conditions are met: If he sees and
touches, then he will believe.?® In the wider context his insistence on seeing
seems ironic, since he had apparently seen Jesus call Lazarus out of the
tomb, which was the dress rehearsal for Easter. The first time Thomas is
mentioned in the Gospel is when Jesus announces thal he is pgoing to
awaken Lazarus, even though his adversaries are seeking to kill him, and
Thomas declares, “Let us also go, that we may die with him” (11:16). As-
suming that Thomas actually goes, he presumably sees the dead man
emerge from the tomb. Nevertheless, seeing Lazarus’s resurrection does
not create in Thomas any readiness to think that Jesus will rise from the
dead.

Thomas is subsequently told two things, and these sayings will create
the context in which the risen Jesus will work. The first saying comes at the
last supper, when Thomas objects that he does not know where Jesus is go-
ing, and Jesus replies, “If you know me, you will know my Father also.
From now on you do know him and have seen him” (14:7). Here Thomas is
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told that truly seeing Jesus means seeing God. The second saying comes af-
ter the resurrection, when the other disciples tell Thomas, “We have seen
the Lord,” and he responds with a refusal to believe (20:25). The words that
Thomas heard from Jesus and about Jesus have not brought about a dis-
cernible faith, but they create the context in which the risen Jesus will en-
counter him. When Jesus meets Thomas after the resurrection, Thomas
says, “My Lord and my God” (20:28). By calling Jesus “my Lord,” Thomas
makes his own what he heard from the disciples, who said they had seen
“the Lord.” By calling Jesus “my God,” Thomas makes his own what he
heard at the last supper, that seeing Jesus means seeing God.

Readers of John’s Gospel are like Thomas in that they are not among
those who initially saw the risen Christ. They are also like Thomas in that
they have received testimony about Jesus — the Gospel itself conveys such
witness. John’s account of the resurrection shows that seeing does not
guarantee believing — one can see the empty tomb, the grave cloths, the
angels, and even the risen Jesus without coming to faith. By extension,
readers learn that faith is not the result of accumulating more and more
information about the situation at the tomb. John has shown that no mat-
ter how clear something appears to be, it is susceptible to alternative inter-
pretations. The reports about the risen Jesus evoke faith when they are
made effective by the risen Jesus. It is true that Thomas eventually saw the
risen Jesus with his own eyes, and this will not be the case for the readers,
at least until “the last day” (6:39). Yet the Gospel assumes that resurrection
faith continues to be generated because the risen Christ continues to be ac-
tive, encountering people through the witness of his disciples and the work
of the Holy Spirit.

Relationship in the Present

This brings us to the second dimension of the resurrection, which con-
cerns the way people continue to relate to the risen Jesus. Faith, according
to John’s Gospel, is a relationship with a living being. To believe in the
risen Jesus is to be in relationship with the risen Jesus. The problem is that
Jesus does not remain visibly present with his followers. The issue is evi-
dent in Jesus’ words to Mary Magdalene outside the tomb: “Do not hold
on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father” (20:17). When Je-
sus calls Mary by name, she responds by calling him her teacher, but now
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she finds that she cannot hold on to him in this way. Jesus’ resurrection al-
ters his relationship with his followers; it is not a resumption of things as
they were before his death.

Jesus also speaks of ascending to the Father, which raises the prospect
of being separated from him. During his public ministry, Jesus tells his op-
ponents that he is going away, and they will seek him but will not find him
(7:33; 8:14, 21). Later, he tells the disciples that he is leaving the world and
going to the Father, and they find this disturbing, since it seems to mean
that they too will be separated from him (14:28; 16:5-6, 28). For Jesus him-
self, the prospect of returning to his Father is positive. In the prayer before
his arrest, Jesus speaks of returning to the glory that he had with God be-
fore the foundation of the world, a glory that manifests God’s abiding love
for him (17:5, 24). Jesus also prays that one day his followers will be with
him in glory, though this remains a future hope. For the present, Jesus’ re-
turn to the Father is troubling. So if the risen Jesus is no longer in the
world, but his followers are in the world, is relationship still possible
(17:11)?

According to John’s Gospel, the answer is “yes.” Jesus’ words to Mary
Magdalene identify his return to the Father as the beginning of a new type
of relationship rather than an end to relationship. After telling her not to
hold on to him, he directs her to “go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am
ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God’”
(20:17). Jesus is not simply going away, he is going to the Father; and the
Father is not absent from the world. John’s Gospel clearly distinguishes
God from the world, often using spatial imagery: God is identified with
heaven above and people with the world below. Yet the Gospel also as-
sumes that the Father continues to be at work, seeking people to worship
him, giving bread to the world, and drawing people to Jesus (4:23; 5:17;
6:32, 44). If the Father is engaged with the world, the same will be true of
Jesus, who is with the Father.

Jesus also emphasizes the relationship by referring to God as the Father
of his followers. Throughout his ministry Jesus speaks of God as “my Fa-
ther,” but in the message to the disciples he says that God is also “your Fa-
ther” The intimate bond of kinship that Jesus shares with his Father is ex-
tended to others, as we have seen (pp. 47-52). To see Jesus through the eyes
of faith is to see the Father, and to believe in Jesus is to believe in the one
who sent him (5:23; 12:44; 14:9-10). Because of this bond, Jesus now calls his
disciples his “brothers” for the first time. Earlier in the Gospel, Jesus’
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“brothers” were those who were his biological kin, even though they did
not believe in him (2:12; 7:3-5). After the resurrection, the term is used for
all those brothers and sisters who are related to Jesus by faith.

John’s Gospel identifies two ways in which people continue to be
brought into the family of faith after the resurrection. The first is through
the Holy Spirit, which is sent by the risen Christ. At the last supper Jesus
said, “I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that [ go away, for if [ do
not go away, the Advocate will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him
to you” (16:7). John’s Gospel includes no description of Jesus visibly as-
cending into heaven. Instead, the disciples will know that he has returned
to the Father because the Advocate, the Spirit, will come to them. Given
the references to Jesus going away and leaving the world, one would expect
the Spirit to arrive in Jesus’ absence, but this is not the case. In John’s Gos-
pel, the risen Jesus comes and stands among the disciples, and then
breathes on them, saying “Receive the Holy Spirit” (20:22). By giving the
Spirit, Jesus shows that his return to the Father is complete, yet the Spirit
comes from a Jesus who is present rather than absent (see pp. 147-52).

The Spirit given by the risen Christ enables people to know God as
their Father. Previous passages depicted the process of coming (o faith as
being born or begotten of God. The prologue observes that all people are
born physically through the natural processes associated with blood and
human desire, but to be born or begotten of God means believing in the
Word of God, who is the source of life. Through this birth into faith, peo-
ple become children of God (1:12-13). Later, the Spirit is identified as the
means by which God brings people to the new birth that is faith (3:3-8),
and after speaking about “my Father and your Father,” the risen Jesus gives
the Spirit that makes this relationship with God possible (20:22). By
breathing the Spirit into people, the risen Jesus acts in concert with God,
his Father, who breathed the breath or spirit of life into the first human be-
ing at the creation (Gen. 2:7).

Second, the risen Jesus continues bringing people into the community
of faith through the work of his disciples. This is depicted in the story of the
great catch of fish in John 21. Peter says, “I am going fishing,” and some of
the other disciples go with him. Embarking on the fishing trip evidently
seems promising, but it eventually proves to be fruitless, for they fish all
night and catch nothing. Then, in the morning, the risen Jesus stands on
the shore and directs them to cast their net into the water on the right side
of the boat. At this point the main action centers on the verb “draw”
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(helko). When the disciples put their nets into the water, they are not able
to “draw” it because of the great quantity of fish (21:6). Later, Jesus tells
them to bring some of the fish to him, and Peter “drew” the net to the
land” (21:11). On their own, the disciples’ work proves fruitless, but
through the risen Christ, their efforts are fruitful.?

The significance of the “drawing” becomes clear when it is read in con-
nection with earlier passages. After feeding a crowd beside the sea, Jesus
says, no one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him or
her (6:44). The statement recognizes that coming to Jesus is a human im-
possibility. People have no inherent capacity to generate their own faith.
Nevertheless, Jesus promises that people can and will be “drawn” to him by
the power of God. This is taken a step further at the end of Jesus’ public
ministry, when Jesus identifies himself as the one who does the drawing.
He says that when lifted up from the earth he will “draw” people to himself
(12:32), This, in turn, begs the question as to how the crucified and risen Je-
sus will draw people, and the story of the great catch shows that he accom-
plishes this “drawing” through his disciples. Without Jesus the disciples are
no more able to produce a catch of fish than people can produce faith in
themselves or anyone else. But through the risen Jesus, the disciples do
gather in many and bring them to Jesus. The way the risen Jesus continues
to work through the Spirit and the witness of his followers is a major
theme in the Gospel, which will be considered further in the next chapter

(see pp. 151-60).

Hope for the Future

This brings us to a final question: What is the significance of Jesus’ resur-
rection for those who face the prospect of their own deaths? John’s Gospel
repeatedly affirms that Jesus’ resurrection means that people find life by
relating to him in the present, through faith. But the Gospel also is candid
in recognizing that people of faith will die. Threats ranging from terminal
illness to violent death confront all people, including Jesus’ followers (11:3;
16:2; 21:19, 23). The Gospel relates Jesus’ resurrection to the deaths of others
most directly in the story of Lazarus, who dies of an illness when Jesus
seems to be absent. After a delay, Jesus arrives on the scene while Lazarus is
still in the tomb. He tells the man’s sister Martha, “I am the resurrection
and the life. Those who believe in me, though they die, will live, and every-
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one who lives and believes in me will never die” (11:25-26). We will con-
sider this passage in more detail later, but here will ask how Jesus’ experi-
ence shows readers what resurrection means.

Jesus can say, “I Am the resurrection” because he goes the way of death
and resurrection, and comes to embody the resurrection hope. Resurrec-
tion presupposes a wholistic understanding of what it means to be a per-
son.?® The Gospel assumes that people are embodied selves who live em-
bodied lives. Since Jesus is fully human, this is also true of him. Those who
live as embodied selves then die as embodied selves. Death affects the
whole person, not simply a part of the person. This is basic to what resur-
rection means. It is not only the body that dies; the person dies. Therefore,
resurrection involves giving life to the whole person, whether to Jesus or to
others.

Resurrection’s wholistic sense of death and life differs from the com-
mon idea that a person can be neatly divided into a body (sorma in Greek)
and a soul (psyche in Greek). According to this dualistic approach, the soul
is encased in the body during a person’s lifetime, and death is what releases
the soul from the body. The mourners place the dead body in the tomb,
where it decays, while the soul ascends to enjoy spiritual life in heaven.
Some statements of Jesus could conceivably be interpreted in this dualistic
way. He said, “I came from the Father and have come into the world; again,
I am leaving the world and am going to the Father” (16:28). One might
conclude that this movement in and out of the world meant that Jesus was
a soul who momentarily clothed himself with a body, only to shed his
body at death so that his soul could ascend to its celestial home. But the
wider context of the Gospel subverts this dualism.

Each term, “body” and “soul,” refers to Jesus as a whole person, and
each is used for his death and his resurrection. When Jesus drove the mer-
chants out of the temple, he said, “Destroy this temple and in three days [
will raise it up”; and the evangelist explains that Jesus spoke about the tem-
ple of his “body” (séma, 2:21). The Gospel assumes that Jesus died and was
raised as an embodied person. Death and resurrection involve the whole.
Later, Jesus uses psyché as an expression for his “life” or “self,” rather than
for an inner “soul.” He says, “I lay down my life (psyché) in order to take it
up again. . . . [ have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it up
again” (10:17-18). The psyché is what Jesus lays down in death and what he
takes up in resurrection. Again, death and resurrection involve the whole
person of Jesus — body and soul.
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Having said this, the Gospel also assumes that resurrection means the
transformation of the whole person. It is not the same as bringing a corpse
back to life. Resurrection of the body means transformation of the body
into another kind existence. It is not a restoration of the body to its previ-
ous condition of mortality. The Gospel uses “flesh” (sarx) for what is lim-
ited and perishable. Therefore, when the Word becomes flesh, he becomes
a person who will die (1:14). Similarly, Jesus gives his flesh for the life of the
world through his crucifixion (6:51). Nevertheless, the Gospel does not say
that Jesus® “flesh” is resurrected, since Jesus is not brought back to mortal
life. “Body” (soma) and “life” or “self” (psycheé) are more flexible terms,
which are used for Jesus as a whole person, who undergoes death and is
resurrected to a life that is no longer subject to death.

The Gospel includes suggestive contrasts between the resurrection of
Jesus and the raising of Lazarus, which brings the dead man back to life for
a limited time. Jesus calls Lazarus out of the tomb, and he emerges still
wrapped hand and foot in the grave cloths, so that he must be unbound
and let go (11:44). In contrast, Jesus leaves his own grave cloths behind in
the tomb.*! The implication is that by his resurrection he is loosed from
death and will not die again, as Lazarus will. Jesus’ followers look for his
body in the tomb, but he is not there. An embodied Jesus meets Mary
Magdalene outside the tomb and shows the marks of the crucifixion to the
disciples, yet the embodied Jesus is not subject to the limitations of the
flesh, since he comes to the disciples wherever they are, even behind closed
doors. Resurrection brings a new mode of embodied life, not a resumption
of mortal life as it was.

A theology of resurrection means saying with absolute honesty that
death is real. Yet it also means believing that death is not final. Neither Je-
sus nor his followers are exempted from the experience of dying. For both,
resurrection means undergoing death and then overcoming it through the
gift of life. By his crucifixion Jesus laid down his whole life, not merely a
part of his life. In death he gave himself completely, not partially, for the
sake of others. The completeness of Jesus’ death paradoxically conveys the
completeness of divine love that brings life to others, and it is through res-
urrection that this relationship of love continues into the present and the
future (see pp. 179-82).



CHAPTER 6

The Spirit

John has often been called the “spiritual” gospel because of its soaring in-
troduction and discourses on things above. But it might better be called
“spiritual” because of its intriguing perspective on the work of God’s
Spirit. In the opening chapter the Spirit descends and reveals the identity
of Jesus to John the Baptist (1:33). Later, during a nighttime conversation
with Nicodemus, Jesus says one must enter God’s kingdom through water
and the Spirit (3:5). He tells the Samaritan woman that true worship takes
place in Spirit and truth (4:23). Worshipers in the temple hear of the
Spirit’s living water, which meets the human thirst for God (7:37-39). At
the last supper Jesus discloses to the disciples that the Spirit will be their
Advocate, abiding among them and leading them to all truth (14:16-17;
16:13). And in a climactic scene Jesus breathes the Spirit into his disciples as
he sends them into the world (20:22),

The Spirit’s importance seems clear, but exactly how the Spirit works
has long been a matter of debate. Some associate new birth in the Spirit
with a specific kind of religious experience, such as a conviction of sin, a
sense of grace, and the awakening of committed faith. Many identify wor-
ship in the Spirit with spontaneity and excitement. In some circles the
Spirit is also expected to move people to speak in ecstatic tongues and
prophesy. Others connect the Spirit primarily to the sacramental worship
of the church, offering prayers for new birth and the blessing of the Spirit
in formal baptismal liturgies (see pp. 17-21). Given the different view-
points, many prefer to say little about the Spirit, or perhaps regard it as a
vague unnamed power that gives people a quiet sense of the transcendent.

133
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John’s Gospel does not explore the usual questions of spiritual gifts,
such as speaking in tongues. When Jesus breathes the Spirit into the disci-
ples at the conclusion of the Gospel, he empowers them to forgive and re-
tain sins, but nothing is said about ecstatic speech (20:22-23). Instead,
John’s Gospel relates the Spirit to several fundamental issues. One is that
human beings are created for life with God, but are separated from God,
and their need for relationship must be met from God’s side. This occurs
when the Spirit evokes faith. Second, Jesus came to bring life to the world,
but those living after his ministry ended are not able to see or hear him.
The Spirit discloses the presence of the risen Christ and his Father in the
ongoing life of the community. Third, the disciples of Jesus are sent to bear
witness in a world of conflicting truth claims. According to John, the Spirit
empowers the community to discern the significance of Jesus and to bear
witness to him as they continue living in a contentious world.

Interpreters sometimes distinguish passages in the first half of the Gos-
pel, which tell of the Spirit giving life, from those in the second half, where
the Spirit is called the Advocate and the focus shifts to the Spirit’s abiding
presence, teaching, and witness. Yet the various Spirit passages are inter-
connected and create a web of meaning. The expression “Holy Spirit” oc-
curs in each major section (1:33; 14:26; 20:22), and the call for worship in
Spirit and truth is later followed by the promise of the Spirit of truth (4:23;
14:17; 15:26; 16:13). In the beginning the Spirit enables John the Baptist to
discern and bear witness to Jesus’ identity, much as the Advocate is later
said to do for later disciples (1:29-34; 14:26; 15:26; 16:13). At the last supper
Jesus promises to send the Advocate along with peace and joy, and this
promise is realized when he gives the disciples the Spirit, peace, and joy af-
ter the resurrection (14:25-27; 16:12-22; 20:19-23). We will consider the
Spirit within John’s Gospel as a whole.!

The Spirit Makes Jesus Known

The Spirit’s first action is to make Jesus’ identity known, and this is a hall-
mark of the Spirit’s work later in the Gospel as well. As the story begins, a
delegation from Jerusalem approaches John the Baptist and asks whether
he might be the Messiah, Elijah, or the prophet. John replies that he fulfills
none of these roles, and that the one whom God is sending already stands
among them, although they do not know him. People cannot tell whom
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God has sent simply by looking (1:26-27). Later, John points to Jesus and
says, “Here is the Lamb of God” (1:29), but he adds that without the Spirit
he would not have been able to recognize Jesus (1:29-31). The point is sig-
nificant. No one — not even John the Baptist — has any inherent way ol
knowing the one whom God sends to take away the world’s sin. Apart
from God’s action, Jesus’ identity remains hidden.

The process of revelation begins when God speaks. God tells John the
Baptist what to look for. John says, “I myself did not know him, but the
one who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you see
the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy
Spirit’” (1:33). The word John receives establishes the context in which the
Spirit will work. Having told John what to look for, God follows through by
sending the Spirit. When John sees the Spirit descend, this experience con-
firms what he has already heard.

To some extent John’s experience is exceptional, since God speaks to
him directly, which will not be the case for others. (God speaks with a
voice from heaven in 12:28, but the bystanders cannot fathom what it
means.) Yet the pattern anticipates the situation of people living after the
end of Jesus’ ministry. They too will receive a word from God, but for them
it will be communicated through Jesus and passed on in the community of
faith. And this word creates the context in which the Spirit will work.

The connection between the Spirit and the word in this depiction of
John the Baptist anticipates the role of the Spirit for subsequent genera-
tions in at least two ways: First, the Spirit will continue to bear out the
truth of the gospel message for people in later generations. Simply hearing
the words does not make the message compelling. Rather, people come to
know that the word is true through the action of God’s Spirit. Second, the
message of Jesus helps people discern where the Spirit is at work. Spiritual
experience is ambiguous. It is difficult to know when something is the
work of God’s Spirit and when the experience is produced by other factors.
The Fourth Evangelist shows that the Spirit makes Jesus known. When
people come to know who Jesus is, this is where the work of God’s Spirit is
evident.

Returning to the story of John the Baptist, we find that the Spirit’s de-
scent prompts him to bear witness that Jesus is the Lamb of God and Son
of God (1:29, 34). This again is extraordinary, since others will not under-
stand Jesus in this way until after his death and resurrection. During Jesus’
ministry his followers may call him Son of God, but they will not compre-



136 THE WORD OF LIFE

hend what this means until after Easter (1:49; 11:27). Moreover, introducing
Jesus as the Lamb of God at the beginning of the Gospel foreshadows his
crucifixion at the end. So one might wonder how John the Baptist could
already know that Jesus’ death will take away sin. Yet the question of
greater theological interest is what John’s experience might mean for read-
ers living after Jesus’ resurrection. Like John, they have no inherent knowl-
edge of Christ. If John could not recognize or bear witness to Jesus apart
from the Spirit, the same will be true for readers of later generations. If
they are to know that Jesus has come from God, and if they are to bear wit-
ness that his death takes away sin, then they too will do so by God’s Spirit.
What was true for John, in this respect, will be true for them as well.

In the opening chapter of the Gospel, the Spirit comes to reveal who Je-
sus is, not to give Jesus the spiritual power he previously lacked.? Prior to
this scene, readers have already learned that Jesus is the Word of God made
flesh. If the Word was with God and if the Word was God from the begin-
ning, then the Spirit does not need to elevate Jesus to a higher spiritual
plane. This means that Jesus is different from other figures in Israel’s his-
tory, who were moved by the Spirit in order to lead the people or prophesy.
For example, Moses, King David, Elijah, and other prophets began as ordi-
nary human beings who were later empowered by God’s Spirit (Num. 11:17;
1 Sam. 16:13-14; 2 Kings 2:9-15). But this is not the case with Jesus. Accord-
ing to John 1, Jesus is already God’s Word and God’s Son, and the Spirit
makes this known.

John also testifies that the Spirit remains or abides (mend) on Jesus
(John 1:32-33). This anticipates the promise that the Spirit will remain or
abide (menad) with the community of faith afier Jesus’ death and resurrec-
tion (14:17). By abiding, the Spirit will make the presence of the risen
Christ known to them (see pp. 149-51). John also says that Jesus will baptize
with the Holy Spirit, which is a comprehensive way to speak of what the
Spirit will do after Jesus’ resurrection (1:33).> Through the gift of the Spirit,
Jesus will bring about the new birth that is faith and call people to true
worship of the Father (3:5; 4:14, 23; 7:37-39). By sending or baptizing with
the Spirit, Jesus will move his followers to discern the truth about what he
has done and empower them to bear witness to the world (1416-17, 26;
15:26-27; 16:7-15; 20:22).
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Source of Faith and Life

The Gospel recognizes that people are created for life with God, yet are
separated from him. God has life in himself, but human beings do not,
since they are creatures, who have limitations (3:6; 5:26). God is from
above and people are {from below, and those who belong to the carth have a
fundamental inability to know and relate to God. In John’s Gospel, true life
is relationship with the God who created all things. According to John, the
Spirit is the means by which God evokes the faith that brings such life.

New Birth into Faith and Life

The Spirit’s role in bringing about faith is pictured as new birth in Jesus’
conversation with a Jewish leader named Nicodemus (3:1-21). The scene
begins when Nicodemus says that Jesus must be a teacher from God, given
the signs Jesus has performed. But Jesus abruptly shifts the plane of con-
versation by declaring that no one can see the kingdom of God without
being born anew. This startling change in topic might make sense if one
assumes that Nicodemus has unspoken questions about the coming reign
of God. But it is Jesus rather than Nicodemus who introduces the theme.
What is more, Jesus soon shifts from speaking about the kingdom to
speaking about “life,” which then becomes the focus of this passage.
Note how the imagery unfolds during the conversation. At first Jesus
contrasts the realm of the flesh, which is outside the kingdom, with the ac-
tivity of the Spirit, which provides access to the kingdom. The transition
between these realms is called new birth (3:3-8). In the middle Jesus distin-
guishes what is earthly from what is heavenly and contrasts perishing with
eternal life. Here the transition into life is identified with faith (3:9-18). In
the end Jesus contrasts the darkness of sin and evil with the light of God
that illumines the world. Now the transition between spheres is depicted as
“coming to the light” (3:19-21). Together the kingdom, eternal life, and the
gift of light identify what God offers to the world. Similarly new birth,
faith, and coming to the light are different ways to speak about relating to
God. New birth is a peculiar image for entering a kingdom, but it is a vivid
way to speak about entering life, which is what the kingdom signifies.*
Being brought to faith is described by the Greek word gennad (3:3, 5).
This can indicate either being born from a mother, which is how
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Nicodemus takes it, or being begotten by a father, which fits a Gospel in
which God is known as the Father. The metaphor catches Nicodemus off
guard, and he can only sputter that no one can physically reenter the
mother’s womb and go through the birth process a second time. Readers
are better positioned to understand the imagery, since it was used for faith
in the Gospel’s opening lines. There it was said that all people are born
physically through the natural processes associated with blood, the will of
the flesh, and the will of a man. But to be born or begotten of God means
believing in the Word of God, who is the source of life. Through this birth
into faith, people become children of God (1:12-13). All people come into
being through God’s Word and are related to him as his creatures (1:4). Yet
some reject the Word while others receive and trust him (1:10-11), Faith is
life-giving in a way thal unbelief is not. Therefore, to believe in God’s
Word is to be in a life-giving relationship with God. This is what it means
to be God’s child in the Johannine sense.

The source of birth into faith is also described by the Greek word
anothen, which has a double meaning (3:3, 7). The word can have a tempo-
ral sense, indicating that birth must occur “again” or “a second time,”
which is the way Nicodemus interprets it. Yet in John’s Gospel the word
more often has the spatial sense, “from above” (3:31; 19:11, 23). This is the
way Jesus develops the idea, emphasizing that this birth occurs through the
Spirit that comes from God above. Translating the word as “anew” helps
preserve the ambiguity, since both meanings are at play. The primary sense
is that birth comes “from above,” by the power of God’s Spirit. On a sec-
ondary level, Jesus does speak of another, second birth, which goes beyond
physical birth. But the primary meaning slips right by Nicodemus.®

So Jesus underscores God’s action, saying that one must be born “of
water and the Spirit” (3:5). The significance of the water is not explained.
Some assume it refers to physical birth from the water in the womb, while
others link it to baptism (see pp. 140-41). But the emphasis is on the Spirit,
which is the power from above that brings new birth. Jesus contrasts what
is born or begotten of the flesh with what is born or begotten of the Spirit.
To be clear, flesh is not inherently evil — after all, God’s Word becomes
flesh — but it is limited. Flesh can generate relationships in its own sphere,
but not human relationships with God, which are of another order. Such
relationships occur only when God initiates contact with people in a life-
giving way.

In a bewildering shift, Jesus now uses the word preurma or “spirit” with
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a different meaning. He says that what is born or begotten of God’s Spirit
can also be called “spirit” (lowercase, 3:6). Confusing though this is, it ex-
tends the work of God’s Spirit into the human realm. In this context the
lowercase “spirit” is a relational term. As God meets people through his
Spirit, the encounter calls forth a new spirit of faith. This spirit of faith is
what enables people to relate to God who meets them.

Then altering the sense one more time, Jesus makes an analogy to
wind, since the Greek term pneuma can mean both spirit and wind. He
says that the Spirit “blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it,
but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with ev-
eryone who is born of the Spirit” (3:8). The point is that people cannot see
the Spirit any more than they can see the wind. They can see the effects of
the wind as it shakes the trees and rustles the grass, yet they do not know
the wind’s ultimate origin or destination. Similarly, the world can see the
effects of God’s Spirit, as it moves people to faith, but it does not recognize
the Spirit’s heavenly origin or ultimate direction. The same is true of the
world’s perception of those who are born anew. The world may hear the
sound of their witness, but it cannot discern the heavenly origin or desti-
nation of their faith.®

Here Nicodemus — and perhaps the readers — wonder, “How can
these things be?” (3:9). So Jesus drops the metaphor of new birth and speaks
about faith. He contrasts perishing with having eternal life. And instead of
saying more about the Spirit, he says that as Moses lifted up the serpent in
the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up (3:10-15). We noted ear-
lier that Moses lifted up a bronze serpent on a pole in order that those who
turn to it might be healed of illness and live (Num. 21:4-9). By analogy, Jesus
is lifted up on the cross, so that those who turn to him in faith find life, for
his death reveals God’s love for the world (see pp. 44-46).

The work of the Spirit, which is central in the first part of the conversa-
tion, is linked to the work of Christ, which is the focus of the second part.
If it is necessary (dei) for people to be born anew by the Spirit, it is also
necessary (dei) for the Son of Man to be lifted up so that people might be-
lieve and have life (John 3:7, 14). The conversation with Nicodemus does
not spell out how God’s gift of the Spirit is related to his gift of the Son, but
placing them together shows that neither can be taken without the other.
In the wider context of the Gospel we find that the Spirit works through
the message of Christ, and the message of Christ is effective because the
Spirit makes it so.”
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Spirit and Baptism

Jesus’ cryptic comment about birth “of water and the Spirit” has long been
debated, and many of the questions have to do with baptism (3:5).% Differ-
ent responses have been developed, most of them drawing on the whole
New Testament and aspects of Christian tradition (see pp. 18-21). Here we
will interpret the verse within the literary context of John’s Gospel.

Jesus addresses his comment about water and Spirit to Nicodemus,
who is a Pharisee and ruler of the Jews (3:1). Earlier scenes in the Gospel
show why he does this. As the Gospel opens, a delegation of Pharisees or
Jews ask John the Baptist about his use of water for baptism (1:19, 24-25).
John testifies that he baptizes with water in order to reveal the identity of
Jesus, who baptizes with the Holy Spirit (1:31-33). The use of water estab-
lishes the context in which the Spirit makes Jesus known, In the next chap-
ter, readers are reminded that Jews use water for rites of purification (2:6-
7). So when Jesus meets a Pharisee and ruler of the Jews it is not surprising
that he takes up the question of water again, since the use of water for bap-
tism and ritual washing has been a consistent theme.® Jesus assumes that
Nicodemus is interested in the water used for cleansing, but he now em-
phasizes the limits of what water can do by using the metaphor of new
birth. No amount of washing brings new birth. For that to occur, a power
of another order must be involved. Jesus assumes that washing with water
is a given practice. What he empbhasizes is that God’s Spirit must be in-
volved, along with the washing (3:6-8).1°

Water’s connection to baptism is developed in the scene that follows,
where Jesus and his disciples are said to perform many baptisms in the re-
gion of Judea (3:22-36). The literary pattern is that the water motif is briefly
mentioned in 3:5, then elaborated later in the chapter. This same thing oc-
curs with the motif of darkness, which is noted in passing in 3:2 and more
fully developed in 3:19-21. Other themes also tie the scenes in this chapter
together. If new birth comes “from above,” so does Jesus (andthen, 3:3, 7, 31).
If new birth comes through the Spirit, Jesus is the bearer of the Spirit (3:5,
34).! Earthly and heavenly things (3:12, 31), people rejecting testimony to
what has been seen and heard (3:11, 32), belief and eternal life (3:16-18,36) —
all these themes bind the two halves of the chapter to each other.’?

The evangelist says that Jesus and his disciples baptize in Judea while
John the Baptist baptizes at Aenon, where there is a good deal of water
(3:22-26). The passage assumes that ritual washings are practiced by the
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followers of Jesus, by John the Baptist, and by other Jews. To judge by ap-
pearances, all these groups do similar things with water. Readers may have
learned earlier that Jesus would baptize with the Spirit (1:33), but that does
not mean he omits the water. The Gospel assumes that water baptism con-
tinues to be practiced by Jesus and his followers — and this creates the
problem. If every group uses water, then what sets the baptism offered by
Jesus’ followers apart from the washings available elsewhere?

John the Baptist’s disciples bluntly state the issue. They complain that
people are going to Jesus and his followers for baptism, although they
should be coming to John, since John was baptizing before Jesus came
onto the scene. Yet John replies that people rightly go to Jesus because it
has been granted from heaven (3:27). Jesus comes “from above” (3:31), and
those going to his followers for baptism find there the life that comes from
above. John compares this to a wedding, where Jesus is the bridegroom
and those coming to him for baptism are like the bride. The implication is
that those who come to Jesus and his followers for baptism are joined to
Jesus, much as the bride and groom are joined together at a wedding (3:26-
30). A new relationship results.

This scene is set during Jesus’ ministry, but it anticipates that his fol-
lowers will continue to baptize with water after his return to the Father. A
parenthetical comment even notes that Jesus himself does not do the bap-
tizing. It is done by his disciples, as will certainly be the case after his resur-
rection (4:2). During his ministry, people are joined to Jesus, the bearer of
the Spirit, by baptism (3:26-30). By analogy, those baptized by Jesus’ fol-
lowers after his resurrection continue to be joined to him because the
Spirit he bears remains active within the Christian community.

The Spirit brings new birth, according to John’s Gospel. Water alone
does not. The Gospel does not fully explain the relationship of water and
Spirit, but gives both a role in engendering the faith that is new birth, If
baptism with water brings new birth, it does so as a context in which God’s
Spirit works. At the same time, the Gospel recognizes that the Spirit’s ac-
tivity is not limited to baptism. When people come to Jesus and his disci-
ples for baptism, this shows that God has already been at work. People
come because it has already been granted “from heaven” (3:26-27). In this
case baptism is the fruit of God’s activity, the result of a faith awakened
through witness borne to Jesus (3:28-34). Taken together, the scenes in
John 3 recognize that God can work before baptism and through baptism,
binding people to Jesus.
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Being Born Again and Christian Experience

Another issue that is often debated by modern readers concerns the Spirit’s
work in new birth. According to John’s Gospel, God’s Spirit evokes faith;
and many have debated whether the experience of faith follows a set pat-
tern. Jesus told Nicodemus about his need to be born anew or “born
again,” and this has often been taken to mean that people must have a con-
version experience. Many assume that being born again involves a clear
movement from unbelief to belief at a specific moment in a person’s life.
Since physical birth happens at a definite time and place, one might infer
that the same is true of new birth in the Spirit. After all, Jesus makes sharp
contrasts between belief and unbelief, life and perishing, salvation and
judgment (3:16-18). He says that people either remain in the darkness or
come to the light; their deeds are either evil or done in God (3:19-21). The
imagery seems to allow no middle ground.

So does the Gospel assume that the transition from unbelief to belief is
always clear and identifiable?'®> When looking at the characters John por-
trays, we find that the evangelist can press for clarity in one’s faith commit-
ment, and he also recognizes that the dynamics of faith take many different
forms. Nicodemus himself is an intriguing test case. Nicodemus is initially
linked to darkness. He comes to Jesus by night, fails to understand Jesus’
teaching, and Jesus reproves him for his unbelief. Case closed (3:2, 9-12). Or
is it? Nicodemus does “come” to Jesus, even though it is night, and Jesus says
that those who come to him belong to the light, nol to the darkness (3:2, 20).
Nicodemus comes to the light, though he does not actually see the light.

Nicodemus appears again in the middle of the Gospel, as some of the
authorities condemn Jesus as a lawbreaker and want him arrested. Here
Nicodemus makes no bold confession of faith but simply asks an innocent
question: “Our law does not judge people without first giving them a hear-
ing and finding out what they are doing, does it?” (7:51). His question un-
dercuts the authorities’ credibility (at least in the eyes of the readers), since
it shows that they are the ones who disregard the law by neglecting to give
Jesus a fair hearing. It is not clear that Nicodemus is a believer at this point,
but it makes one wonder.

Tensions persist to the end of the story, where Nicodemus attends to
the body of Jesus after the crucifixion (19:39).1 The evangelist recalls that
Nicodemus formerly came “by night,” implying that he now steps into the
light, since he apparently claims the body of Jesus before evening, while it
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is day. Moreover, Nicodemus brings a hundred pounds of spices in order
to give Jesus a burial fit for a king. The gift of so much spice presumably
honors Jesus, but it also shows that Nicodemus is not expecting King Jesus
to rise from the dead any time soon. The resurrection will make the piles
of spices unnecessary. So Nicodemus comes in the daylight to the crucified
Jesus, yet the Gospel does not actually say that he believes. Is he one of the
secret believers who are chided by the Gospel writer for refusing to make a
public confession (12:42)? Or do Nicodemus’s actions speak louder than
words? The tensions in the story encourage open commitment to Jesus
while recognizing that it is not always easy to determine when a person
comes to genuine faith.

One might object that Nicodemus does not adequately illustrate the
movement from darkness into light, and that the man born blind is a
better example. Indeed, Jesus heals the man, giving him his physical sight,
and the man gradually comes to see the identity of Jesus, the light of the
world. Yet it is surprisingly difficult to determine the precise moment that
the man comes to faith. Perhaps it is at the beginning of the story, when
the man silently obeys Jesus’ command to go and wash in the pool of
Siloam (9:7). The man’s obedience is certainly positive, yet when asked
what happened, he simply acknowledges that the man called Jesus healed
him (9:11). In the middle of the story the man ventures further, declaring
that Jesus must be a prophet and someone who has come from God (9:17,
33). Yet only at the end does he actually say, “Lord, I believe” while bowing
down in worship (9:38). Does that mean he is truly a believer only at the
end, or has faith emerged along the way?

The Gospel’s sharp distinctions between unbelief and belief press for
clarity in commitment to Jesus. But its portrayals of various people show
an appreciation for the many forms that the journey can take. We will con-
sider more of these faith stories later, and find that they exhibit similar va-
riety (see pp. 163-74). Here we simply note that if the movement into faith
can take different forms during Jesus” ministry, the same is presumably
true of the faith evoked by the Spirit after his resurrection.

Living Water That Brings Life

If “new birth” identifies the Spirit’s role in bringing people to faith, the im-
age of “living water” shows the Spirit continuing to sustain faith. The Gos-
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pel describes the human need for God as “thirst” (see pp. 61-63), and the
Spirit is how God meets that need. The theme is developed in Jesus’ con-
versation with the Samaritan woman as she comes to draw water from a
well (4:6-7). The conversation opens with playful verbal repartee and cryp-
tic sayings that draw readers into the story. Jesus initially asks the woman
for water, but then abruptly reverses roles and announces that he can give
her “living water” (4:10).

“Living water” ordinarily means flowing water, like that in a stream or
spring, rather than the stagnant water stored in a cistern (Gen. 26:19; Jer.
2:13). Taken this way, Jesus’ offer is absurd, of course, as the woman imme-
diately senses. It is ludicrous to expect a drink from a man who does not
even have a bucket. But Jesus uses “living water” as a metaphor for the gift
of God. He contrasts it with ordinary well water, which quenches thirst for
a short time. The living water is a divine gift, which leads to life eternal:
“Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again. Whoever drinks
of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty, but the water that I
will give will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life”
(John 4:13-14).

Interpreters discern two aspects of meaning in this metaphor. If living
water is a gift that Jesus offers during his ministry, then it is his words,
which reveal the truth about himself, about the woman, and about God.
Therefore, when she is given the truth, the woman can leave her water jar
behind and go to bring others to Jesus (4:17-18, 25-29). But if the living wa-
ter is what Jesus promises to give in the hour that “is coming,” after his
death and resurrection, then it is an image for the Spirit (4:21). If Jesus can
“declare all things” to the Samaritan woman during his ministry, the Spirit
will remind later generations of “all things” that he has said and “declare”
what is to come (4:25; 14:26; 16:13). Later, the Gospel explicitly identifies
living water with the Spirit, and this becomes the primary meaning (7:39).
Both aspects flow together after Jesus’ resurrection, however, for the Spirit
will make the words of Jesus effective in the community of faith (14:26).'°

If “living water” is primarily the Spirit that Jesus gives, then the Spirit
creates a “spring” of water within a person, welling up to eternal life (4:14).
This means that the Spirit evokes faith. Throughout the Gospel, faith is
said to bring eternal life since it brings relationship with God. The link be-
tween faith and eternal life appears repeatedly in the surrounding chap-
ters, enabling readers to see that the flowing spring the Spirit creates is the
faith that brings life (e.g., 3:15, 16, 36; 5:24; 6:47). Recall that when Jesus tells
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Nicodemus that what is born of God’s Spirit is spirit, he indicates that
God’s Spirit generates a new spirit of faith in a person (3:6). Using the wa-
ter imagery, he communicates the same idea to the Samaritan woman. The
living water of the Spirit generates the life-giving spring that is faith. This
is what meets the human thirst for God (6:35).

The Spirit’s relationship to Jesus and believers is taken up again when
Jesus speaks in the temple during the feast of Booths. The festival tradi-
tionally included prayers for water, and Jesus uses the image of living water
when addressing the worshipers (7:37-38):

If anyone thirsts, let him come to me,

and let the one who believes in me drink.

As the Scripture said,

“Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living water.”

Then the evangelist explains that Jesus refers to the Spirit that will be given
after his glorification (7:39). The translation of the passage given here as-
sumes that the first two lines are parallel: The thirsty person is to come to
Jesus, and the believer is to drink from him. The last two lines state the rea-
son: The Spirit’s living water will flow from Jesus. Such a parallel structure
is typical of the Gospel’s style (e.g., 6:35). Some translations differ, propos-
ing that the living water flows from the believer’s heart, much as the Sa-
maritan woman was told that the water would become a spring within the
person (414). Yet this is unlikely. In John’s Gospel the believer does not be-
come a source of living water for others. The water or Spirit is given by Je-
sus. More importantly, this passage anticipates the passion, when the water
flows from the pierced side of the crucified Christ (19:34).1¢

When read in parallel, the first two lines repeatedly direct people to Je-
sus. All are to come to him and drink the water he provides. What is pecu-
liar is that the first line calls the thirsty person to come, and the second line
invites the believer to drink. This suggests that thirsty people and believers
are in some way alike, which nuances and deepens the Gospel’s under-
standing of faith. Elsewhere it seems more clear-cut: Apart from faith peo-
ple thirst, and those who believe no longer thirst (4:14; 6:35). But this pas-
sage recognizes that thirsting and believing actually coexist. Neither
coming to Jesus nor drinking the Spirit’s living water is a one-time occur-
rence. Even believers have an underlying thirst for God. That is why they
are to keep drinking of the living water. The sense is that people keep
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thirsting and keep coming; they continue to believe and continue to
drink.'” This is the rhythm of belief.

Jesus’ promise of living water looks ahead to his crucifixion. There
those who thirst are shown the Messiah, who gives life to others at the ex-
pense of his own. After recounting Jesus’ journey to the place of execution,
the evangelist tells of him being hung on the cross alongside two others.
Later in the day, the narrator says that everything is “finished”; but before
dying, Jesus says, “I thirst” (19:28). The one who has invited the thirsty to
come and drink is now thirsty himself. His gift is not costless but costly. He
meets the thirst of others as he suffers thirst himself. Then after drinking
sour wine, Jesus bows his head and dies, or literally “hands over the spirit”
(19:30). It is clear that Jesus does not actually give the Spirit until after his
resurrection, when he breathes it into his disciples (20:22). But some sug-
gest that “handing over the spirit” at the time of death foreshadows his
post-Easter gifl. According to John, the Spirit comes from the Jesus who
was both crucified and raised.!

Late on the afternoon of Good Friday, the soldiers come to remove the
body of Jesus from the cross. One of them pierces Jesus’ side with a spear to
ensure that he is dead, and blood and water flow from the wound (19:34).
The blood streaming from Jesus’ body emphasizes that here we have a gen-
uinely human death. The water is more evocative. Some suggest that it is a
clear liquid that is naturally part of the body, while others see it as a mirac-
ulous occurrence.'? But whatever the character of the water, its theological
significance comes from Jesus’ promise that living water would flow from
him. This underscores the central paradox of the Gospel. Piercing Jesus’
side shows that he is truly dead; yet the water flowing from the wound re-
veals that even in death Jesus 1s a source of life for others. Here is where the
human thirst for God is met.

Two dimensions of meaning come together at the cross. One is that Je-
sus’ death conveys the love of God that gives life. The gift of love is central
to John’s understanding of the crucifixion, as we have seen. By giving up
his life for others, Jesus communicates God’s love for the world (pp. 41-46,
109-23). The other dimension is that God gives life by bringing people to
faith, and this occurs through the Spirit. If the crucifixion communicates
God’s love in a singular way, the Spirit enables the Gospel’s witness to the
crucifixion to grasp people in an ongoing way. The crucifixion and the gift
of the Spirit serve the same end, which is that people might believe and
have life.
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The Advocate’s Abiding Presence

John’s Gospel tells of God accomplishing his purposes through Jesus’ life,
death, and resurrection. But the importance that the Gospel ascribes to Je-
sus also creates a problem for the readers. People of Jesus’ time may have
seen him heal the sick, feed the crowds, and appear to the disciples after his
resurrection, but this is not the experience of those who read the text. They
have “not seen” Jesus in this way (20:29). An ever-increasing temporal gap
separates them from the ministry of Jesus, and the passing of time makes
the issue of relating to Jesus more pressing. According to John, however,
the risen Jesus is not absent from the world but is present among his fol-
lowers. And the Spirit makes his presence known.

The Spirit as Advocate

The Spirit is a recurring and potentially volatile topic during Jesus’ last
supper with his disciples. He tells them, “I will ask the Father, and he will
give you another Advocate, to be with you forever,” namely, “the Spirit of
truth” (14:16-17). Throughout John 14—16 the Spirit is identified by the sug-
gestive term parakléetos or Advocate, The Greek word refers to someone
who is called to one’s side as a source of help. The verb on which the noun
is based can mean to encourage, to exhort, to make a strong appeal for
something, and to comfort. A paraklétos may be someone who speaks on
behalf of a person in need, intercedes in a conflicted situation, encourages
the dispirited, or consoles the grieving. The term Advocate is a suitable
translation, since it is based on Latin roots with a comparable range of
meanings. Other translations include Comforter, Counselor, and Helper.?°

Where does the Spirit or Advocate come from? Jesus initially says that
the Father will send the Spirit at Jesus’ request (14:16). But later he says that
the Father will send the Spirit in Jesus’ name and that Jesus will send the
Spirit from the Father (14:26; 15:26; 16:7). The bewildering shifts in lan-
guage connect the Spirit to Jesus and the Father in every conceivable way
— which seems to be the point. Both Father and Son are involved in the
Spirit’s mission to the world, just as both are involved in Jesus’ mission to
the world (4:34).

Jesus calls the Spirit “another” Advocate, which assumes that Jesus
himself is already an Advocate (14:16). Giving Jesus and the Spirit the same
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distinctive title means they share some of the same functions. The Spirit
will keep doing the work that Jesus began on earth after Jesus’ return to the
Father. Note that Jesus and the Spirit have a common origin: both come
from the Father and are sent into the world. Neither of them speaks on his
own: Jesus communicates what he has received from his Father, and the
Spirit declares what he has received from Jesus (7:17; 16:13). If Jesus glorifies
God, the Spirit glorifies Jesus (16:14; 17:1). Both of them teach, bear witness
to the truth, and expose the sin of the world (3:20; 7:14; 14:26; 15:26; 16:8;
18:37). And in both cases, the reaction is the same: the world refuses to rec-
ognize and receive Jesus or the Spirit (1:11; 14:17).*!

Yet calling the Spirit “another Advocate” does not mean he is “another
Jesus.” The Spirit continues Jesus’ work without taking Jesus’ place.?? As
the Word made flesh, Jesus reveals God through the life he lives and the
death he dies. But the Spirit does not become incarnate and is not crucified
for the sin of the world. The Spirit will disclose the truth about Jesus’ life,
death, and resurrection, but will not replicate those events. After Jesus’ re-
turn to the Father, the Spirit remains with the disciples; but this does not
mean the Spirit replaces Jesus. Rather, the Spirit discloses the presence of
the risen Jesus and his Father to the community of faith,

The Advocate is also called “the Spirit of truth,” a title that binds the
Spirit to Jesus and his Father (14:17; 15:26; 16:13). According to John’s Gos-~
pel, God is true, his word is truth, and Jesus bore witness to the truth he re-
ceived from God (7:18; 8:26, 40; 17:17). By embodying God’s Word, Jesus
also embodies God’s truth and can say, “I am the way, and the truth, and
the life” (14:6). To say that the Spirit is “of truth” means that the Spirit con-
veys God’s truth as revealed in Christ. It is how the Spirit engages with the
world. In John’s Gospel, truth is not a timeless ideal that is reached by con-
templation. It is a power that counters the enslaving dominion of false-
hood. Truth is communicated in order to free people from bondage to sin
(8:32), to awaken authentic worship of God (4:23-24), and to shape actions
that are truly life-giving (3:21).

Similar qualities are suggested by the expression “Holy Spirit” (14:26;
cf. 1:33; 20:22). This connects the Spirit to the Father who is holy and to Je-
sus the Foly One of God (6:69; 17:11). In contemporary usage, holiness can
have the negative connotations associated with moralistic piety. In its basic
sense, however, what is holy is “set apart” from what is common and is
dedicated to God’s purposes. According to John, being holy or set apart is
not an end in itself but a prerequisite for engaging the world. Those who
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are fully identified with the world are not in a position to speak the truth
to it. They have no means to confront it. But Jesus was sanctified or set
apart in order to be sent into the world with a truth that is different from
what the world offers (10:36). He can speak to the world precisely because
he is not held captive to the world. Jesus in turn sets his followers apart by
entrusting them with the truth, And this is the reason for his action: Ie
sets them apart from the world in order to send them into the world as his
witnesses (17:17-19). As they are sent they are given the Holy Spirit, who
will empower them to confront the world’s sin and to extend the offer of
release (20:22-23). This is a form of engagement, which brings change, as
we will see below.

Jesus also says that the world cannot receive the Spirit of truth because
it neither sees nor recognizes it (14:17). Here he refers to “the world” as the
realm where people are alienated from God. “The world” consists of those
who are hostile to Jesus and his followers (15:18). Saying that the world
cannot receive the Spirit does not mean that an unbeliever cannot become
a believer. Rather, it means that “the world” estranged from God cannot
receive the Spirit while remaining unchanged. For the world to receive the
Spirit means that it is no longer “the world” in the Johannine sense. It loses
its identity as “the world,” for it is no longer alienated from God.?

Abiding Presence

Jesus” promise of the Spirit or Advocate is given under the shadow of his
coming death, His disciples are disturbed by his enigmatic remarks con-
cerning his return to the Father, since he is embarking on a route that goes
by way of Golgotha. Jesus tells the disciples that he will be with them only a
little longer. They will look for him, but where he is going, they cannot
come (13:33). Readers can see the problem even more clearly, They know
from the prologue that Jesus not only speaks but embodies God’s Word.
He makes God known by what he says, what he does, and who he is. There-
fore, crucifixion means more than the loss of a beloved rabbi. Jesus’ death
brings an end to the incarnation. So if God encounters people through the
Word made flesh, what happens when Jesus’ ministry is over??*

Jesus indicates that the Spirit will make his presence known within the
community of faith during the period between his resurrection and future
return.?® He assures the disciples that his death is not the end of his rela-
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tionship with them. How so? One dimension involves his resurrection. He
says, “In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me;
because 1 live, you also will live” (14:19). This looks to the moment when
the risen Jesus will come to his disciples at the end of the Gospel. John’s ac-
count of the resurrection tells of Jesus coming to meet them in their gath-
ered community. The world will not see him, but the disciples will recog-
nize that Jesus is alive, not dead, and they will rejoice (20:20).

The problem is that these appearances will not continue indefinitely.
Readers of the Gospel will not see the risen Jesus as the first disciples do.
For the readers, the resurrection appearances belong to the past, to a time
and place that is out of reach (20:29). For them, the resurrection is a mem-
ory that others have passed on to them; and the vitality of memory fades
with time. Yet the Gospel counters this by saying that through the Spirit
believers will continue to encounter the risen Christ. For John, the risen Je-
sus is a living presence, and the Spirit discloses this within the community
of faith in the period after Easter.

The second dimension of the Spirit’s work has to do with Jesus’ prom-
ise to return in the future. At the last supper he telis the disciples, “In my
Father’s house there are many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I
have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And if I go to prepare a
place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I
am, there you may be also” (14:2-3). This passage is considered in more de-
tail below (see pp. 182-84). Here we simply note that it speaks in traditional
terms about Jesus’ departure to God and his future return to the disciples.
It emphasizes that Jesus’ relationship with his followers has a future di-
mension. He promises to prepare a “dwelling place” (moné) for them, so
that one day they can dwell in his Father’s house. This evocative Greek
word is related to the verb meno or “abide.” The sense is that Jesus goes to
prepare a place where the disciples will “abide” with him and the Father at
some point in the future.

Here the problem is that the future can seem even more remote than
the past. The Gospel tells readers of a Jesus who rose in years gone by and it
promises that he will return in the time to come. But when this will be is
left unclear. The readers live in the present, in a conflicted world where
they do not seem to fit. At present they might be described as “orphans”
who have no place to belong (14:18). The imagery captures the feeling of
having no true home and the sense that one is alone in the world. The
promise of finding a home someday may be comforting to those who feel
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“orphaned” now. But the hope of a home “someday” can seem fragile for
those who feel truly alone.

Here the Gospel’s understanding of the Spirit takes a surprising turn.
As Jesus goes to prepare a dwelling place (moné) for the disciples to abide
in the future, the Spirit discloses that Jesus and his Father come to make
their dwelling place among believers right now. He says, “Those who love
me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and we will come to
them and make our home (mone) with them” (14:23). This reverses the
dominant flow of the action. The future comes into the present. As Jesus
goes away to prepare an abiding place for believers with the Father, he and
his Father come to make their abiding place with believers; and their pres-
ence is revealed through the Spirit that abides or dwells among Jesus’ fol-
lowers (mend, 14:17). In short, the Spirit brings the realities of the past and
the future into the present for believers. The Jesus who rose in the past con-
tinues to be present; the Jesus who will come again is already present; and the
Spirit now makes the presence of Jesus and his Father known within the com-
munity of faith.

Jesus’ words intimate that this work of the Spirit is both personal and
communal. He says that the Spirit will abide and be en hymin, a Greek ex-
pression that includes both dimensions (14:17). On the one hand, this
means that the Spirit will be “in you,” since the Spirit evokes faith in each
member of the community. This fits the promises made earlier, where Je-
sus said that each person who is thirsty can receive the Spirit’s living water
and that the Spirit will generate the “spring” that is faith, welling up in ev-
ery believer (4:14; 7:37-39). On the other hand, the Greek word “you” is
plural and can mean that the Spirit is present “among you,” that is, among
the members of the community together. The Spirit connects believers to
each other as well as to Jesus.

Teacher and Witness

Jesus’ promise of the Spirit is given in the face of worldly conflict. Jesus en-
counters sharp opposition from others, who judge him to be a sinner, a
blasphemer, and a threat to society. At the last supper he tells his followers
that they too will experience hostility from those who do not share their
convictions (15:18-25). Yet he also promises that the Spirit will keep disclos-
ing the significance of what Jesus has said and done, and will expose the
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truth about the world’s estrangement from God and Jesus. As the disciples
bear witness, the Spirit also will witness in order that others might come to
believe.

Teaching, Reminding, and Leading to Truth

Questions about Jesus are raised by his followers as well as his foes. His dis-
ciples typically trip over his metaphors, ironic statements, and cryptic allu-
sions to things to come. They are loyal, but often uncomprehending. Even
at the last supper the questions continue: Where is Jesus going, and why
can they not follow him (13:36; 14:5)? Where is Jesus’ Father, and why will
Jesus show himself to the disciples and not to the world (14:8, 22; 16:17)?
The disciples will eventually understand some things more clearly, yet new
questions will intrude as the world challenges their beliefs. Therefore, Jesus
tells them that “the Advocate, the Holy Spirit,” will “teach you all things
and remind you of all things that I have said to you” (14:26).

The two words “teach” and “remind” describe the way the Spirit gives
believers new insight into the story of Jesus. First, “reminding” maintains
the connection with the past, with what Jesus said and did during his min-
istry. The Spirit calls to mind things that Jesus has already made known. It
brings people back to the message they have already received. Second,
teaching opens up new insights into the legacy of Jesus. To teach “all
things” (panta) is to bring fresh insight to “all things (panta) that I have
said to you” (14:26). If reminding anchors the life of the community in
what it has already received from Jesus, teaching ensures that the message
continues to speak to the changing contexts in which Jesus’ disciples live.

What does it mean to remember Jesus with new insight? The Gospel nar-
rative provides some glimpses into the process. John recalls that during his
ministry Jesus drove the merchants out of the temple and overturned the ta-
bles of the moneychangers. When bystanders demanded a sign, he replied,
“Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it up” (2:19). Then the
evangelist explains that Jesus spoke figuratively of the destruction and resur-
rection of the “temple of his body” (2:21). This meaning was not grasped at
the time, and it was only after the resurrection that the disciples “remem-
bered” and discerned what this meant (2:22). They also “remembered” the
Scripture that said, “Zeal for your house will consume me,” and recognized
that Jesus acted out of passionate commitment to God (2:117; Ps. 69:9).
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Similarly, at the end of his ministry Jesus came to Jerusalem, where he
found a young donkey and sat on it as the crowd waved palm branches.
The evangelist says this fulfilled the Scripture, which said that Zion’s king
would come, sitting on a donkey’s colt (John 12:12-15; Zech. 9:9). Then he
adds, “His disciples did not understand these things at first; but when Jesus
was glorified, then they remembered that these things had been written of
him and had been done to him” (John 12:16). Again, the Gospel reflects the
process of remembering with new insight.

The act of remembering anchors the Christian community’s reflec-
tions in the works and words of Jesus. The evangelist assumes that there
are certain “givens” in the story, like those noted above: the incident in the
temple, the approach to Jerusalem, the crucifixion, and the resurrection.
The Spirit will “remind” people of what Jesus said and did by keeping the
tradition alive. This provides a basis for reflection. And teaching is what
brings insight into the story of Jesus. By teaching, the Spirit moves people
beyond the repetition of the tradition toward a more vital sense of what it
neans.

As the disciples continue discerning the significance of Jesus, they must
also come to terms with the world in which they live. At the last supper Je-
sus tells them, “If the world hates you, be aware that it hated me before it
hated you,” for if “they persecuted me, they will persecute you” (15:18, 20).
For believers, the unbelief of the world may not be easy to understand or
accept. If opposition becomes strong enough, it may seem simplest to
abandon one’s commitments and to let the world have its way. By disclos-
ing the world’s true character, the Spirit gives believers the perspective they
need to resist, so that they can maintain the integrity of their convictions.

Jesus speaks of the confrontational side of the Spirit by saying that it
will “prove the world wrong about sin and righteousness and judgment”
(16:8). Proving something wrong (elenché) means bringing it into the open
so that it can be seen for what it is (3:20).2¢ The idea is that the Spirit will
enable believers to see the truth about the world even if the world cannot
see the truth about itself. This is the pattern reflected in the Gospel. The
people portrayed in the story belong to the world, and they charge that Je-
sus is guilty of sin (elencho, 8:46). Yet the Gospel shows readers that those
who condemn Jesus for telling the truth are actually held captive by un-
truth. Readers can see this; the characters in the story cannot. Similarly, the
Spirit continues to show believers the truth about the world, even though
the world cannot see the truth about itself.
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The Gospel gives three examples of this: First, the Spirit will prove the
world wrong “about sin, because they do not believe” in Jesus (16:9). Sin is
unbelief, and this unbelief motivates the world’s actions. In the Gospel, the
Jewish authorities accuse Jesus of rebellion against God and Rome, yet the
evangelist enables readers to see that they are actually guilty of these
charges (see pp. 70-72). Similarly, Pilate knows that Jesus is innocent, and
yet abandons truth and has Jesus put to death. His sin, too, is brought to
light for the readers (see p. 72). The Spirit continues this process of disclo-
sure. After Jesus’ return to the Father, the world will continue its unbelief.
But in this conflicted situation, the Spirit will enable the faithful to see that
the unbelief should be resisted, since it manifests the world’s sin and alien-
ation from God.

Second, the Spirit will prove the world wrong “about rightecusness”
because Jesus goes to the Father and his disciples will see him no longer
(16:10). According to the Gospel, God is righteous, and to pursue righ-
teousness is to act according to God’s will (5:30; 17:25). In the eyes of the
world, Jesus was crucified because he was an unrighteous opponent of
God; and his adversaries can argue that no one sees Jesus now because he is
dead and gone. Yet the Gospel insists that this is to judge by appearances
rather than with right judgment (7:24). The evangelist says that God com-
manded Jesus to lay down his life and to take it up again (10:17-18). By will-
ingly going to the cross, Jesus obeys God. If his disciples no longer see him,
it is because Jesus has completed his work and returned to the Father. The
Spirit enables believers to see that the world has judged Jesus wrongly, and
that by laying down his life Jesus acted in righteousness. Therefore, people
can continue to believe in him.

Third, the Spirit will prove the world wrong “about judgment, because
the ruler of this world has been judged” (16:11). The purported ruler of this
world is Satan, who is judged in the course of Jesus’ trial and crucifixion
(12:31-33). Satan operates through deception, hatred, and death, and these
are the devices that Jesus’ opponents use against him. After the resurrec-
tion, the Spirit — like the Gospel — enables people to see that the crucifix-
ion was not a victory for Satan but the point at which Jesus overcomes him
by the power of truth, love, and life, as we have seen (pp. 117-20). To believe
that evil reigns supreme is a call to despair. To remain faithful, people must
resist the illusion that evil has triumphed. This message is already dis-
closed in the Gospel. In the period after Jesus’ resurrection, the Spirit en-
ables believers to continue confessing that the claims of the evil one are
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empty and that in the crucified and risen Messiah they see the world’s true
sovereign.

Then Jesus makes one of his most provocative comments about the
Spirit. He says, “I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear
them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will lead you in the way to
all truth” (16:12-13). His comment raises a number of issues: What is this
“truth” to which the Spirit leads people? How does the Spirit’s truth relate
to what Jesus has already revealed? Is every new idea the work of God’s
Spirit?

“Truth,” in John’s Gospel, is what characterizes God. To know the truth
is to know the God who is true (5:32; 7:28; 8:26). God sent Jesus to bear wit-
ness to the truth (18:37). Jesus does this by words and actions that make
God’s grace and truth known (1:14, 17). Jesus finally embodies God’s truth,
for he says, “I Am the way, and the truth, and the life” (14:6). Therefore, to
know the truth is to know the God revealed in Jesus. This gives a focus to
the Spirit’s work.

The Spirit’s action is described by the verb hodeges, which is based on
the words “way” (hodos) and “lead” (agein). For the Spirit to “lead in the
way” to all truth means that the Spirit brings people to Jesus, who is the
way and the truth (14:6). Before the Spirit leads people in the way, Jesus
must go “the way” of the cross and resurrection, What this means will not
be understood at the time, but afterward the Spirit will lead the commu-
nity to the truth of what Jesus’ death and resurrection mean and what
these actions convey about God. This is the crucial point. If Jesus has al-
ready revealed and embodied God’s truth, then the Spirit enables believers
to discern what this truth means for them.

The Spirit’s truth cannot be separated from the truth that Jesus has al-
ready made known. Earlier Jesus said that people would know the truth by
continuing in his word (8:31-32). In that context knowing the truth meant
continuing to hold onto the message Jesus had given them. Jesus did not
speak of knowing the truth through later revelation. Rather, people come
to know the truth through the word they have already received. Now he
promises that after the resurrection, the Spirit will lead people to truth by
enabling them to understand Jesus’ words and actions.

The Gospel assumes that the risen Christ will continue to speak
through the Spirit. Jesus says, the Spirit “will not speak on his own, but will
speak whatever he hears” (16:13b). This statement uses the future tense,
which anticipates that after Easter the living Christ will remain active. Yet
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the Gospel is reticent about how the Spirit will convey the words of the
risen Jesus. Some suggest that the passage expects the Spirit to speak
through specially designated Christian prophets (Acts 13:1; Rom. 12:6;
1 Cor. 12:28),%7 yet in these discourses the Spirit’s activity seems more
broadly connected with discernment within the community as a whole.
Rather than dealing with the means of communication, the passage em-
phasizes the continuity between the Spirit and the risen Jesus. The Spirit
does not speak independently, but conveys the word of Jesus. Therefore, as
believers try to discern what the Spirit brings from the risen Jesus, they can
assume that it will be congruent with what they have already received from
Jesus in the Gospel.

Some wonder, however, whether the Spirit might reveal something
more, like secrets concerning the future. After all, Jesus says the Spirit
will “declare to you the things that are to come” (John 16:13). One might
think this refers to the Spirit inspiring people to predict coming events.?®
But this is not the focus of the passage. Note that the Spirit is said to “de-
clare” (anangello) things. This verb is occasionally used for telling about
the future, but in John it has to do with making known what something
means, whether the nature of true worship, the identity of Jesus, or his
resurrection from the dead (4:25; 5:15; cf. angelio, 20:18). Also note that
Jesus is speaking about the Spirit at the last supper, shortly before his ar-
rest. In this context “the things that are to come” (ta erchomena) are pri-
marily the events of his passion and resurrection. The Gospel uses this
same expression when Jesus leaves the supper and goes to the garden. He
is prepared for his arrest because he knows “the things to come” (ta
erchomena, 18:4). The primary meaning of this passage is that the Spirit
will declare the meaning of the death and resurrection, which are com-
ing, by showing how they reveal Jesus’ love and obedience in the face of
the world’s sin.?

In a secondary sense the Spirit may also declare the meaning of the
world’s opposition to the Christian community. This too is among the
things that are “coming” after Jesus’ return to the Father (16:2, 4). How this
occurs is again reflected in the Gospel. Recall that the Spirit is understood
to convey the words of the risen Jesus (16:13-14). The Gospel itself seems to
include passages that do the same thing. Note that in 3:1-10 the earthly Je-
sus speaks to Nicodemus, but in 3:11-21 the perspective changes so that it
sounds as if Jesus has already ascended into heaven and speaks from that
vantage point (3:13). Jesus also uses plural forms of speech as if picturing a



The Spirit 157

community of people bearing witness to what they have seen and heard
despite the unbelief of others. It seems as if Jesus is speaking about the sit-
uation of believers in conflict with the world after his resurrection and re-
turn to the Father. This passage gives readers some idea of the kind of testi-
mony the Spirit is to bring from the risen Jesus. It is not prediction of
specific events but a perspective on the situation of the Christian commu-
nity in its conflict with the unbelieving world.*®

Finally, Jesus says that the Spirit “will glorify me, because it will take
what is mine and declare it to you” (16:13-14). The Spirit glorifies Jesus by
making him known among the faithful. Jesus glorified his Father by reveal-
ing God’s power through his actions and by conveying God’s love through
his death (see pp. 120-23). The Spirit now glorifies Jesus by enabling the
faithful to see who he was and is.

Witness of the Spirit and the Community

The Spirit empowers the community of faith that Jesus sends into the
world. At the beginning of the Gospel, the Spirit’s descent made it possible
for John the Baptist to discern who Jesus was and to bear witness to others
(1:29-34). This continues among Jesus’ followers after his resurrection. At
the last supper Jesus says, “When the Advocate comes . . . he will bear wit-
ness concerning me; and you also continue bearing witness, because you
are with me from the beginning” (15:26-27). Witnessing means voicing
one’s convictions in contexts where the truth is not obvious. In a formal
sense witness might be given in a courtroom, where the arguments prof-
fered by the prosecution and defense collide. But witness also occurs wher-
ever people must testify to what they believe, despite claims to the con-
trary. Jesus tells the disciples that the world will hate and persecute them.
Such opposition does not call for withdrawal but for witness, for truth-
telling.

Jesus joins the witness of the Spirit to that of his disciples. He assumes
that the disciples who were with him from the beginning of his ministry
preserve the tradition of his words and actions. This means their witness is
linked to what Jesus said and did on earth. Jesus also says that the Spirit
will bear witness concerning him, since the Spirit will be given to the com-
munity after his return to the Father. The vitality of the disciples’ witness
comes from the interplay of their work with that of the Spirit. The words
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they speak have no inherent power to evoke faith in their hearers, but their
witness can become effective through the activity of the Spirit. At the same
time, the Spirit does not work in a vacuum but uses the testimony of hu-
man beings to accomplish its purposes.

Jesus gives the Spirit to his disciples after his resurrection in a scene
that recalls the promises he made during the last supper. Before his death
Jesus said, “Peace I leave with you, my peace I give to you” (14:26-27). Later
he said that the Spirit would come, that the disciples would see him again,
and that their sorrow would turn into joy (16:13, 22). The Gospel ties these
themes together in a climactic scene where Jesus comes to the disciples af-
ter his resurrection and says, “Peace be with you”; the disciples then see
him, they rejoice, and he breathes the Spirit into them (20:19-23). The ac-
tion is reminiscent of God breathing the breath or spirit of life into human
beings at the time of creation (Gen. 2:7).

Jesus gives the disciples the Spirit along with this commission: “As the
Father sent me, so I send you” (John 20:21), and “If you forgive the sins of
any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained”
(20:23). The passage makes Jesus’ sending of the disciples analogous to the
Father’s sending of Jesus. The way the disciples forgive and retain sins is
therefore an extension of what Jesus has done. This passage has been re-
lated in various ways to the practices of contemporary churches. Some as-
sume that the disciples represent the clergy, who are charged with forgiv-
ing and retaining sins. In the context of the Gospel, however, the disciples
represent all of Jesus’ followers. The other commands given to these disci-
ples — such as “love one another” — pertain to all Christians. Similarly,
the Spirit is promised to the community as a whole, not just to one group
within it (14:16-17).2!

First, we must ask what it means to forgive sins.>? Surprisingly, John
does not picture Jesus forgiving sins during the course of his ministry as
the other gospels do (e.g., Mark 2:1-12). Instead, attention centers on the
crucifixion, which removes sin. Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away
the sin of the world (John 1:29). His crucifixion is designed to bring
change, to alter a situation defined by sin. In this gospel sin is unbelief and
the actions that come from it (see pp. 65-70). Sin is taken away when unbe-
lief is removed and people are restored to relationship with God. The cru-
cified Lamb removes sin by conveying the divine love that evokes faith (see
pp. 112-17).

Jesus’ commission to the disciples uses the word aphiémsi, which is usu-
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ally translated “forgive,” though it literally means “release.” The word indi-
cates change. It does not mean acceptance of sins but release from them.
Forgiveness does not endorse the situation defined by sin but alters it —
just as the Lamb “takes away” sin. Here the word “sins” is used in the plural
for the many ways in which unbelief is put inlo action. “Sins” remain the
antithesis of faith, since they show alienation from God and ultimately
lead to death, the ultimate separation from God (8:24). Jesus envisions a
situation in which people are trapped by their sins. The underlying sin, or
estrangement from God, is expressed in the many sins that affect relation-
ships with other people. As sin affects one relationship after another it de-
fines the situation in which people find themselves. Sins and their conse-
quences hem people in, so that they cannot move forward without some
act of release. This is what forgiveness provides. It is the act of release that
allows people to move forward. Otherwise the sins that have defined life
up to the present will continue to define the future.

The disciples bring release from sins by communicating the love of
God that Jesus has conveyed. Divine love intrudes into the human situa-
tion through the crucified Lamb. Therefore, before sending the disciples
into the world, Jesus shows them the marks of crucifixion (20:20), and by
giving them the Spirit, he empowers them to extend the benefits of his
death to others. When the message of what God has done in Jesus brings
faith, sins no longer define the situation. There is release.

Second, we must consider what it means to retain sins. To retain
(krated) is to “hold fast,” which is the opposite of “release.” Holding fast
means holding people to account. If there is no accountability, there is no
need for forgiveness. If people are not held responsible, then forgiveness
can be taken to mean simply accepting sin. Rather than altering the situa-
tion, forgiveness allows sin to continue unchallenged. Jesus held people to
account by bringing their sin to light and warning them of its conse-
quences. If true life comes from faith, now and in the future, then the
alienation from God that is sin brings death now and in the future (8:21,
24). When Jesus spoke of the blindness of unbelief, his adversaries insisted
that they could already see the truth. So Jesus held them to account for
their animosity and said “your sin remains” {9:41). To “retain” sins in a
Johannine sense involves exposing sin, identifying sin, and holding people
to account for sin.

Retaining sins is not an end in itself. The goal is not to perpetuate
alienation from God and other people but to bring change. Retaining can
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startle people into seeing the truth about themselves so that they recognize
the need for change and hear the call to faith and life. Jesus holds his oppo-
nents to account by saying, “I told you that you would die in your sins, for
you will die in your sins unless you believe that I Am” (8:24). The word
“unless” is crucial since it marks the transition between the word of judg-
ment against sin and the invitation to faith. Jesus confronts his listeners
with the reality of sin and its consequences in order to shake them from
their complacency so that they recognize the need for faith and the life that
comes from it. Retaining sins is a confrontational action that reaches its
goal when the hearers recognize their accountability and are moved to
change by embracing the release that comes through faith.

The Spirit continues to confront the world’s sin after Jesus’ resurrec-
tion, as we have seen (16:8-11). The disciples, who receive the Spirit, are also
called to challenge the patterns of sin at work in the world. Forgiveness or
release from sins is mentioned first in Jesus’ commission to the disciples,
since this is the goal of their work. The Father sent Jesus to bring release
from sin (1:29; 3:17), and Jesus sends his followers to bring this message to
the world. Yet retaining sins by holding people to account is the essential
corollary to this, since forgiveness without accountability lets sin continue
unchallenged. Jesus identified sin in order to overcome it, and this also
shapes the mission of his disciples. The Spirit “blows where it chooses”
(3:8), but its handiwork can be seen where faith is evoked, where sin is
brought to light, and where people come to know the risen Jesus and his
Father, who abide within the community of faith.



CHAPTER 7

Faith, Present and Future

Faith is the reason that John’s Gospel was written. Its purpose is that “you
may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through be-
lieving you may have life in his name” (20:31). The Gospel assumes that
people were created for life with God, are separated from God, and receive
life when they are restored to relationship with God through Jesus. This re-
lationship that gives life is faith — and this makes the question of faith in-
escapable. If people are created for life, they will seek whatever they think
will bring it. The issue is not whether people will seek life — that is a given.
The issue is where their pursuit of life will take them and where their faith
will be centered.

For John, true faith is possible because God calls people into relation-
ship through his Word. It is not that people are such competent seekers.
No one has ever seen God; he remains hidden from human eyes and the
need for relationship with the unseen God must be met from God’s side
(1:18). So the Gospel tells of God’s Word coming to people in the flesh,
and it identifies belief as the positive result of this encounter. The com-
plicating factor is that people in the past may have seen Jesus the incar-
nate Word, but readers of the Gospel have not. The evangelist writes for
those living years after Jesus’ ministry has ended — and the challenge he
faces is formidable. He calls readers to believe in a God whom they have
not seen by believing in a Jesus whom they have not seen (20:29)! If faith
is possible at all in such a situation, people must have some way of con-
tinuing to encounter Jesus and his Father. This happens, according to
John, through the ongoing work of God’s Spirit, who bears witness to Je-
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sus and makes the presence of Jesus and his Father real for later genera-
tions of believers.

One would think that faith would be portrayed in harmonious tones,
since peace and joy are gifts that the risen Christ and the Spirit bring to be-
lievers (14:26-27; 20:19-22). And there is indeed a graceful side to the theme
of faith. Yet in John’s Gospel the claims of faith are at odds with those of
the world. John portrays a context in which deception opposes truth, ha-
tred works against love, and death seeks dominion over life. Therefore,
those who come to know the God who gives life in Jesus find themselves
contending with powers that reject God and diminish life (15:18-25). This
conflict creates a dissonance that presses for resolution. The Gospel says
one thing; the world says another. This dissonance is real and yet John in-
sists that it is not final, Believers do have life with God now, in faith. And
the Gospel provides glimpses of a future in which people will no longer
find life in the presence of conflict but in the presence of Jesus and his Fa-
ther (17:24). To explore the implications of faith for the present and future
is our focus here.

Faith and the Present

Faith, on a basic level, is trust. It is a positive form of relationship. Signifi-
cantly, John regularly uses the verb pisteud, which is to trust or believe,
rather than the noun, pistis or faith. This makes trusting or believing a
form of activity, a way of relating. It centers on Jesus, for those who believe
in him also believe in the God to whom he bears witness (12:44; 14:1). Peo-
ple are to believe “in” Jesus (2:11; 3:16; 4:39) and “in his name” (1:12). Some-
times they are called to believe Jesus’ words, for in believing what he says
they trust Jesus himself (s5:47; 11:26). When used on its own, “believe”
points to a bond with Jesus (4:53; 6:47; 9:38; 20:29)." The people portrayed
in the Gospel show readers the dynamics of faith. They give a human face
to questions of belief and unbelief. We have already seen how characters
exemplify separation from God (see pp. 53-80). Now we consider how they
show what it means to believe.
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Hearing, Seeing, and Believing

A question throughout the Gospel is how believing is related to hearing
and seeing.? The issue is most directly connected to Jesus’ signs and resur-
rection appearances. For John, a sign or sémeion is a miraculous act that
conveys the power of God in a manner accessible to the senses. In his ac-
count of Jesus’ public ministry, John recounts seven signs: turning water
into wine, healing the royal official’s son, curing the invalid at Bethzatha,
feeding the five thousand, walking on the sea, healing the blind man, and
raising Lazarus from the dead. An eighth miracle, the great catch of fish,
takes place in the final chapter. Jesus’ resurrection appearances are similar
to the signs, since they too are extraordinary actions, which make the risen
Christ visible to the disciples.®

The Gospel sometimes speaks of signs in positive terms. The disciples
believe when they see the water turned to wine (2:11), the royal official re-
sponds in faith when his son is healed (4:53), and some people believe after
Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead (11:45). Therefore, Jesus can say that his
works give people reason to believe (10:38; 14:11), and the Gospel recounts
the signs for this same purpose (20:30-31). But signs also foster unreliable
faith and unbelief. Jesus does not trust those whose faith depends on the
signs (2:23-25). His public ministry concludes on a sharply negative note:
“Although he had performed so many signs in their presence, they did not
believe in him” (12:37). In the end, the Gospel pronounces a blessing on
those who have not seen and yet believe (20:29). Therefore, some inter-
preters conclude that the Gospel disparages belief based on signs. Others
take the opposite view, emphasizing that signs are supposed to evoke faith.
Still others propose that signs bring people to an initial immature faith,
which can later grow into a more mature faith that no longer needs signs.*

We can clarify the issue at two points: First, John writes about the signs
Jesus performed during his ministry in a manner that addresses the needs
of readers living at a later time. The disciples who initially followed Jesus
may have seen his signs and resurrection appearances, but the readers of
the Gospel have not (20:30-31). Therefore, we must ask how the experi-
ences of the characters in the Gospel relate to the situation of those who
read it. Theologically, John’s understanding of faith is not limited to those
who meet Jesus during his ministry but includes the faith that is possible
for the readers.

Second, we will find that signs in themselves are not the issue. People
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do not merely see signs, they interpret them. Their responses are not gov-
erned by seeing alone. The question is what they see in the sign, that is,
what they think the sign means. Everyone sees the signs from some point
of view. So we must ask what shapes that point of view. For example, some
of the characters have a worldview that is shaped by a certain approach to
Jewish law. According to their tradition, no work is to be done on the Sab-
bath. Therefore, if Jesus heals on the Sabbath, they see this as a sign of his
sinfulness, since he is breaking God’s law (5:16; 9:16). Others have a
worldview in which everything must be understood in political terms.
Therefore, if Jesus feeds the crowd, this is a sign that he is aspiring to politi-
cal office (6:14-15). If he raises the dead, this is a sign that he is trying to at-
tract followers in order to mount a revolt against Rome (11:47). If people
are able to see the signs in a more positive way, it means that their perspec-
tive has been shaped by something else.

Characters in the Gospel respond to the signs with genuine faith if they
have already been brought to faith by what they have heard from or about Je-
sus. The path of discipleship begins when people are called to follow or
when they hear something that prompts them to trust Jesus. This trust cre-
ates a perspective from which people can see the signs in a manner helpful
for faith. For them, the sign is not the beginning of a relationship with Je-
sus but something that occurs within an existing relationship. They begin
following because of something they hear, and this in turn shapes what
they see. The Gospel also shows that Jesus’ signs bear out the truth of his
words. He not only says that he is the bread of life but feeds the five thou-
sand with barley loaves (6:11, 35). He calls himself the light of the world,
then brings light to the eyes of a man who was born blind (8:12; 9:4-7).
When he says that he is the resurrection and the life, he calls Lazarus out of
the tomb (11:25-26, 44).

During Jesus’ ministry the words people hear from or about Jesus en-
able them to make sense of the signs they see. For readers living after Jesus’
resurrection, this means that they have what is essential: they have received
the words from and about Jesus. These words evoke faith and shape the
perspective from which people see what faith means in their own situa-
tion. The words do what is essential, even for those who have not seen the
signs themselves.

John’s account of the first disciples establishes the pattern. These peo-
ple come to faith through an initial experience of hearing. As the narrative
begins, John the Baptist declares that Jesus is “the Lamb of God,” and two
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people who hear this follow Jesus. The Baptist’s words evoke a curiosity, a
willingness to follow. When Jesus turns and asks them what they are look-
ing for, they respond with a question, “Rabbi . . . where are you staying?”
(1:38). Jesus could have given them an answer: “I am staying at so-and-so’s
house. Go three blocks down, take a left, and it will be the second house on
the right.” But he does not do so. Instead, he offers an invitation: “Come
and see” (1:39). This statemenl creates a new situation for the seekers. Their
question will not be answered in advance. They will only learn more by
following Jesus. When they do, they “see” where he is staying, and through
the encounter they come to recognize that he is the Messiah (1:39-41).

The pattern is repeated when one of these disciples tells his brother Pe-
ter, “We have found the Messiah,” and he brings Peter to Jesus (1:41-42).
Then Jesus calls Philip, who goes to his friend Nathanael with the astonish-
ing claim, “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also the
prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth” (1:45). Thoroughly un-
impressed, Nathanael replies, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”
At this point Philip might have tried to marshal a collection of Scripture
passages to answer Nathanael’s objection, but he does not do so. Instead,
he repeats the invitation, “Come and see” (1:46).

Now Nathanael is in a new situation. He could demand that his ques-
tion about Jesus be answered at the outset, or he could go to Jesus with his
question unanswered — which is what he does. In the encounter, Jesus
speaks to Nathanael, telling him that he saw him under the fig tree before
Philip called him (see p. 92), and Nathanael acclaims Jesus as Son of God
and King of Israel (1:47-49). He believes because of what Jesus “said” to
him without seeing any miracles (1:50). Then Jesus says that having come
to faith, Nathanael and others like him “will see” greater things. They “will
see” the glory of God revealed in the Son of Man (1:51),

The sign Jesus performs in the next scene confirms the truth of his
words. The disciples, who already believe, accompany him to a wedding at
Cana. There he turns the water in six stone jars into wine. The evangelist
says that by doing this he “revealed his glory” and “his disciples believed in
him” (2:11). The disciples who see the glory in the sign have already come to
believe based on what they have heard. Their faith does not originate with
the sign. They have already identified Jesus as the Messiah foretold in the
law and the prophets, and have called him Son of God and King of Israel.
What they see at Cana confirms what they have heard. And what they have
heard gives them the perspective they need to see the glory in the sign.
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The story of the royal official gives greater sharpness to the Gospel’s
portrayal of faith. The man has a son who is dying of a fever. This creates a
crisis in which the man must act. He travels halfway across Galilee to find
Jesus — nol because he has seen Jesus do any miracles, but because he has
heard about Jesus (4:47). The man goes with a clear sense of expectation
about the proper course of action. He wants Jesus to accompany him back
to his home in order to heal the dying boy. But Jesus’ response runs coun-
ter to anything the man might have anticipated. He says, “Unless you see
signs and wonders, you will not believe” (4:48). Undeterred, the man per-
sists in asking that Jesus come with him before the child dies. Then Jesus
says, “Go; your son will live” (4:50).

Jesus’ statement poses a different kind of crisis. The man has expected
Jesus to come to his home to heal the boy, but Jesus has only given him the
promise that the boy will live. At this point the man must either continue
asking Jesus to work on his terms, or else he must trust the word Jesus has
spoken — and he will not know for some time whether Jesus’ word is true.
Here readers do well to linger, so they can fully sense the weight of the mo-
ment. The man has come to Jesus in a situation of life and death and has
nol received the response he expected. Instead, he is called to venture for-
ward on the basis of Jesus’ promise of life without any more tangible form
of assurance. Everything hinges on the integrity of Jesus’ promise. If the
promise is true, then the man has the gift of life that he seeks; if it is not
true then his journey to Jesus will end fruitlessly in death. And only the fu-
ture will disclose whether Jesus’ promise of life is true or false.

This is the moment where faith is specifically mentioned in the epi-
sode. Here readers see what it entails. The man “believed the word that Je-
sus spoke” (4:50a). He jettisons his expectation that Jesus will come along
with him, and he sets out for home (4:50b). This belief or trust is what sets
the man on a course of action. Readers learn that to believe is to return
home without visible proof that the boy is alive. This, for John, is the charac-
ter of faith — for the readers as well as for the Galilean official .

Faith continues at the end of the story when the man is still on his way
and his servants meet him with the news that his son is living, Even here
the official has not actually seen the sign for himself. What he has is the re-
port of the servants. Yet this seems to be sufficient. Jesus said the boy
would live and the servants now say the same. Their words bear out the
truth of Jesus’ words. This sign is not the basis of the man’s faith. Instead, it
confirms the faith that began with what he heard from Jesus (4:51-53). The
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readers of John’s Gospel are encouraged by the end of the episode, though
their own situation is actually most like that of the royal official in the
middle of the story. Like the official they have received a promise of life
from Jesus — the Gospel itself communicates the word of life to them.
And they are also like the official in that they will not know whether the
promise of life is true prior to believing it. The only way to find out is to
trust it and move forward. That is what the official did. The question is
whether the readers will do the same.

The story of the man born blind in John 9 continues this pattern. At
the beginning the blind beggar sits in silence as Jesus’ disciples ponder the-
oretical questions about the cause of his blindness. But Jesus alters the sit-
uation when he puts mud on the man’s eyes and says, “Go, wash in the
pool of Siloam” (9:7). The pool is located elsewhere in Jerusalem. The man
cannot see. All he has is the directive to go and wash — and Jesus does not
even explain why he should grope his way across town to the pool instead
of wiping the mud off his eyes at the place where he was sitting. Yet Jesus’
words evoke a willingness to trust. The man goes as Jesus tells him to do,
even though he has not yet experienced healing.

After washing, the man discovers that he can see. His initial trust in Je-
sus seems well placed. The man sees — but he does not see Jesus. His healing
takes place at a time and place that Jesus is not visibly present. What is ap-
parent to the man’s eyes is conflict, not Jesus himself. It starts when the
man’s neighbors question whether he is the one who used to sit and beg;
then it intensifies as he is questioned by the authorities, who debate
whether Jesus is a lawbreaker for healing on the Sabbath. The man’s par-
ents refuse to say more than the minimum, leaving the man to fend for
himself in court. As the legal battle grinds on, the authorities finally end
the debate and cut the man off from his community, sending him back to
the street (9:24-34). Conflict and dislocation — this is what discipleship
looks like for the man who is healed. Significantly, he sees Jesus for the first
time only at the end of the story. That is when Jesus finds him and asks
whether he believes in the Son of Man (9:35). The beggar must ask who the
Son of Man is because he has never before seen his healer (9:36). Then Je-
sus makes himself known, and the beggar says, “I believe” (9:37-38).

Readers who believe are like the man born blind in that they are to re-
spond to words from and about Jesus, even though they have not seen
him.S Their situation is most like that of the beggar in the middle of the
story. They too have heard the word of Jesus, and those who believe it have
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the light of life. They also find that faith means believing in a Jesus whom
they have not seen in the face of conflicts that they do see. To bear witness
to the light sets them at odds with the world. Yet the story of the beggar
also extends the hope that those who have responded to Jesus’ words will
one day see him for themselves, and that the faith affirmed in conflict has a
future in the presence of God (see pp. 176-79).

John’s account of Lazarus’s death continues to press the issue of faith.
Here again it is not a question of believing without seeing. It is believing in
spite of what one sees. Lazarus’s sisters send word of his illness to Jesus,
who is some distance away, but Jesus delays in coming and Lazarus dies
(11:1-16). In ordinary human terms Jesus’ actions are inexplicable. It is clear
that Jesus loves Martha, Mary, and Lazarus, and yet he does not go to heal
his friend. People show love by coming right away in a crisis, but what the
women see is that Jesus delays, and the meaning of that is far from clear.
Moreover, when Jesus arrives in Bethany, Lazarus has been in the tomb for
four days. What the sisters have seen is death, and that is the visible reality
to which the Gospel must speak.

Note that Lazarus’s illness and death take place when Jesus is not visi-
bly present with him, which fits the situation of the readers. They too ex-
perience death without Jesus being visibly present.” The sisters who are
with Lazarus during the crisis send word to Jesus who is elsewhere, yet
their message is met with silence. This again fits the context of those in
later generations, who appeal to a seemingly absent Jesus for help and re-
ceive only silence in return. The issues that are raised in the story corre-
spond to those faced by its readers.

When Jesus comes to Bethany, Martha says, “Lord, if you had been
here, my brother would not have died” (11:21). It is difficult to know
whether this is a lament over Lazarus’s death, a reproach for Jesus’ failure
to come sooner, or both. Regardless of the tone, however, Martha shows
continuing trust in Jesus and is convinced that God will give him whatever
he asks (11:22) .8 One might imagine that Martha harbors the hope that Je-
sus might still do a miracle and bring her brother back to life. That would
compensate for his inexplicable delay. But this is not the character of Mar-
tha’s response. There is no suggestion that she thinks Jesus will do a mira-
cle. When Jesus promises that Lazarus will rise again, she assumes it will
occur in the future, on the last day, not later that same afternoon (11:23-24).
She is not looking for a surprising post-mortem healing.

Then Jesus says, “I Am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe
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in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes
in me will never die. Do you believe this?” Readers must pause at this point
to sense the full weight of the question. Lazarus remains dead. The griev-
ing woman’s brother is still in a closed tomb. Jesus’ question would sound
quite different if he had kept it until the end of the story, when the stone
was removed and Lazarus came back to life. It would be one thing to ask,
“Do you believe?” as Lazarus comes out of the tomb alive and stands be-
fore his grieving sister. It is quite another thing to ask the question while
the body still lies in the grave. Yet it is here, in the middle of the story, that
the question of faith is most pressing. If there is to be faith, it must come de-
spite the visible presence of death. And what Jesus offers Martha is simply a
word: “I Am the resurrection and the life.”

Martha tells Jesus, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the
Son of God, the one coming into the world” (11:27). Martha says this in the
middle of the story, and she must do so in spite of what she sees. Lazarus is
clearly dead, and Martha assumes that he will remain dead for the foresee-
able future. She does not even want the stone removed from the tomb’s en-
trance (11:39). Martha’s faith will be confirmed by the sign, but it is not
based on the sign. She confesses her faith in spite of Jesus’ delay and her
brother’s death. Jesus says that faith will enable Martha to see God’s glory
in the sign (11:40), but the idea is not that she will initially come to faith in
God by seeing her brother brought back to life. Instead, faith creates the
perspective from which she can see God’s power at work.

Martha’s confession of faith in Jesus as the Messiah and Son of God is
the same confession the evangelist wants readers to make (20:31). And like
Martha, later generations will be called to believe in Jesus in the face of
death. The raising of Lazarus and Jesus’ own resurrection confirm the
truth of Jesus’ words, but the issue of faith remains. The readers find them-
selves in situations like those in the middle of the story, where death is the
visible reality with which they must contend. Like Martha, the readers arc
given Jesus’ word to trust, and those who believe it must do so despite what
they see.

Jesus, the doer of the signs, eventually goes to his own death by cruci-
fixion. At the end of the day people see that he truly has died (19:33). What
his followers later see on Easter does not, in itself, change the conviction
that he remains dead. We have noted how Mary Magdalene sees the open
tomb, the angels, and even the risen Jesus himself, yet steadfastly believes
that he is still dead and that his body has been stolen. Nothing she sees
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brings faith in the resurrection. Her perception only changes when the
risen Jesus calls her by name. The words Mary hears alter the way she sees
(20:16; see pp. 124-26). Similarly, Thomas’s encounter with the risen Christ
occurs in a context that has already been shaped by the words he received
from and about Jesus. What he hears enables him to respond in faith to
what he sees (see pp. 126-27).

John’s Gospel is written for people who have not seen the risen Jesus or
the signs he performed. In its pages readers find that genuine faith is
evoked by the words people receive from or about Jesus. During Jesus’
ministry, the faith generated through words is sometimes confirmed by
signs. It also creates the perspective from which signs can be understood. It
even persists without signs. For people in later generations, the words that
can evoke faith are communicated through the witness of Jesus’ followers,
including that of the Fourth Evangelist. Through the Gospel the signs of
Jesus come to readers in verbal form. The signs are made visible through
the words of the Gospel. Readers need not look elsewhere for wonders to
believe in. They find in John’s text the words and works of Jesus that call
them to faith.

Faith, Crucifixion, and Resurrection

Faith centers on a Jesus who was crucified as well as resurrected. The
words and actions of his public ministry lead up to his death and are re-
defined by it. The crucifixion is integral to the way God engages the world
and conveys his love to it (see pp. 41-46). Therefore, genuine faith is
shaped by the crucifixion, as well as by the ministry of Jesus that precedes
it and by the resurrection that follows. The cruciform quality of faith is
intimated at the beginning of the Gospel, where John the Baptist points
to Jesus as the sacrificial Lamb of God, and two people begin following
him (1:36). The seekers are drawn by the Lamb who will be crucified. To
follow him is to learn what this means.

Allusions to the crucifixion occur throughout John’s account of Jesus’
ministry, and the way people respond discloses the character of their faith.
Readers sce that it is one thing to follow a wonder-worker, but coming to
terms with a crucified wonder-worker is something else. Consider what
happens after Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead. Many people are im-
pressed by the sign and assume that it means Jesus is ready to take the
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throne of Israel. Because they interpret the sign this way, they treat Lazarus
as a celebrity and welcome Jesus as a hero, putting palm branches on the
road and giving him royal titles (12:13-18). Yet their belief that Jesus will fit
into their current model of kingship collides with the message that he will
be “lifted up” in crucifixion. He says, “I, when I am lifted up from the
earth, will draw all people to myself,” and thereby indicates “the kind of
death he was to die” (12:32-33). The crowd responds with incredulity, since
they assume that the Messiah will remain forever by avoiding death.

The announcement of the crucifixion marks the end of their way of be-
lieving. Their approach to faith, based on their interpretation of the signs,
collapses at the prospect of him being lifted up. At the end of Jesus’ public
ministry, the evangelist’s judgment is: “Although he had performed so
many signs in their presence, they did not believe in him” (12:37). Yet if the
cross marks the end of one kind of faith, it also signals the beginning of
another. The crowd is repulsed by the idea that Jesus will die, yet Jesus also
says that in being lifted up he will “draw” people to himself (12:32). In the
theological world of the Gospel this can happen because the crucifixion
conveys the divine love that draws people to faith. The cross is the visible
sign of God’s love for the world, and the drawing to faith continues
through the work of Christ, who will remain forever — not by avoiding
death but by overcoming it.

The cruciform quality of faith is suggestively depicted at the end of the
passion narrative, where Nicodemus makes a final appearance. Through-
out the Gospel he has seemed hopelessly out of step. When he meets Jesus
he gets off on the wrong foot by focusing on the signs and claiming to
know all about Jesus, yet he is quickly tripped up when Jesus speaks about
being born anew and about the Son of Man being lifted up like the serpent
on the pole (3:1-21). In his second appearance he asks a question about
proper judicial process, then vanishes from view (7:51). So when he steps
forward to claim the body of Jesus for burial, many question how much he
really comprehends. The mound of spice he puts on Jesus’ corpse shows
that he is not expecting a resurrection any time soon (19:39-40). But rather
than asking about Nicodemus’s mindset, it might be better to ask how the
scene relates to Jesus’ promise. Before his death, Jesus said that when lifted
up he would draw people to himself. From this perspective, his promise
begins to bear fruit as Nicodemus is drawn out of the shadows to claim Je-
sus the crucified.®
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Faith and Understanding

Readers often find that John’s Gospel makes sharp contrasts between belief
and unbelief. The Gospel calls people to faith, promising that those who
drink the living water will not thirst, those who eat the living bread will
not hunger, and those who receive the light will not walk in darkness (4:14;
6:35; 8:12). John distinguishes believing from not believing, life from death,
being saved from being judged (3:16-18). He says that Jesus’ followers are
called out of the world, while his opponents remain part of the world.
Those who attempt to have it both ways are criticized for keeping their
faith a secret in order to advance their status in an unbelieving society
(12:42-43).

The Gospel contrasts belief and unbelief in order to press for clarity of
commitment to Jesus. Readers are not to linger in the gray areas, keeping
the claims of God at a secure distance. Recognizing that life is complex,
one might want to retreat into the comfort of ambiguity, where no com-
mitment is required. Yet those who do so find the Gospel raising uncom-
fortable questions: Is there really no difference between life and death? Be-
tween truth and falsehood? Between belief and unbelieft The Gospel is
unequivocal in its declaration of God’s love for the world, and this light in-
trudes into the shadows with piercing intensity. God’s love for the world is
his commitment to the world, and it comes in the uncompromising form
of crucifixion. That is the extent to which God will go, according to John.
And the reason God does this is to draw people out of the shadows and
into relationship with himself (3:16-21).

John poses clear alternatives when calling people to faith and life. Yet if
taken alone, this can make his Gospel seem simplistic. One might conclude
that people either know nothing of God or they know him completely, that
they are either in the darkness or are fully enlightened. Here it is essential
to recall how the Gospel portrays specific human beings. John insists that
there is a difference between belief and unbelief, yet he recognizes that it is
not always clear when someone has moved from one category to the other
(see pp. 142-43). He also understands that faith is not static and that sin re-
mains an issue even in the community of faith. People believe despite their
unbelief, and relate to God despite the pull of sin.

For John, faith is the context in which understanding develops. At a
basic level faith is trust. In the section on hearing, seeing, and believing,
we have already noted how those who show an initial trust in Jesus do not
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have their questions answered at the outset. They come to understand
him as they follow. The Gospel uses words for knowing (ginosko, oida)
alongside terms for believing (6:69; 10:38; 17:8). Theologically, knowing
involves recognizing someone’s identity or character. To know God is to
be aware that he is the source of life (17:3). To know Jesus is to recognize
that he has come from God, that he is the Holy One of God, and that he
brings salvation (4:42; 6:69; 17:8). Accordingly, there is a cognitive dimen-
sion to faith. To believe that Jesus is the Messiah means recognizing that
he is the one in whom God’s promises are fulfilled (1:41, 45; 20:31). Simi-
larly, believing that Jesus is the Son of God means that Jesus is the one in
whom God is present and active (20:31).

The Gospel often makes sharp contrasts between knowing and not
knowing. Jesus’ followers are those who know that he has come from God,
and that God has given him all that he has (17:7-8, 25). But Jesus’ oppo-
nents do not know where he comes from (8:14, 19, 55). They put their lack
of understanding into practice by opposing Jesus and those who follow
him (15:21; 16:3). The difference between knowing and not knowing seems
clear, yet the Gospel also has a deep realism about how this works. There is
a persistent tension between knowing God and not knowing God, an abid-
ing separation between the human and the divine. Faith can bridge it, but
the separation does not fully go away. Again, the portrayals of specific
characters illustrate this.

One of the Gospel’s most complex characters is the Samaritan
woman.'® She meets Jesus beside a well, then flounders in her attempt to
understand the living water. When she finally asks for this water, she seems
to expect it to work like magic plumbing, eliminating the need to come to
the well each day (4:15). She moves toward greater clarity when Jesus tells
her about her personal life and she discerns that he must be a prophet
{4:19). She comes close to genuine insight when she introduces the topic of
the Messiah. Then after Jesus identifies himself, she tells her townspeople,
“Come and see a man who told me everything [ ever did” (4:29a). She
sounds like a true believer. Yet her final words are a question that techni-
cally expects a negative answer: “He can’t be the Messiah, can he?” (4:29).
She invites people to “come and see,” but she does so despite lingering un-
certainty. What she has received from Jesus enables her to bear witness, but
it has not fully eliminated her questions.

One might expect Jesus’ disciples to be more perceptive. After all, they
conclude that Jesus is the Messiah before the end of the first chapter. Yet
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they often prove to be as uncomprehending as the Samaritan woman.
While in Samaria they go into a nearby village looking for food, much as
the woman comes out of the village looking for water. When they bring
lunch, their attention focuses squarely on material food. They tell Jesus,
“Rabbi, eat something” (4:31). Jesus alludes to higher realities by saying
that he has food that they do not know about. Undeterred, the disciples re-
main preoccupied with the meal, and wonder whether someone might
have brought Jesus something to eat during their absence (4:33). Jesus ex-
plains that his food is to do the will of God, but the disciples make no fur-
ther comment. In their case faith is not a triumphant march toward ever-
new heights of understanding. They move from insight to confusion and
back again. What is important is that their relationship with Jesus contin-
ues despite the uncertainty, since faith is the context in which understand-
ing develops — and their questions continue to the end of Jesus’ ministry
(14:5, 8; 16:17).

The man born blind, whose story we have already considered, also il-
lustrates the complex relationship of faith to understanding. Throughout
the story the man speaks the truth, but what he knows is limited. The beg-
gar says with certainty that the man called Jesus told him to go to Siloam
and wash, but when asked where Jesus is, he confesses, “I do not know”
(9:11-12). When the Pharisees denounce Jesus as a sinner, the beggar re-
plies that he does not know whether Jesus is a sinner, only that he himself
was once blind and now can see (9:25). In the final scene, when the man
sees Jesus for the first time, he still shows the limits of his understanding,
since he has to ask who the Son of Man is (9:36). Only then does he say, “1
believe” The tension between knowing and not knowing, between light
and darkness, is fully resolved only in the end, when the man sees Jesus
face to face.

These portraits of human beings give readers a sense of realism about
the dynamics of faith. To be human is to be created for life with God, to be
separated from God, and to receive life with God by being brought to faith.
To be human also means recognizing that separation from God is over-
come by faith, but it does not fully go away. Belief is awakened in the face
of unbelief, knowing comes in the face of not knowing, and light shines
despite the darkness. John’s Gospel was written for human beings who, like
the man born blind, have never seen Jesus. Like the man, the readers are
called into the light, and like him they can hope to be fully enlightened
only when they too see Jesus face to face.!!
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Present Faith and Future Hope

Faith brings life with God in the present, but how John envisions the fu-
ture is a matter of debate. Many interpreters emphasize the current aspects
of salvation. They stress that judgment and deliverance occur now, as peo-
ple respond negatively or positively to the Gospel. John includes no scenes
of Christ returning on the clouds or a final apocalyptic batile, so that one
might conclude that God’s actions against sin, evil, and death are com-
plete. This is “realized eschatology,” which maintains that God’s promises
of life are fully realized in the present. Others point out that the Gospel
speaks of a future coming of Jesus and of the resurrection and judgment
that will occur on “the last day.” This is usually called “futuristic” or “final
eschatology” Neatly separating these categories, however, creates prob-
lems, as both perspectives play a role in the Gospel. Therefore, we will ask
how the past and present relate to the future, according to John.!?

A Rift in Time

The Fourth Evangelist describes a world that has been decisively changed
by the coming of Jesus. The Word, who was with God and was God, be-
came flesh in Jesus of Nazareth. In him the true light that enlightens every-
one has come into the world, altering the context in which people live
(1:9). Jesus manifested the truth by his words and actions (8:12; 12:46). He
came as the Lamb of God who takes away sin and as the Son of God who
liberates people from bondage (1:29; 8:36). When he was lifted up in cruci-
fixion, the satanic ruler of the world was cast out. The sign above the cross
announced to the world that the crucified Jesus was its true sovereign
(12:31; 19:19-20).

The Gospel gives the vivid sense that future hopes have become present
realities. Many expected the dead to be raised at the end of the age, when
the kingdom of God arrived and the present world of sorrow came to an
end (11:24), and now Jesus has risen from the dead, calling people to new
life in him (5:25; 11:25-26). The Spirit has come like a stream of living water,
bringing people the gift of eternal life and true worship of God (4:10, 14,
23-24). Through the message of Jesus and the work of the Spirit, a commu-
nity of faith has been formed, gathering together those who have come to
know God in Jesus.
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Yet the time in which the Gospel’s readers live is also marked by con-
flict. A rift has occurred. Some have come to see the light of God in Jesus,
but others have been blinded and reject him (9:39). Some find the light lib-
erating and are drawn to it, while others retreat into the shadows, finding
the darkness comfortable and protective, and not wanting to be exposed
(3:19-21). With searing irony the Gospel can say that the Lamb who came
to take away sin has also provoked sin, because his words and actions elicit
unbelief. To reject Jesus is to reject the God who sent him and this, accord-
ing to John, is sin (15:22-24).

Jesus may have dethroned the ruler of this world, but the powers of evil
continue to operate on the cosmic stage. Although Jesus ascended to glory
in his Father’s presence, his followers remain in the world and need ongo-
ing protection from the evil one (17:11, 15). The risen Jesus may give his fol-
lowers life with God, but bodily illness, death, and grief remain an all-too-
familiar part of Christian experience (11:3, 14; 21:19, 23). Moreover, in call-
ing people to faith, Jesus sets them apart from a world that does not accept
their convictions. “Because you do not belong to the world, but I have cho-
sen you out of the world — therefore the world hates you” (15:19).

John’s sense of time — his eschatology — is shaped by his recognition
that in the coming of Jesus the light has made a decisive difference between
the past and the present. But John also knows that the present is the scene
of conflicting claims. True life is a current reality, yet so is death; some peo-
ple can now see, yet others have become blind. These truths grate against
each other like dissonant sounds pressing for resolution. The Gospel as-
sumes that there is no going back, as if Jesus never came. There can only be
going forward to the point where the dissonance resolves into harmony.
But how does this take place, according to John? What vision of the future
does the Gospel offer?

Present and Future of Judgment

John understands that there are both present and future dimensions to faith
and unfaith. Beginning with the present, John makes a contrast between the
realm of life and light, where people are saved from divine judgment, and
the realm of perishing and darkness, where people remain under condem-
nation (3:16-21). God sent his Son into the world in order that people might
enter the realm of light by coming to faith. Accordingly, judgment occurs in
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the present as people respond positively or negatively to Jesus. Those who
receive the love that God extends in Jesus are not under judgment since they
are no longer alienated from God. But those who reject the love of God
place themselves under judgment since they refuse what God offers.

The Gospel also relates judgment to human actions: “This is the judg-
ment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness
rather than light because their deeds were evil,” whereas “those who do
what is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds
have been done in God” (3:19, 21). The Gospel can speak of judgment in
terms of faith and unfaith, and then relate judgment to human deeds be-
cause what people do expresses what they believe. John says that God loves
the world and gave his Son for it (3:16). Those who really believe this will
express love in the way they live (13:34), but those who do not believe this
can be expected to show hatred toward God’s light and Lo ally themselves
with the forces of hatred (3:20; 15:18).

Significantly, John does not give readers a simple list of do’s and don’ts,
as if avoiding judgment means achieving a satisfactory average on a score-
card of personal virtues. The Gospel recognizes that what people do de-
pends on which relationships really matter to them. If God is true, then
those who trust him “do what is true.” Their actions fit the relationship;
their deeds are “done in God” (3:21). Similarly, if God gives the light of life
in Jesus, then believing this means acting in ways that bring life (3:19; 8:12;
9:4). Conversely, if the relationships that really matter are with those who
oppose God, then rejecting God’s truth means practicing deception, and
refusing God’s life means diminishing life for oneself and others (8:41, 44).

The judgment that takes place now, as people respond positively or
negatively to Jesus, has a future dimension. In 5:24-25, Jesus begins with
the present, when he says, “anyone who hears my word and believes him
who sent me has eternal life, and does not come under judgment, but has
passed from death to life.” This makes true life a current reality. He under-
scores this by saying, the “hour is coming and is now here” when those who
are dead will hear the voice of the Son of God and live. Thus far Jesus
speaks about the spiritually “dead,” who come to life through faith.

Then Jesus extends the horizon into the future. The judgment that is
now occurring has a future dimension. In 5:28-29 he says,

the hour is coming when all who are in their graves
will hear his voice and will come out —
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those who have done good, to the resurrection of life,
and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of judgment

The first two lines refer to the hour that “is coming,” rather than the time
that has already arrived. In it Jesus focuses on those who are physically
dead and in their graves. The new life they receive is a resurrection that is
yet to come. At present Jesus calls people to faith, which is life in relation-
ship with God. And this passage gives faith a future. The believer’s rela-
tionship with God is not terminated by bodily death. The same Jesus who
has already called them to faith will, in the future, call them to the resur-
rection of life.

The second two lines develop the connection between faith and action.
The Gospel has already indicated that what people do expresses what they
really believe (cf. 3:16-21). Accordingly, to say that those who believe have
life now, and those who do what is good will have life in the future, is to un-
derstand that faith shapes action. People may say one thing and do an-
other. But for John, the faith that people truly hold is the faith by which
they live. The faith that is operative in life now holds within it the promise
of life in the future, Similarly, present alienation from God places a person
under judgment and carries within it the prospect of alienation from God
in the future; that is the resurrection of judgment.

Of central importance for John is that the present and future are seen
relationally. This differs from popular depictions of the future judgment,
which often emphasize the places to which people go. Good people are
said to go to a good place, which is usually pictured in pleasant terms,
where they keep doing whatever they most enjoyed in life. In contrast, bad
people go to a bad place, usually pictured as a realm of fiery torment. John,
however, speaks of the future in terms of the relationships that have been
formed in the present. If people find life in relationship with God now,
that will be true in the future. If people want nothing to do with God now,
that will also be true in the future. Judgment, from John’s perspective,
means letting the human rejection of God take its course. God sent the
Son to bring life and love, and if people do not want that, then final judg-
ment means accepting their refusal. The most unsettling form of divine
judgment is for God to say, “Have it your way,” and to let human estrange-
ment from God take its course.

So what is Jesus’ role in judgment? Sometimes he says that the Father
has given him responsibility for judgment and that he judges according to
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God’s will (5:22, 30). Elsewhere the Gospel says that Jesus was not sent to
judge but to save (3:17). Paradoxically, Jesus can say that he does and yet
does not judge (8:15-16, 26). From John’s perspective, Jesus brings the light
of truth and life into the world and this means that judgment will occuy,
since people will respond to Jesus in some way. Those who receive the light
and life he brings are not condemned, while those who reject him place
themselves under judgment. By judging Jesus, people judge themselves
(12:47-48).

John’s understanding of judgment is dynamic rather than static. The
Gospel does not suggest that unbelief and faith are two fixed categories
with no movement from one to the other. The word that Jesus brings con-
tinues to call people to faith and life. As long as the light is with them, peo-
ple are urged to believe and to become children of light (12:36). The Gospel
also recognizes that discerning the difference between unbelief and belief
must finally be left to God. After telling of the unbelief that seemed so per-
vasive at the end of Jesus’ public ministry, the evangelist nevertheless re-
peats Jesus’ invitation to believe, an invitation that remains open until “the
last day” (12:44-50).

Present and Future of Life

The theme of resurrection leads to questions about the nature of life in the
future. John’s Gospel is unequivocal in its conviction that true life is a pres-
ent reality for those who believe. What is more, it promises that those who
eat the bread that Jesus offers will live forever and that those who keep his
word will never see death (6:50; 8:51). The claim that believers do not die
seems ludicrous, of course, and it exasperates those who hear Jesus. They
retort with the obvious objection that people of faith do die. In the past,
Abraham and the prophets died, and death continues to stalk the followers
of Jesus (8:52-53). There is no reason to think that the faithful will escape
dying any more than Jesus does.

The Gospel recognizes that death is an intruder. It approaches through
the sickness that threatens the life of a child, and the violent actions that
bring death to Jesus and others (4:47, 49; 5:18; 16:2; 18:32). Even Peter and
the Beloved Disciple fall prey to it (21:19, 23).*> Therefore, when addressing
the problem of death the Gospel will do two things: First, it will acknowl-
edge that death is real and not illusory. There is no attempt to mask it;
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death’s power is evident. Second, the Gospel will make clear that death is
real but not final. Jesus died and Jesus rose, and what happened to him will
happen to those who follow him.'*

The problem of death is most vividly treated in the story of Lazarus of
Bethany, as noted above. The man’s two sisters, Martha and Mary, send
this message to Jesus: “Lord, the one whom you love is ill” (11:3). Their poi-
gnant words underscore the painful truth that those who are loved by Jesus
do become seriously ill. The Gospel does not attempt to explain the cause
of the illness or the death that it brings. Sickness and death are simply a
given. Upon receiving the message Jesus replies, “This illness does not lead
to death; rather it is for God’s glory” (11:4). He does not say that God
caused the illness in order to provide an occasion for revealing his power.
He takes the illness as a starting point and works forward to reveal God’s
glory. He does not attempt to explain why the illness occurred in the first
place. The same approach was taken with the man born blind. Rather than
looking back, in order to explain how the physical problem originated, Je-
sus begins with the problem as it exists and looks ahead to what might be
done from that point on (see pp. 57-59). In what follows, the Gospel re-
sponds by exploring the significance of resurrection, since resurrection
does not mean avoiding death but going through death to life.

Jesus’ encounter with Martha helps define the resurrection hope. He
tells her, “Your brother will rise again” (11:23). Jesus assumes that Lazarus
has now died and will rise in the future. Death affects the whole person,
not simply a part of a person. The whole person dies and the whole person
is raised to new life. This differs from the common idea that a person can
be neatly divided into a body and soul. According to this dualistic ap-
proach, death separates the body from the soul. The body dies and the soul
ascends to spiritual life in heaven. Jesus could have expressed the dualistic
perspective by telling Martha, “Your brother’s soul is now in heaven,” but
he does not do so. Jesus’ words treat Lazarus as a whole person, who has
now died and who has the promise of rising to new life.*

Martha responds, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection at
the last day,” and Jesus tells her, “I Am the resurrection” (11:24-25a). What
Jesus himself experiences defines what resurrection means. The Gospel
makes clear that he dies and rises as a whole person. There is no suggestion
that his body dies while his soul ascends to heaven. By going the way of
death and resurrection he comes to embody the promise of resurrection
(see pp. 209-14). What this means for others is that those “who believe in



Faith, Present and Future 181

me, even though they die, will live” (11:25b). Throughout this episode, the
assumption is that death affects Lazarus as a whole person. Jesus bluntly
tells the disciples, “Lazarus is dead” (11:11-14). For burial, Lazarus is
wrapped in grave cloths, and when Jesus arrives in Bethany, Lazarus has al-
ready been in the tomb for four days (11:17). The passing of so much time
emphasizes that death is real and complete.

A theology of resurrection means confessing without qualification that
death is real. It also means believing that death is not final.'® The Gospel un-
derstands that neither Jesus nor his followers are exempted from death.
For all of them resurrection means fully experiencing death and then over-
coming it. By dying Jesus gave himself completely, not partially, for the
sake of others. By rising he also defines the promise of life in a way that is
complete, not partial.

The raising of Lazarus is a sign of a resurrection that is yet to come. It
points to the future life rather than fully bringing it about. The way Jesus
calls Lazarus out of the tomb anticipates “the last day,” when “all who are
in their graves will hear his voice and will come out” (11:44; 5:28-29). The
difference is that Lazarus is restored to bodily life — and the prospect of
dying again — whereas the final resurrection involves the transformation
of bodily life. Jesus died and rose as a whole person, an embodied person,
but as one no longer subject to the constraints of death (see pp. 130-32).
Resurrection is the corollary to creation. It means that the God who cre-
ated people, body and soul, through his Word, has a future for them. Res-
urrection means that God is unwilling to limit his work to a purely spiri-
tual form of salvation. God’s Word comes to people in embodied form
and offers an embodied future, a transformed future, in Jesus who is the
resurrection.'’

As Jesus extends the hope of resurrection, he also brings the prom-
ised future into the present. Having said, “I Am the resurrection,” he
adds, “and the life” (11:25). Then he says that everyone who “lives and be-
lieves in me will never die” (11:26; cf. 6:50; 8:51). The connotations of life
and death change at a bewildering pace. Having made clear that people
of faith do die in the ordinary bodily sense, he can say that there is an-
other sense in which they do not die. We have seen that life and death
have relational as well as physical aspects. Those who come to believe in
Jesus enter a relationship with him and his Father that is true life. This
relationship does not end with the person’s final breath. The person re-
mains in relationship with God and in this sense does not “die.” The rela-
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tionship will extend into the future through resurrection. The closest the
Gospel comes to picturing this is through the metaphor of sleep (11:13,
13). Someone who falls asleep can remain in the care of someone else un-
til he or she is awakened. By analogy, those who sleep in death remain in
the care of God until they are awakened to life in Christ on the last day

(6:39-40, 44, 54).

Present and Future of Jesus

Time changed, for the author of John’s Gospel, when the Word of God be-
came flesh. Since the coming of Jesus, things have not been the same. Yet at
the end of his ministry, Jesus tells the disciples that he is returning to the
Father and will no longer be visibly among them (14:28; 16:s, 28). In an or-
dinary story one might imagine the hero dying and his friends lamenting
that they will not see him any longer, but in John’s Gospel there is a twist:
Jesus dies, then rises and appears to his followers before going away. Com-
mon sense would say that people no longer see Jesus because he is dead,
but according to John, people no longer see him because he is alive and
with the Father. It is the risen Jesus who says, “I am ascending to my Father
and your Father, to my God and your God” (20:17). Readers may wait for
John to tell them about Jesus being visibly taken up to heaven on the
clouds, but the Gospel does not do so. This raises the question: How does
anyone know that the risen Jesus is with the Father?

Jesus told the disciples that if he did not go away, the Advocate, the
Holy Spirit, would not come, but by going to the Father, he would send the
Spirit to them (16:7). This is how people know that Jesus is with the Father,
according to John. The Spirit discloses the presence of the risen Christ to
them (see pp. 149-57). Through the Spirit and the witness of the disciples,
the risen Christ continues to be at work, calling people to faith and life in
community. For the writer of John’s Gospel, the conviction that Jesus is
with the Father is not an attempt to explain Jesus’ apparent absence. Just
the opposite. It is the result of Jesus’ continued presence and action in the
world. John recognizes that no amount of explaining creates faith, People
come to believe in the risen and unseen Christ when he himself draws
them through the Spirit and the witness of his people (pp. 127-30).

The relationship that people now have with God and the risen Christ is
real, but its form is not final, according to John. Having spoken about go-
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ing to the Father, Jesus also speaks of coming again to take the disciples to
his Father’s house. At the last supper he says, “Do not let your hearts be
troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me. In my Father’s house there are
many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to
prepare a place for you?” (14:1-2). The disciples are troubled because Jesus
has told them that he is going away and they will not be able to follow
(13:33). This threat of separation from Jesus is the backdrop for his promise
to prepare a place for them.

The words “my Father’s house” give a vivid sense of what future life
means, The language is both spatial and relational. The Father’s house is
where the Father is present, and those who belong to God have a place in
his household. As the Son of God, Jesus receives life from his Father, does
the work of his Father, and has a permanent place in the house of his Fa-
ther (5:19, 26; 8:35-36). Those who trust Jesus become his brothers and sis-
ters. As members of his family they too can call God their Father (20:17; see
pp. 51-52). The force of the promise would be different if Jesus had said, “In
heaven there are many dwelling places.” In the Gospel heaven is closely as-
sociated with God (6:33; 12:28; 17:1). Yet in popular imagination heaven can
take on a life of its own, being pictured as a dreamy place in which God
may or may not have much of a role. But the promise in John’s Gospel cen-
ters on person more than place, on being with Jesus and his Father more
than on being in a certain location.

The assurance that the Father’s house has many rooms or dwelling
places continues the relational emphasis. The word for a dwelling place
(moné) can best be translated “abiding place,” since it is connected to the
verb “abide” (mena), which is repeatedly used for enduring relationships.
The Father abides in Jesus and Jesus abides in the Father’s love. Jesus’
words abide in the disciples and the disciples abide in his word and love
(141105 15:4-10). As Jesus goes to prepare an abiding place or moneé for the
disciples, he and his Father come to make their abiding place or moneé
within the community of faith (14:23). This occurs through the Spirit that
abides (14:17; see pp. 149-51). No details are given about the design or size
of these abiding places, no comments about their splendor or ornamenta-
tion. John’s Gospel leaves details aside, focusing on the sense of abiding re-
lationship with God and those who belong to God.

Then Jesus says, “I will come again and will take you to myself, so that
where I am you may be also” (14:3). Jesus’ promise to come again is part of
the Christian hope that what Christ has begun will be brought to comple-
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tion in the future. It was a belief that was held by John’s earliest readers,
who were evidently shaken when the Beloved Disciple died before Jesus
came again (21:22-23).'® The belief in Jesus’ return was also shared by other
New Testament writers (Acts 1:11; 1 Thess. 4:13-18; Rev. 19:11-16). John, how-
ever, refrains from any attempt to describe it. His Gospel includes no
scenes of heaven opening and Christ coming down on the clouds. For
John, Jesus’ departure to the Father is known by the coming of the Spirit,
and his coming again will be known when the community is with Jesus
where he is. The language is striking. Where one would expect Jesus to say,
“I will come again and will take you to heaven,” he says, “I will take you to
myself” The focus is on being with Jesus, who is with the Father.

Jesus brings people to himself through resurrection. He already is the
resurrection and the life, and by coming again he will extend the resurrec-
tion to others. Throughout the Gospel, Jesus is the one who embodies the
hope of resurrection and who brings it about on the last day (John 6:39-40,
44,54). John does not suggest that Jesus’ promise to come again means that
he will call a person’s soul to heaven whenever the person dies. His own
death and resurrection shape the believer’s hope for the future. The Jesus
who dies and rises also promises to bring others who die to life in his Fa-
ther’s house. His own story defines the future for others,

Jesus’ promise to come again in the future is supported by his promise
to come to the disciples at Eastcr. The language used for these two comings
is so similar that it is not always easy to tell when Jesus speaks about his
own resurrection and when he points to his future coming and the be-
liever’s resurrection.'® At the last supper he says (14:18-19),

I will not leave you orphaned; [ am coming to you.
In a little while the world will no longer see me,
but you will see me; because I live, you also will live.

Many think that all of these lines refer to Jesus coming to the disciples at
Easter. From this perspective the message is that Jesus’ death will not result
in the disciples being abandoned or orphaned, since Jesus will come to
them again at Easter, when they will see him again. This happens when the
risen Jesus comes to the disciples and is seen by them (20:20).2°

Others think that the last two lines refer to Jesus’ resurrection and that
the first line pictures the time after his resurrection and return to the Fa-
ther. When Jesus is no longer visibly present, his disciples will feel or-
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phaned or abandoned in a conflicted world.?! When read in this way, the
first line repeats Jesus’ promise to come again and take the disciples to
himself (14:3, 28). Then, in the next two lines, he brings this future hope
into the present by the assurance that he will see the disciples again at
Easter. His resurrection to life will be the basis for their future hope. The
Spirit, whom the risen Jesus sends from the Father, will disclose his pres-
ence to the disciples as they look to the future (see pp. 130-32).

The same interpretive difficulties occur when Jesus says, “A little while
and you will no longer see me, and again a little while, and you will see me”
(16:16). His cryptic words are confusing, and the disciples flatly say, “We do
not know what he is talking about” (16:18). So Jesus continues (16:20-22),

20you will weep and mourn, but the world will rejoice;
you will have pain, but your pain will turn into joy.

21When a woman is in labor, she has pain, because her hour has come.
But when her child is born, she no longer remembers the anguish
because of the joy of having brought a human being into the world.

2250 you have pain now;
but I will see you again, and your hearts will rejoice,
and no one will take your joy from you.

Many interpreters relate Jesus” description of the disciples’ pain and the
world’s rejoicing to the crucifixion, which will happen “a little while” after
the last supper. At his death the disciples will mourn, but Jesus will come to
them “a little while” afterwards through his resurrection. Then they will
rejoice. From this perspective Good Friday is like the pain of a woman in
labor, while Easter brings the joy of new life. This fits the narrative, for
Mary Magdalene’s tears end and the disciples rejoice when they see the
risen Jesus (20:15-16, 19-20).

Others find that this passage also fits the experience of Christians after
Easter. In “a little while” the disciples will no longer see Jesus because after
his resurrection he will go to the Father. Note that Jesus does not go to the
Father by dying but by ascending after his resurrection (16:17; 20:17). It is the
ascension that begins the period in which his disciples will no longer see
him. While Jesus is with the Father, his disciples will experience pain be-
cause of their conflict with the unbelieving world. Jesus’ resurrection does
not make Christians immune from sorrow. Grief is an ongoing part of
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Christian life. Jesus says that the woman who has come to joy at the end of
her labor no longer remembers her affliction. The evangelist, however, rec-
ognizes that believers know affliction all too well. To be sure, the paradox of
Christian experience is that joy can come in the face of sorrow, and peace in
the presence of conflict (15:11516:33; 17:13). But the joy that comes now, in the
face of suffering, anticipates a final joy that will be unmarred by suffering.??

Jesus’ prayer before his passion presses the tension between present re-
ality and future hope toward its resolution, Before going to his death, Jesus
asks that he might soon return to heavenly glory: “Father . . . I glorified
you on earth by finishing the work that you gave me to do. So now, Father,
glorify me in your own presence with the glory that 1 had in your presence
before the world existed” (17:1-5). The vision is majestic, pointing to what
awaits Jesus after his resurrection and return to the Father. The prayer lifts
readers to a realm they cannot see, to a glory that can be affirmed in words
but not perceived by the eye.

Jesus’ unseen glory in the Father’s presence sharply contrasts with the
situation of his followers on earth. The disciples are protected in God’s
name, yet they experience ongoing conflict with the world. The world hates
them because of their relationship to Jesus, and the evil one seeks their
harm (17:14-15). Jesus may have come to heavenly glory but his followers
have not. Yet Jesus did extend God’s glory to them while he was on earth
(17:22). It was given in the manner of a seed that falls to the earth and dies,
of a Lord who gives himself through betrayal and crucifixion (12:23-24;
13:30-32). The glory of divine love, which the Son now shares in his Father’s
presence, has its present form in the self-sacrificing love of the Crucified.

The dissonance of the present time then moves toward resolution
when Jesus prays, “Father, I desire that those also, whom you have given
me, may be with me where I am, to see my glory, which you have given me
because you loved me before the foundation of the world” (17:24). This
looks to a future in which the faithful will no longer need to confess that
Jesus is present despite his apparent absence. They will be with him wherc
he is. Glory will no longer be given under the cloak of suffering; love will
no longer be manifested through sacrifice and death. Instead, the glory of
divine love, which Jesus shares with the Father, will come unopposed as the
faithful share it in the presence of God. Such a future is beyond the present
experience of the Christian community, but Jesus’ prayer gives readers a
glimpse of it. He points them to the final outcome of the love that has al-
ready been given.



CHAPTER 8

Discipleship in Community and World

Jesus’ first words in John’s Gospel are a question, “What are you looking
for?” and an invitation, “Come and see” (1:38-39). The two people who
hear this go with him, and a relationship is formed. At the end of the Gos-
pel, when Jesus speaks for the last time, he says, “Follow me,” and the im-
plication is the same (21:22). To relate to Jesus is to go with him. The call to
faith is a call to a way of life. Throughout the Gospel this path is shaped by
the encounter with Jesus. The life of a disciple is not discussed in abstract
terms, because it is so thoroughly bound up with Jesus himself, People are
not given a set of teachings that can easily be separated from the Teacher.
For the Fourth Evangelist, the questions of discipleship are, “What impact
has Jesus had on you?” and “What is he calling you to do?”

Readers might expect the answers to such questions to be rather
straightforward. Jesus gives people an example and others are to follow
{13:15). That much seems clear enough. Yet the Gospel recognizes that
those who believe often fail to understand what Jesus is doing. Jesus may
see that the fields of Samaria are ripe for a harvest of faith, but the disciples
see only the need for a quick bite of lunch (4:31-38). And Martha may have
heard that Jesus is the resurrection and the life, but she advises against
opening Lazarus’s tomb (11:25, 39). Moreover, those who believe are called
into community, yet unbelief remains a problem for individuals and the
community as a whole. Peter’s bold declarations of loyalty to Jesus all too
readily give way to his emphatic denials (13:36-38; 18115-18, 25-27). And
when Jesus compares the community of faith to a vine with many
branches, he assumes that some will fail to bear fruit and that others will
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need to be pruned (15:1-2; see pp. 39-41). As faith yields fruit in the living of
life, it must do so despite the forces that impede it.

Jesus was sent to communicate God’s love to a world alienated from its
Creator, and the Gospel assumes that discipleship means continuing to en-
gage the world in this way. Jesus calls people out of the world and into the
believing community, but then he sends them back into the world as his
witnesses (17:14-18; 20:21). As we consider the dynamics of following Jesus,
according to John, we will begin with what it says about the path to which
each person is called. Then we will explore the shape of community life,
and finally what it might mean for Jesus to be called “the way” in a world
of varied and often conflicting truth claims.

Discipleship

John’s Gospel uses word pictures to give readers a way of seeing themselves
in relation to God, Jesus, and other people.* They also find that the Gospel
gives them remarkably few specific commands about what to do or not do.
There is no list of virtues and vices, no detailed manual on how to act in
each situation. When Jesus does give a command he makes comprehensive
claims in very few words: “Love one another as I have loved you” (15:12).
Studies of John’s perspective on discipleship, moral formation, and ethics
usually focus on this command to love, which does have a central place.
But the Gospel also includes other images, which help readers work out
the implications of what Jesus’ command might mean.?

Walking in the Light

The image of light characterizes Jesus’ ministry and the path of those who
follow him. He says, “T am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will
not walk in darkness but will have the light of life” (8:12). Walking is a vivid
metaphor for a way of life that involves the whole person and is dynamic
rather than static. The saying assumes that all people will live or “walk” in
some way — the question is whether it will be in light or darkness. Accord-
ing to John, people do not live in a neutral space but in a world where both
light and darkness are present. In ordinary life, people walk in daylight
since they can see where they are going and are less likely to fall. By way of
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contrast, those walking in darkness can lose their way, stumble, and injure
themselves (9:4; 11:9-10; 12:35). So one might assume that everything is
clear: light is better than darkness. Yet the Gospel recognizes that darkness
has its allure. There are those who prefer to work under the cloak of dark-
ness in order to escape detection. If people do not want their deeds to be
seen, then darkness provides protection from the scrutiny of others. For
them, the light threatens their way of life (3:19-21).?

Light and darkness are forces that shape a person’s actions, according to
John. They pull people in different directions. As people live or “walk,” they
are drawn toward the light or drawn toward the darkness. The light is what
comes into the world in Jesus; and light is associated with God, faith, truth,
and life. As the light, Jesus calls people to himself. In contrast, darkness is
the power that seeks to “overcome” the light. Although it cannot overcome
Jesus (1:5), it threatens to overcome others, much as night engulfs travelers
walking along a road (12:35). In John’s Gospel, the darkness connotes sin,
evil, falsehood, and death. All of these are forces that influence people and
seek to hold them captive. In changing situations people must set a course
of action, and they will find themselves drawn in different directions. The
issue is whether it will be light or darkness that draws them.

This contrast between light and darkness can, of course, seem simplis-
tic. When flattened out, the images might suggest that each situation can
be reduced to clear alternatives that eliminate ambiguity. The world be-
comes black and white, the choices either/or. But John’s use of the imagery
is more complex. The Gospel assumes that actions are shaped by basic
commitments. These commitments do not eliminate complexity but oper-
ate as people cope with complexity. Since the situations described in the
Gospel are anything but simple for Jesus, who is the giver of the light, we
can infer that they will not be simpler for those who follow him. The con-
trast between light and darkness identifies different directions of action
without eliminating the need for discernment.

Consider how this is played out in the Gospel. Light can connote the
truth of God that is revealed in Jesus. Receiving the light brings under-
standing, and walking in the light means doing what is true (3:21). By way
of contrast, darkness connotes untruth and concealment. Someone walks
in the light by speaking the truth in the face of untruth. The man born
blind exemplifies this. Jesus is the light of the world, who opens the man’s
eyes, and the man tenaciously tells the truth when others question him
(9:17, 24-34). But that does not mean that everything is clear to the man or
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anyone else. The authorities arc at loggerheads. Some wonder if Jesus
might be from God, since he performed a miraculous healing. Others ar-
gue that he must be a sinner, since he violated the law by healing on the
Sabbath (916). The man himself acknowledges that he does not know
where Jesus is, and he cannot even say whether or not Jesus is a sinner. But
the man’s sense of Jesus’ identity progressively deepens as the conflict con-
tinues. His perception is not static. He also persists in telling the truth to
the extent that he understands it, and he refuses to suppress the fact that
Jesus healed him (9:12, 25). In exasperation the authorities confess that
they really do not know where Jesus is from, and they put their ignorance
into action by sending the man Jesus healed out of the synagoguc (9:29,
34). The man born blind speaks in the light of what he knows even when
this costs him his place in the community (9:31-34).

Other aspects of light also include tensions. Note that the prologue
identifies light with God and his Word (1:4). Accordingly, walking in the
light means living in relationship with God and Jesus. People do this by be-
lieving, which involves both trust and faithfulness (12:36). If this is how
one relates to God, then the implication is that walking in the light means
fostering trust and faithfulness in other relationships as well. People are
also to love the light rather than hating it (3:19-20). In John’s Gospel, nei-
ther love nor hate is simply an emotion. Love can include intimacy and
depth of feeling, but it is primarily a bond of commitment. God’s love for
the world is his commitment to the world that has become alienated from
him (3:16), and love for the Father is the bond that moves the Son to carry
out his Father’s will (14:31). Similarly, love is the bond that Jesus’ followers
share with each other. By way of contrast, hate is primarily a movement
away from or in opposition to someone. If the light of love characterizes
one’s relationship to God, then walking in the light means putting love
into practice with others. The critical edge is that this means resisting the
darkness of sin and evil. Given the presence of powers that oppose God,
believing in Jesus is an act of deflance, a refusal to be co-opted. Living in
the light of love has a militant quality; it asserts itself against the forces of
hostility at work in the world.

Finally, light is identified with life (1:4; 8:12). In practice, Jesus is the
light who gives life in a physical sense by healing a blind man, and he gives
life in relationship with God by enabling people to believe (12:44-46). If
those who receive the light have life, they walk in the light by promoting
life for others, whereas those allied with darkness work to diminish life.
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The most vivid example is Judas, who hands Jesus over for execution un-
der the cloak of night (13:30). By way of contrast, those who walk in the
light are allied with life over against death. They resist those who seek to
take away physical life or to damage the life that comes from faith.

A Seed Falling to the Earth

Another pattern for discipleship is presented in the saying, “Unless a grain
of wheat falls into the earth and dies it remains alone, but if it dies it bears
much fruit” (12:24). On one level this image describes Jesus himself. He
uses it at the end of his public ministry, when crowds welcome him with
palm branches and accolades. To all appearances he is not “alone” (monos)
but surrounded by admirers. Yet in a profound sense he is alone in the
crowd, since no one can comprehend him. When God speaks from heaven,
no one can understand it, and when Jesus tells of being lifted up in death,
the crowd is incredulous. He remains profoundly alone (12:27-36). Jesus’
ministry will come to fruition through his death, for in being lifted
through crucifixion he will draw people to himself. By laying down his life
his work will bear fruit by creating a community of faith.

On another level the seed depicts what it means for people to follow Je-
sus. The implications appear in two couplets, which must be read together
as a commentary on the image of the seed (12:25-26):

He who loves his life (psyche) loses it, and
He who hates his life (psyché) in this world
will keep it for eternal life.
Whoever serves me must follow me,
and where I am, there will my servant be also.
Whoever serves me the Father will honor.

In the first line the word translated as “life” is psyche, which typically refers
to the soul or self. Those who make themselves the focus of their love are
like the seed in Jesus’ saying. They are alone. Their love is self-directed.
Moreover, in centering love on themselves they actually lose themselves. To
have life — to truly be oneself — is to be in relationship with God and oth-
ers. The more intently love is focused on oneself, the more surely the per-
son loses what it means to be himself or herself. The person remains alone.
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The second line moves to hating one’s life in this world. Here hatred is
not an emotion but a movement away [rom the preoccupation with oneself.
It corresponds to the death of the seed that Jesus spoke about. Jesus is like
the seed in that he gives himself up to die by crucifixion. Those who {ollow
him are like the seed in that they die to a life in which their love is focused
on themselves. This begins the movement that leads to eternal life, which in
John’s Gospel is life in relationship with God. To be clear, there are forms of
dying to oneself and hating oneself that are destructive, not life-giving. Like
self-love, self-hatred can become an isolating preoccupation with oneself
— and a debilitating self-loathing makes relationship impossible. But Jesus
speaks of a movement from love of oneself through a hatred or turning
from oneself into the faith relationship with God that is eternal life.

The movement is completed in the final lines, where true life is found in
service: “Whoever serves me must follow me, and where [ am, there will my
servant be also” (12:26). Hatred or turning from oneself is not the goal. It is
the transition from love of self into the service of Christ. All people will lose
themselves and their lives — death is a given for everyone — but those who
relinquish themselves in service to Christ remain in a relationship that bears
fruit and brings them life. In this context they are no longer alone. They are
with Jesus, sharing in community with him and his Father. And this rela-
tionship has a future through the promise of resurrection. What it means to
“serve” Jesus is suggested by the scenes that surround this passage. Martha
serves by providing a meal for Jesus and others. Mary anoints Jesus’ feet,
much as Jesus washes feet and directs others to do the same (12:2-3; 13:14). To
serve is to convey extraordinary love in the contexts of ordinary life.

Those who serve are honored by Jesus’ Father (12:26). To honor is to as-
cribe value to someone. All people need to know they are valued. The
question is where their sense of value comes from.* Most often honor is
sought from other people. A person may be honored because of family,
professional status, education, and personal achievements. Yet public
opinion is fickle, an unreliable measure of a person’s worth. Praise fades
quickly and honor seekers often compromise their principles in order to
make others happy (12:43). Genuine honor comes from God. This was true
for Jesus, who carried out the work of his Father despite public opposition,
knowing that he was valued by his Father (8:50, 54). It is also true for those
who follow Jesus. Taking the role of a servant may not be honored by the
public, but it is valued by God. When the claims of faith conflict with those
of society, it requires courage to follow one’s convictions. The assurance
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that God honors faithfulness and service helps people live with integrity in
the present and to face the future with hope.

I Have Washed Your Feet — Wash One Another’s Feet

Footwashing is one of the Gospel’s most memorable images for disciple-
ship. Jesus washes the feet of his disciples and then asks, “Do you know
what [ have done to you?” (13:12). The question centers first on what Jesus
has done for the disciples. Throughout the first half of the chapter Jesus is
the one who does the action, and the opening verse discloses the meaning
to the readers: “Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from this
world and go to the Father,” so having “loved his own who were in the
world, he loved them to the end” (13:1).

Showing love “to the end” (eis telos) means showing the full extent of
love, and footwashing is an arresting way to do this. We noted earlier that
free people washed their own feet but not the feet of others. A good host
would offer guests a basin of water so they could cleanse the dust from
their feet as they entered his home, but he would not do the washing for
them. Sometimes a slave would wash other people’s feet, and anyone who
did this assumed the role of a slave. Jesus’ action is not that of a host show-
ing hospitality to his guests. He does the work of a slave. And the only rea-
son a free person would assume the slave’s role by washing the feet of oth-
ers was to show utter devotion to them.> This is what Jesus does by laying
down his outer garments, wrapping himself with a towel, washing feet, and
wiping the feet with the towel he wears. The stunning impropriety of this
elicits Peter’s refusal to let Jesus proceed, but Jesus insists that he must do
this for the disciples to be in relationship with him: “Unless I wash you,
you have no share with me” (13:8). We might paraphrase: “Unless I love
you completely, you will not be in relationship with me.” The love Jesus
gives here through footwashing anticipates the consummate gift ol love,
which he gives by laying down his life (see pp. 110-12).

What Jesus does for the disciples is the source and norm for what they
do for each other. If “I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you
also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an example, that
you also should do as I have done to you” (13:14-15). Love is the gift of Jesus.
By washing feet he gives extraordinary love in the sphere of ordinary life,
and he directs his followers to do the same. They are called to give them-
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selves completely for others, even to the point of laying down their lives, as
Jesus will say later (15:13). Yet the idea is not that disciples are to wait for a
suitable occasion for martyrdom. Rather, if the claim of love extends up to
the point of laying down one’s life, then it also encompasses countless
forms of less dramatic service. The need for footwashing is common, but
to wash feet out of love is uncommon. A willingness to do this and similar
types of service shows the impact of Jesus on a disciple’s life.

The footwashing shows that love can be both giving and confronta-
tional, as we have seen (see pp. 117-18). By washing feet, Jesus gives himself
in service, yel he also counters evil rather than capitulating to it. The pres-
ence of evil is part of the footwashing episode. The Gospel says that the
devil put betrayal into Judas’s heart, yet Jesus washes his feet along with
those of the other disciples. In so doing he confronts animosity with love
(13:2, 10-12). For those who serve as Jesus does, love can take similarly mili-
tant forms. To serve in the presence of hostility challenges it. Service is a
refusal to act on evil’s terms.

Jesus sums up his point by saying, “I give you a new commandment,
that you love one another. Just as I have Joved you, you also should love
one another” (13:34). The new commandment follows the pattern of the
footwashing by identifying the love that Jesus gives to the disciples as the
source and norm for the love they give to others. The importance of love is
not new, of course. One of the most familiar commands in the Old Testa-
ment is, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 19:18). This form
of the commandment is widely cited in early Christian writings, where it is
said to be central to the law of Israel (Matt. 22:39; Mark 12:31; Luke 10:27;
Rom. 13:9; Gal. 5:14; Jas. 2:8). In John, however, the love command is recon-
figured so that it becomes something new.

First, the basis and norm for love changes. The traditional command-
ment makes self-love the standard. People are to love others as they love
themselves. In the new commandment, the basis and standard is the love
that Jesus gives.® This is the cruciform love that disciples receive from Jesus
and extend to others. The new commandment speaks about what it means
to live out one’s relationship with Jesus. Second, the direction of the love
changes. The traditional commandment speaks of love for the neighbor,
but the new commandment refers to love for one another. It envisions mu-
tuality. It is a community-building commandment. As people give and re-
ceive love from one another, a community is formed. The new command-
ment recognizes that Jesus’ followers need to continue receiving love even
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as they give love. The giving and receiving of love within the community
enables them to continue on the path of discipleship.

One might wonder whether the new commandment is less radical than
the command to love the neighbor or to love one’s enemies (Matt. 5:44).
When lifted out of its context in John’s Gospel it can be turned into a ratio-
nale for creating a comfortable circle of like-minded people. In its context,
however, the new commandment is not sentimental.” The love it com-
mends is cruciform and serves as a commentary on the footwashing scene,
which assumes that one’s enemies may be within one’s own community —
recall the presence of Judas. Moreover, love within the community bears
witness to those outside it. Jesus says, “By this everyone will know that you
are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35). The com-
mand to love one another means that Christians bring to the world not
only a doctrine about love but an alternative society, a counterculture in
which the message of Jesus takes lived form.® Christian community is not
an end in itself. The love that is shared within it is a form of witness to those
outside it, so that the world may know that the love of God is real (17:23).

Abiding in the Vine — Bearing Fruit for Others

The Christian community is perhaps most vividly depicted in the image of
the vine and its branches (15:1-17). In this passage the Father tends the vine-
yard, Jesus is the vine, and the disciples are the branches. The term “abide”
(mend) describes the connections between them. Abiding means wholeness
in relationship. It points to a relationship that endures rather than one that is
transient. To abide is to be present with and for someone. The Father abides
in Jesus and Jesus abides with his Father in deep and enduring love (14:10;
15:10). Similarly, Jesus and his word abide in believers and they abide in him
in love (15:4-10). The way that leafy branches are connected to the stalk of the
vine is an apt description of what it means for believers to abide in Jesus.’
The word “abide” is pleasant enough on the surface, and it is repeated
so often that the rhythms can lull readers into a feeling of complacency.
Yet on closer inspection abiding is connected with fruitbearing. The im-
age makes the jarring claim that love is manifested in obedience and that
commitments are expressed in actions. The passage is based on the ordi-
nary observation that a vine is cultivated for the fruit it bears. A
vinegrower knows that branches produce fruit only when they have a
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healthy relationship with the stalk of the vine. Therefore, he tends the
branches carefully — and sometimes sharply — as noted earlier (see pp.
39-41). But tending the branches is not an end in itself. The expectation is
that branches will produce fruit for others (15:2, 4, 5, 8, 16). The same is
true in Christian community. Branches are to abide in Jesus the vine be-
cause otherwise they bear no fruit. And if there is an absence of fruit, this
reveals a lack of relationship.

Jesus’ bond with the Father shows what it means to bear fruit. He abides
in his Father’s love and shows this by keeping his Father’s commandments
(15:10). His love is expressed in obedience. First, God commanded Jesus to
lay down and take up his life for others (10:17-18). By going the way of the
cross, Jesus keeps his Father’s command. It is the consummate expression of
his love. Second, God also commanded Jesus to speak a message to people
(12:49). We have seen that Jesus’ words are both confrontational and life-
giving, for he tells the world the truth about itself and about the God who
sent him. He identifies sin in order to turn people away from it and toward
faith (see pp. 35-36). Jesus’ obedience to these commands serves the same
end: The love conveyed through his death and the truth expressed by his
words call people to believe and have life (3:16; 12:50).

This sets the pattern for discipleship. The community of faith is called
to abide in Jesus’ love and words. As it does so, believers are called to bear
fruit by obeying his commandments (15:7, 9). First, we have seen that they
are commanded to love one another as Jesus has loved them. This was the
new commandment, which was given after the footwashing, and is now re-
peated (15:12; cf. 13:34). Now Jesus adds, “No one has greater love than this,
to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (15:13). To abide in the vine is to bear
the fruit of Jesus’ love by giving of oneself for others. Second, the disciples
are also to keep his words. Jesus said that a true disciple abides in his word
and comes to know the truth about Jesus, his Father, and the world’s bond-
age to sin (8:31-36; 14:23-24), Those who have been given this message are
called to speak it in order that people might believe (15:27). By giving love
and keeping Jesus’ word, faith comes to fruition.

Christian Community

The faith of individuals is integrally connected to life in community, ac-
cording to John. When disciples like Andrew and Philip come to believe
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that Jesus is the Messiah, they gather others into a circle of believers (1:40-
46). When the Samaritan woman begins wondering whether Jesus might be
the Messiah, she brings her townspeople to him, and her people confess to-
gether that he is the Savior of the world (4:39-42). Because of his faith, the
man born blind is put out of the synagogue, yet he is given a place in the
flock of Jesus the good shepherd (9:39—10:5). People become part of the
community because they believe, and being part of the community also en-
ables people to believe. Here we consider some aspects of that community.

Family, Friends, and Flock

The Gospel uses a number of expressions for the community of faith, all of
which have theological significance. Those who follow Jesus are called “dis-
ciples.” This term applies to those who knew Jesus during his ministry and
those who come to faith after his resurrection. Everyone who continues in
Jesus” word and bears the fruit of love can be considered a disciple (8:31;
13:35; 15:8). Significantly, the Gospel does not give the twelve in his inner cir-
cle the special title “apostle.” The Greek word apostolos is used only once in
a general sense for someone who is sent (13:16). Even the figure who is clos-
est to Jesus is simply called the “disciple” whom he loved (13:23; 20:2; 21:20).
This consistent preference for the term “disciple” rather than “apostle” gives
an egalitarian quality to John’s sense of Christian community.'°
Relationships among believers are described by several metaphors.
Some of these are taken from the family.!! Believers are called children of
God (1:12; 11:52), and after the resurrection Jesus identifies God as the Fa-
ther of believers (20:17). We have seen that people become God’s children
by being brought to new birth or faith through the message of Jesus and
the work of the Spirit. Those who call God their Father recognize that he is
the source of life and love, and that their relationship is characterized by
obedience and mutual honor (see pp. 51-52). Jesus himself is the Son of
God, and those who follow him are his brothers and sisters (20:17; 21:23).
The familial aspect of Christian community is reflected in an evocative
moment during the crucifixion. While hanging on the cross, Jesus sees his
mother and the disciple whom he loves. He says to his mother, “Woman,
here is your son,” and to the disciple, “Here is your mother” Then the dis-
ciple takes her into his own home (19:26-27). Jesus’ mother appears only
twice in this Gospel — at the wedding at Cana and at Golgotha — and in
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both places Jesus addresses her as “woman” (2:4). He uses this term for
other women, apparently without disrespect (4:21; 20:15), but it is a pecu-
liar way for a son to address his mother. By speaking to his mother this way
he makes clear that their relationship is not defined by biological kin-
ship.'? Moreover, he entrusts her to the care of his Beloved Disciple, whose
relationship to Jesus is one of faithfulness and love. Jesus brings together a
woman and a man, whose common bond is their relationship to him.
They form the nucleus of a community that is created at the cross and con-
tinues after the resurrection, when Jesus begins addressing all of his disci-
ples as his brothers and sisters.'?

These metaphors create a way of seeing people. They are translated
into a way of life when readers ask, “What does it mean to see other believ-
ers as my brothers and sisters?” Putting the question this way raises a host
of issues. People do not ordinarily choose the members of their own fami-
lies, and this is also true of the community of faith. All who acknowledge
God as their Father and Jesus as their brother have a place in the family.
Believers are connected to others whom they might or might not have cho-
sen to be their brothers and sisters. Yet relating to Jesus creates relation-
ships of faith, which are to be worked out on the basis of how one would
treat a sister or brother. For example, the Gospel shows family members
seeking help for those who are sick and grieving together in time of loss
(4:47; 11:21, 32). The same is presumably true for members of the family of
faith.

Friendship offers another perspective on community life. At the last
supper Jesus tells the disciples, “I do not call you servants any longer,” but
“I have called you friends” (15:15). In ordinary terms, friendship arises out
of common interests and values. Friends support each other, share each
other’s joys and sorrows, and maintain bonds of loyalty and affection.
Some friendships are among social equals, while others involve someone
of high social status befriending a person of lower status. Authentic friend-
ship is based on trust and truthfulness rather than deception or empty flat-
tery. By way of contrast, the disingenuous type of friendship is evident in
Pilate, who considers himself a friend of Caesar. But to maintain that
friendship — on which his career depends — Pilate abandons truth and
crucifies a man he knows to be innocent. Here friendship is reduced to
self-interest (19:12).!4

Jesus chooses his disciples to be his friends and in so doing makes them
friends with onc another (15:14-16). This suggests that friendship with Jesus
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provides a sense of dignity. He gives his followers commands withoul treat-
ing them as slaves. This is important given the message of the footwashing.
To wash the feet of others is to do the work of a slave, but this does not make
someone into a slave. Jesus washes feet in his capacity as Teacher and Lord,
and those who follow him do so in the dignity of friendship (13:14). Friend-
ship with Jesus is also based on trust and truthfulness. A slave might not be
told what the master is doing, but Jesus tells his followers what he has heard
from the Father (15:15). When translated into community life this means
that believers, as true friends, speak the truth with each other in order to
maintain the integrity of their relationships. In the end, the highest form of
love is to lay down one’s life for one’s friends (15:12). Jesus acts as the truest
of friends when he goes to his death out of love for his disciples. By calling
them to love one another as he loved them, he seeks to create a circle of
friends in which his love can be expressed (see pp. 194-95).

Finally, the image of the flock and sheepfold pictures the community in
terms of its center and boundaries. The center of the community is Jesus
the good shepherd, who has the singular role of calling and leading. All
who belong to the flock are simply sheep. Yet the flock has a sense of its
center, since all the sheep depend on the one good shepherd and follow
him (10:4). The community is also pictured as a sheepfold for which Jesus
1s the gate. This means there is a difference between the sheepfold and the
world outside, where thieves and bandits threaten the well-being of the
sheep (10:1, 8). The community has boundaries, and such boundaries
function rightly when they provide protection for those who are most vul-
nerable. The world may operate on the basis of untruth or hatred, but
these are destructive, and those within the sheepfold rightly seek to keep
them outside the boundaries of their community. Boundaries play their
proper role when they protect the sheep from the wolf, and create a sphere
in which the faithful can support each other in the face of the forces that
threaten to take away faith, life, and dignity.

Yet a gate defines the boundary withoul scaling the boundary. The gate
allows the sheep to find protection within the community without closing
them off from their surroundings. The implication is that those who are
followers of Jesus find support in the gathered community, as the sheep do
within the sheepfold, but they also live in the world. In the ordinary sense,
sheep periodically come into the fold, where they are sheltered, but they do
not spend their lives in the corral. They regularly go out into broader pas-
tures. Similarly, Jesus’ followers periodically come into the gathered com-
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munity, where they find support and help, but then they go out into the
world where life is lived. Coming into the gathered community and going
out into the world are both aspects of “abundant life” (10:9-10).

The gate imagery also distinguishes Jesus’ followers from others, while
allowing for the entry and inclusion of newcomers. It is important for the
circle of believers to have an identity that is distinct from the world; other-
wise it has nothing to offer anyone. There is no reason to belong. Yet the
community of faith must also provide for the inclusion of newcomers —
after all, the Gospel anticipates that Jesus’ followers will be sent into the
world so that others might believe (17:18-21). As the gate, Jesus distin-
guishes the community from the world, but he also is the focus for faith,
and faith is the way one enters his community. The gate creates a bound-
ary, but it is a permeable boundary.

Unity Among Believers

Unity among believers is a well-known theme in John’s Gospel.!> Before
his passion Jesus prays for “those who will believe in me” through the word
of the disciples, asking “that they may all be one” (17:20-21). The prayer
looks to life within an expanding circle of believers, which will be created
through the work of his followers after his resurrection. The concern of the
prayer is that a common faith might bring about genuine community. In
contemporary church life this portion of the prayer has been a prominent
theme for Christian ecumenism. Strategies for promoting oneness among
Christians have ranged from occasional ecumenical prayer services to the
mergers of denominations and proposals for interchurch cooperation.
Our task here is to consider what Jesus’ statement about unity might look
like within the context of John’s Gospel. Several points are significant:

First, oneness among believers comes about through the work of Jesus
and his Father. It is the fruit of divine action. Jesus pictures himself as the
good shepherd calling the sheep, who come and follow him (10:3-4). Then
he adds, “I have other sheep that are not from this fold. I must bring them
also, and they will listen to my voice; and there will be one flock, one shep-
herd” (10:16). Since Jesus is speaking to Jewish listeners, the “other sheep”
are presumably non-Jews. Jesus will “bring” people of various ethnic back-
grounds into one flock by calling them to a common faith.

Later Jesus is the one who will “gather into one” the dispersed children
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of God by dying on their behalf (11:52). The context of this comment is the
Jewish authorities’ plan to have Jesus executed in order to prevent his fol-
lowers from embarking on a revolt against Rome (11:50-51). The evangelist
comments that Jesus” death indeed brings deliverance — not from Rome
but from sin — and his death is not just for Jewish people but for all the
children of God, including non-Jews. Although the authorities assume
that putting Jesus to death will end his popularity and disperse his follow-
ers, the result is the opposite. The crucified Jesus draws people from many
backgrounds to himself (12:32). This clearly does not mean that Jesus will
draw his followers into a single geographical location. They will remain
visibly dispersed, and their oneness must be understood in another way.
The point is that people become children of God through faith (112-13),
and Jesus’ death gathers them into one by fostering this faith. It is a shared
faith that unites them, even as they remain visibly separated.

Second, focusing oneness on Jesus and his Father, rather than on any-
one else, is essential for the community’s well-being. Jesus is the good
shepherd, who calls and leads the flock. He entrusts Peter and others with
the responsibility of caring for the flock, while recognizing that no one else
can take his place (21:15-17). The Gospel recognizes that human leadership
is fallible, and when failure occurs the community can be put in jeopardy.
Jesus contrasts himself with the hired hand, who abandons the flock under
his charge in order to save his own life (10:11-14). The hired hand exempli-
fies fallible leadership, and the image is broad enough to fit the many situ-
ations in which those charged with tending the flock fall short. To focus
the community’s oneness on someone other than Jesus puts it at risk when
leadership falters. Jesus is the “one shepherd” in whom the community
finds its life and cohesion (10:16).

Similarly, oneness means being kept in the Father’s name (17:11). The
Father’s name conveys his identity and character.'® He entrusted his name
to Jesus, who kept his followers in relationship with God throughout his
earthly ministry. But after his death and resurrection, the faith relationship
will be tended by the Father himself (17:10, 12). The prayer recognizes that
the world is not a neutral place. The powers at work within it will seek to
draw the faithful away from the Father and the Son whom he sent (17:14-
15). Therefore, the Father sends the Spirit, who discloses his presence and
that of the risen Christ to the community (see pp. 149-51). The commu-
nity’s oneness comes from God and is expressed as its members bear wit-
ness to the Father and Son who are at its center.
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Third, Christian unity is not an end in itself. It is a form of witness to
those outside the community.!” When Jesus prays, he asks that those who
come to faith “may all be one . . . in order that the world may believe that
you have sent me” (17:21). Again, he asks “that they may become com-
pletely one, in order that the world may know that you have sent me and
have loved them even as you have loved me” (17:23). This recognizes that
the Father and Son relate to each other in love and extend their love to oth-
ers. God communicates his love by sending the Son into the world to bring
the world back into relationship (3:16). Those in the Christian community
share this bond of love, and their relationships with each other bear wit-
ness that the love they receive from God is real. Yet love within the com-
munity is not an end in itself, for by living out the love of God in oneness
with each other, the faithful call the wider world to know the love of God.

So how is this unity expressed within the context of John’s Gospel? The
oneness of the Father and Son is grounded in love and expressed in giving
for the sake of others. Jesus makes this strikingly plain as he washes the dis-
ciples’ feet out of love for them and then goes to his death out of love and
obedience to the Father (13:1; 14:31). Here is where believers find the basis
and pattern of unity within their community (17:11, 21, 23). Visible unity
occurs when Christians bear witness to the love of God by their words and
by serving one another. The footwashing is emblematic of Christian unity.
Jesus told his followers to wash one another’s feet and to love one another
in order that others might know of that love (13:34-35). Later, he prays that
they might be one in order that the world might know of the love that
comes from God (17:23). Jesus’ new commandment and his prayer for
unity point to the same thing. Oneness is made visible in the common wit-
ness Christians make to Christ through their words and in the kind of service
exemplified by footwashing.

Community Organization

John’s Gospel does not link Christian unity to a specific pattern of organi-
zation, It does not translate the oneness of the Father and the Son into uni-
fied structures of church governance or administration. Other Christian
writings may refer to apostles, bishops, and deacons, while elders are men-
tioned in the Johannine Epistles and other texts (e.g., 2 John 1; 3 John 1).
But the Gospel itself does not include a specific pattern for church order.*®
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What the Gospel does picture is a group of “disciples” accompanying Je-
sus. What they are called to do is true for the community as a whole. When
Jesus tells them Lo love one another, to wash feet, and to bear witness, the
assumption is that this is the calling of every follower of Jesus. The disci-
ples contribute to Christian unity by bearing witness to Jesus and exempli-
fying the kind of love and service he commends.

The images for the community that were considered above stress the
importance of each person’s connection to Jesus. They are brothers and
sisters, friends, sheep in the same flock, and branches of the one true vine.
Even when the Gospel focuses on specific disciples, it emphasizes each per-
son’s relationship to Jesus.'® The Beloved Disciple represents the ideal fol-
lower of Jesus. He is known for his closeness to Jesus at the last supper, his
place at the cross where he is entrusted with the care of Jesus’ mother, and
his faith at the empty tomb (13:22-26; 19:26-27; 20:8). Yet he is simply called
a “disciple,” and his role is that of a faithful witness to Jesus (21:24).

Peter also fits this pattern. Sometimes he is pictured as the spokesper-
son for the disciples (6:68), and elsewhere he has the Beloved Disciple
speak to Jesus for him, as at the last supper (13:24). He sometimes voices
his faith but later denies his relationship to Jesus three times, and is slow to
believe after the resurrection (18:15-18, 25-27; 20:3-10), Peter is finally asked
three times about his love for Jesus, and he affirms it each time. Such a
bond of love is central not only for Peter but for all disciples. The principal
command Jesus gives Peter is “Follow me,” and this same call is given to all
members of Jesus’ flock (10:4; 21:19, 22). The commands to feed and tend
the sheep are the specific forms that his discipleship will take, yet Peter
does not become the center of the community. The flock belongs to Jesus,
who calls them “my lambs” and “my sheep” (21:15-19).

The Fourth Gospel leaves the question of community organization
open. The Gospel centers the common life of believers in Jesus and em-
phasizes the common callings of loving service and witness. As the faith
community develops various patterns and structures, John’s Gospel calls it
to consider its life in light of this centered and egalitarian vision.?°

The Worship of God in Jesus

Worship is integral to the community of faith, John’s Gospel does not give
detailed directives for worship but emphasizes its focus. Worship is di-
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rected toward God the Father, who is made known in Jesus his Son. In the
prologue, Jesus is pictured as the sanctuary in which God is present. In
him God’s Word became flesh and dwelt or made his tent (eskénosen)
among people (1:14). This makes Jesus analogous to the dwelling or tent
(skéne) that was the focus for worship in ancient Israel. The second half of
the book of Exodus describes the tent-sanctuary in which God used to re-
veal his glory (Exod. 40:34). Now his glory has been revealed in the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus, so that divine glory is centered in a person
rather than a structure.

The human response to what God has done takes the form of a corpo-
rate confession of faith: “we beheld his glory” (John 1:14, 16). If the com-
munity’s sanctuary is Jesus, then worship means confessing what God
gives in Jesus: “from his fullness we have all received grace upon grace”
(1:16). Many people saw Jesus, but not all saw the glory of God in him.
Many also saw him crucified, but they did not discern the glory of divine
love or grace there. To confess that in giving himself Jesus gives the fullness
of divine love and grace — this is central to the community’s worship, ac-
cording to John’s prologue.

Temple imagery also contributes to a sense of worship. Jesus calls the
Jerusalem temple his Father’s house (2:16). Although God was not con-
fined to the temple, it was there that he made his name to dwell (1 Kings
8:27-30). The Jerusalem temple was first built by Solomon, then rebuilt af-
ter the exile, and eventually remodeled in Roman times, but it always stood
at the same location. There were not to be different sanctuaries situated
throughout the country, for the temple was uniquely the place of God’s
presence. The temple was also where sacrifices were made. John’s descrip-
tion of the cattle, sheep, and doves being marketed in the outer court re-
minds readers that the temple was the one place in Israel where sacrifices
could be offered (John 2:14). When atonement for sin was needed, people
were to come to the sanctuary. In a dramatic action, Jesus drives the mer-
chants out of the temple. When bystanders demand a sign to show his au-
thority for doing this, he replies, “Destroy this temple and in three days I
will raise it up” (John 2:19). The narrator explains that Jesus speaks about
“the temple of his body” (2:21).

For John, the body of the crucified and risen Jesus takes on the func-
tions of the temple, and this has several implications for worship: First,
those who seek God are now pointed to a person rather than a building.?!
By turning to the crucified and risen Jesus, people turn to God his Father
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(12:45;14:9). Second, we have already noted that Jesus is the sacrificial Lamb,
who takes away the sin of the world (1:29; see pp. 112-17). Now he is por-
trayed as the temple in which the sacrifice is made. The result, however, is
the same. Sin is removed through the crucified and risen Jesus. The implica-
tion is that the worshiping community attests to what Jesus has done by di-
recting those in need of atonement to put their faith in him. Third, there
was only one temple in Israel. The same is true of the Christian community.
Jesus is the temple in whom true worship of God is centered.

Jesus’ conversation with the Samaritan woman continues the theme.
The woman recalls that Jews and Samaritans traditionally differed on the
location of worship. She asks whether true worship is to be lodged in Jeru-
salem, following Jewish practice, or on the mountain in Samaria, where
her fathers worshiped (4:20). Jesus, however, reframes the question. Rather
than defining worship by the tradition of “the fathers” as the woman does,
Jesus shifts the focus. He speaks about worship of “the Father,” who seeks
people to worship him (4:21, 23). Worship is defined by its center.

The new dimension in this conversation is the Spirit. Jesus says that in
the hour that is coming, worship will not be tied to Jerusalem or the Sa-
maritan mountain. Rather, it will be characterized by “Spirit and truth”
(4:23). Jesus does not say that the drawback to worship in Jerusalem or Sa-
maria is that people in those places are preoccupied with outward ceremo-
nies. He does not argue that true worship is a purely inward matter that
has nothing to do with externals. The point is that true worship comes
about through God’s Spirit, which will be sent by the crucified and risen
Jesus.?? Therefore, we might capitalize the word “Spirit” in Jesus’ conversa-
tion with the Samaritan woman, because he speaks of the worship that
God’s Spirit brings about. If the word “spirit” remains in the lower case in
Jesus’ remarks to the woman, then it points to the faith that the Spirit of
God evokes. What is born of God’s Spirit is the new “spirit” that is faith
(3:6). According to John, true worship expresses the spirit of faith that is
given by the Spirit of God.

Jesus does not describe the form that such worship should take. In-
stead, his words present a criterion by which forms of worship can be as-
sessed. Worship that is true bears witness to the God who is true. Jesus re-
fers to worshiping “the Father,” and throughout the Gospel those who
know God as Father do so through Jesus his Son. God is not known as Fa-
ther in isolation, He is identified this way in relation to the Son whom he
sent. The spiritual — or Spiritual — aspect of worship brings people to the
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center of faith. Where worship directs people to the God made known in
Jesus it is consistent with the Spirit’s action and can be called “true.”

Baptism and Lord’s Supper

Baptism is one of the specific practices of the Christian community. We
have already explored some of its theological dimensions. For the Fourth
Evangelist, baptism is associated with the work of the Spirit and it binds
people to Jesus (see pp. 140-41). Traditionally, baptism is also identified
with cleansing. This may play a theological role in John’s Gospel, but if so
it comes indirectly. The evangelist links cleansing most directly to the
death of Jesus. This is evident in the opening scenes, where John the Bap-
tist’s use of water is the occasion for revealing Jesus as the Lamb of God
who takes away sin (1:26).

The Gospel later notes that purification was a concern for Jewish peo-
ple. The jars at Cana held water for Jewish cleansing rites, and purification
was a topic of debate (2:6; 3:25). People could be made unclean by bodily
emissions and contact with unclean things. Although being unclean did
not necessarily arise from sin according to this tradition, the Fourth Gos-
pel reframes the issue. The water used for cleansing is transformed into the
wine that reveals Jesus’ glory (2:11). The debates about purification thus
lead to the idea that people receive baptism from the disciples of the
Christ, who comes from above (3:26-30). This takes the question of cleans-
ing to a different level. The issue is not physical uncleanness but separation
from God. And the response is not simply washing, but God acting
through Jesus and the Spirit. If baptism is understood to cleanse, it does so
because it binds people to Jesus, the one in whom relationships with God
are restored.

The footwashing scene develops this idea. We have seen that the
footwashing is an act of love and that it anticipates the crucifixion, when
Jesus will give his love fully by giving his life (see pp. 110-12). The
footwashing points primarily to Jesus’ crucifixion rather than to baptism.
This is also reflected in Jesus’ cryptic comment, “One who has bathed does
not need to wash, except for his feet, but is entirely clean. And you people
are clean, but not every one of you” (13:10). This verse assumes that the dis-
ciples have bathed with water prior to the meal, as was customary, so the
need for footwashing must point to a different kind of cleansing. This is
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the cleansing that comes from divine love. The disciples do not need an-
other bath, but they do need the sacrificial love of Jesus, which the
footwashing signifies. Connections with baptism are perhaps suggestive,
but are not made explicit.>

Cleansing is finally linked to Jesus’ death by the water flowing from his
side at his crucifixion (19:34). The evangelist observes that the Jewish au-
thorities want the bodies of Jesus and the others removed from the crosses
before sundown, presumably because their corpses threaten to defile peo-
ple (19:31; Deut. 21:22-23), When a soldier pierces Jesus’ side, however, wa-
ter and blood come out, giving the scene an ironic turn. Instead of defiling,
the water suggestively identifies Jesus as a source of cleansing. An earlier
passage also identified the water flowing from Jesus as an image of the
Spirit (John 7:37-39). The scene at the cross is evocative and not explicitly
baptismal.?* What might be said is that its connection to the themes of wa-
ter and Spirit suggests that baptism becomes significant through the Spirit
that binds people to Jesus, who was lifted up in death (3:5, 14-15, 22-30).

The Lord’s Supper plays an important role in most Christian communi-
ties, but what John’s Gospel says about it is disputed. The other gospels and
Paul say that during the last supper Jesus gave his disciples bread saying,
“This is my body,” and a cup of wine saying, “This is my blood” (Matt.
26:26-28; Mark 14:22-24; Luke 22:19-20; 1 Cor. 11:23-25). Many find it sur-
prising that John’s account of the last supper does not include this sharing
of the bread and cup. Earlier, however, Jesus feeds the five thousand with
bread and fish, identifies himself as the bread of life, and then says,

Very truly I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and
drink his blood, you have no life in you. Those who eat my flesh and
drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last
day; for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink. Those who
eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them (John

6:53-56).

The question is whether this passage relates to the Lord’s Supper and if so,
what it might mean.?

Interpretation can best be done by identifying primary and secondary
levels of meaning, On a primary level this passage points to the need to
partake of the crucified Jesus through faith. After calling himself the bread
of life Jesus adds, what “l will give for the life of the world is my flesh”
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(6:51). He gives his flesh by dying, and he does this “for” the world by lay-
ing down his life as the good shepherd does (10:11, 155 11:50). He goes on to
speak not only of his flesh but also of his blood, which is given for others in
his crucifixion (6:53; 19:34).

People partake of the crucified Jesus through faith. On a primary level
to eat is to believe, and the centrality of faith is clear in the discourse. Jesus
says that the work of God is that people believe, that those who believe in
the bread of life do not hunger or thirst, and that those who believe have
eternal life and will be raised at the last day (6:29, 35, 40, 47). He repeats
this same idea by using the image of eating, saying that those who eat of
him have eternal life and will be raised on the last day (6:54). Eating is a
vivid way to speak about believing in the crucified Jesus.

On a secondary level, many interpreters connect this passage with the
words that Jesus spoke over the bread and cup at the last supper according
to other New Testament writers. Although John does not recount the
words over the bread and cup in his passion narrative, he might have ex-
pected his readers to be familiar with that tradition. Hiuts of this might be
apparent in his account of the feeding the five thousand, which says that
Jesus took bread, gave thanks, and gave it to the people, much as Jesus did
with the bread at the last supper according to the other gospels (6:11).
Moreover, the idea that people are to eat his flesh and drink his blood is
absolutely horrific unless one is used to hearing that Christians eat and
drink of Jesus’ body and blood through bread and wine. So when read in
light of the broader tradition, the words in John 6 seem to affirm that par-
taking of Jesus through the bread and cup brings eternal life.

The passage also critiques the idea that simply eating bread, apart from
faith, brings eternal life. Note that Jesus says that those who eat of his flesh
and blood have eternal life and abide in him. Yet it seems clear that this
does not happen automatically by partaking of a meal. In this chapter Jesus
takes bread, gives thanks, and gives it to a group of people. They eat it, to
be sure, yet they do not abide in Jesus as one would expect. By the end of
the chapter they are offended by Jesus and turn away from him (6:60, 66).
Moreover, John specifically says that Judas receives bread from Jesus at the
last supper, but when Judas takes the bread, Satan enters him and he de-
parts into the night (13:18-30). Again, simply sharing in the meal does not
mean abiding in Jesus.

Theological coherence requires keeping faith as the primary level of
meaning and questions about the Lord’s Supper as the secondary level. At
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the primary level, the bread of life is Jesus, who gives his flesh for the world
through crucifixion. The implications concerning the Lord’s Supper con-
stitute a secondary level that requires moving beyond the literary context
of John’s Gospel. When it is read in light of the wider tradition, one can say
that eating the bread in the Lord’s Supper is meaningful because it presents
the crucified Jesus to people. At the primary level, eating is a vivid way to
speak about believing. By extension, eating the bread in the Lord’s Supper
is life-giving as an act of faith.?®

Jesus as the Way in a Pluralistic World

Jesus calls people out of the world and into the faith community, then
sends them back into the world. This interplay between separation from
the world and engagement with the world stems from the work of Jesus
himself. John speaks of a world that is hostile to its Creator and of God
sending his Son into the world to bear witness to the truth. Jesus encoun-
ters the world as someone “other,” who can speak to the world precisely be-
cause he is different (see pp. 27-29). The same is true of his disciples. Jesus
calls people out of the world, bringing them to the faith that sets them
apart (15:19; 17:14-16). Yet he also sends them into the world in order to call
others to faith (17:18; 20:21). Separation from the world is the basis for en-
gagement with the world, just as love within the community is a form of
witness to those outside it — in order that the world may believe (13:34-35;
17:20-23).%7

Following Jesus in the world is complex, despite the apparent simplic-
ity of sayings such as “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one
comes to the Father except through me” (14:6). For many, this is one of
Christianity’s most essential teachings. It is heard as the good news that
through Jesus Christ one may relate rightly to God. But for others the idea
that Jesus is the way is uncomfortably narrow. It is heard as an expression
of Christian exclusivity that is awkward at best and dangerous at worstin a
pluralistic world.?® A large part of the problem arises from the repeated
use of the word “the” in Jesus’ statement. Many objections presumably
would fade if the passage read, “I am a way, and a truth, and a life.” For Je-
sus to be “a way” among other ways and “a truth” among other truths
would be a modest claim that would probably elicit little opposition from
those outside the Christian fold. Moreover, referring to Jesus as “a way”
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would ease the discomfort of those within the Christian community who
want to avoid the impression that Christianity is exclusivistic. The diffi-
culty is that the word “the” stubbornly appears before each of the three
terms “way,” “truth,” and “life,” in Greek as well as in English. Understand-
ing the passage involves coming to terms with its particularity, and the best
way to do this is to think it through in the context of John’s Gospel itself.

Human Context

Jesus identifies himself as the way in John 14:6a, then explains what this
means by making a statement about the human condition: “no one comes
to the Father” (14:6b). This comment is in a sense one of the Gospel’s most
inclusive claims, since the context makes clear that “no one” actually in-
cludes everyone. The assumption is that all people are separated from God.
To say that “no one comes to the Father” assumes that all people are sepa-
rated from the Father — otherwise there would be no need to come to
him. This separation from God arises from human sin, and sin figures into
the condition of every human being. To say that no one comes to the Fa-
ther means that sin separates everyone from the Father.

Humanity’s separation from God is a persistent theme in John’s Gos-
pel. When speaking of God’s word, the prologue declares that “he was in
the world, and the world came into being through him, yet the world did
not know him” (1:10). Throughout the Gospel Jesus addresses listeners
who do not know God, who have never heard God’s voice and have never
seen God’s form (5:27; 7:28; 8:19). Jesus says to his opponents, “You are
from below, I am from above; you are of this world, I am not of this world,”
and “T told you that you would die in your sins” (8:23-24). Therefore, when
the Son of God crosses the divide and enters the world, the world hates
him because he testifies that its works are evil (7:7). The statement that “no
one comes to the Father” (14:6b) points to humanity’s estrangement from
God.

Because separation from God is a fundamentally human problem, it af-
fects Jesus’ followers as well as his foes. The disciples do not show the same
kind of animosity that Jesus’ opponents do, but the context reveals that
separation from God is an issue for all people. Jesus addresses his followers
in the same way that he previously addressed his adversaries when he tells
them, “as T said to the Jews” who have shown opposition, “so now I say to
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you” who belong to the inner circle: “Where I am going, you cannot come”
(13:33). At a fundamental level the disciples are in the same position as the
Pharisees and temple police who tried to arrest Jesus (7:34; 8:21): none of
them has any innate ability to go where Jesus goes.

The portrayal of individual disciples at the last supper reinforces the
sense that Jesus addresses a fundamentally human problem. Peter protests,
“Lord, why can I not follow you now? I will lay down my life for you”
(13:37). In reply Jesus discloses that Peter will deny him three times (13:37-
38). When Peter, in the high priest’s courtyard, denies that he is Jesus’ disci-
ple, he shows that he shares the condition that manifests itself in Jesus’
Jewish opponents. Earlier in the Gospel some of the Jewish leaders were
asked whether they wanted to be included among Jesus’ disciples, and they
denied it, as Peter did (9:27-28). Next, Thomas interrupts Jesus by declar-
ing, “Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the
way?” (14:5). Jesus was going to God, and Thomas’s inability to understand
this recalls the incomprehension that Jesus’ adversaries showed earlier
when they asked, “Where does this man intend to go that we will not find
him?” and “What does he mean by saying . . . “‘Where I am you cannot
come?”” (7:35-36; 8:22). Finally Philip says, “Lord, show us the Father, and
we will be satisfied” (14:8). His words echo previous scenes in which Jesus’
Jewish opponents demanded to know, “Where is your Father?” (8:19). Ac-
cordingly, Jesus’ response is poignant: “Have [ been with you all this time,
Philip, and you still do not know me?” (14:9).

The words “no one comes to the Father” (14:6b) level the distinctions
between people by directing attention to the separation from God that all
human beings share. This negative assessment of humanity’s situation un-
derlies the Gospel’s positive presentation of Jesus as the way. John does not
identify Jesus as the way in order to close off relationships with God, but to
open up relationships with God where sin has created separation (14:6a).
The word “except” in the phrase “except by me” (14:6¢) means that the cat-
egorical judgment that “no one comes to the Father” is not the last word
(14:6b). “Except” is like a window that lets light into a closed room. It fits
what the Gospel says about Christ coming as light into a world of darkness
(1:5, 9 3:19) and serving as the door or gate that enables people to enter
God’s sheepfold (10:7-10). Rather than restricting access to God the word
“except” creates access to God.
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Jesus as the Way

Calling Jesus “the way” can best be understood by noting that Jesus spoke
about going the way himself before he spoke about being the way for others.
Jesus’ own journey is mentioned repeatedly in John 13-14, and his words
can be taken on two levels. First, we can consider the destination. During
his public ministry Jesus speaks of going to the one who sent him (7:33-34).
Bystanders in the story find these remarks opaque, but John gives readers
enough information to know that God sent Jesus (5:23-24; 6:38-39). There-
fore, when Jesus speaks of going to the one who sent him, readers under-
stand that he refers to his return to the Father. Similarly, the comments
that introduce John’s account of the last supper repeat that Jesus has come
from God and is going to God (13:1, 3). After piquing the disciples’ curios-
ity about where he is going, Jesus tells of preparing a place for them in his
Father’s house with its many rooms (14:2-4). Readers who follow these
cues will respond to the question, “Where is Jesus going?” (13:36; 14:5) by
saying, “He is going to God.”

Second, we must note the route that Jesus will take. He speaks about
where he is going in contexts that mention the prospect of arrest and the
coming “hour” of the passion (7:30, 34; 8:20-21). When the evangelist later
tolls the hour of Jesus’ return to the Father, readers learn that the path Je-
sus follows will pass through betrayal (13:1-2). After Judas leaves the com-
pany of disciples and plunges into the night in order to carry out the be-
trayal, Jesus speaks about glorification and going where no one else can go
(13:30-33). According to John’s Gospel, Jesus’ glorification and return to
the Father take place through his dying and rising (12:23-24). These cues in
the text enable readers to respond to the question, “Where is Jesus going?”
by saying, “He is going the way of the cross.”?°

John 14 begins by identifying Jesus’ destination as his Father’s house,
but when Jesus introduces the term “way” in the statement “You know the
way where [ am going” (14:4), he focuses attention on the way of crucifix-
ion and resurrection that will lead to that destination. As the narrative un-
folds, Jesus goes to the garden where he is arrested, then to the high priest’s
house where he is questioned, and then to the headquarters of the Roman
governor where he is scourged. He follows the way out of the city, bearing
his own cross, and is crucified at Golgotha. Death and entombment are
followed by resurrection — and all of this belongs to the way by which he
returns to the Father (20:17). Jesus says “I am the way” (14:6) after he has
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spoken about going the way himself (14:4). By going the way of the cross
and resurrection he comes to embody the way of the cross and resurrec-
tion. To call Jesus “the way” is to call him “the Crucified and Risen One.”

Asking “For whom is Jesus the way?” means considering the prior
question, “For whom did Jesus go the way?” or more pointedly, “For whom
did Christ die?” According to John’s Gospel, Jesus went the way of the cross
for all people, not just for some people. In the opening chapter John the
Baptist announces “the way of the Lord” (1:23) by pointing to “the Lamb of
God who takes away the sin of the world” (1:29). Using the term “world”
emphasizes the scope of Christ’s mission. Christ sacrificed himself for all
because sin, which separates people from God, is part of the human condi-
tion. And the conviction that Christ dies for the sake of the world is under-
scored by the sign above the cross, which proclaims Christ’s identity in He-
brew, Latin, and Greek for all the world to see (19:20).

The way of the cross is the way of divine love. It was because “God so
loved the world that he gave his only Son” to suffer, die, and rise, “so that
whoever believes in him might not perish but have eternal life” (3:16).
When Jesus reveals God by going the way of the cross, he manifests God’s
love for a world alienated from its Creator. Love takes this particular form
because the greatest expression of love is to lay down one’s life on behalf of
someone else (15:13). Accordingly, Jesus went to the cross not only to show
his own love for his followers (13:1) bul also to reveal the love of the God
who sent him in order that the world’s relationship with God might be re-
stored (3:16).

The particular and the universal aspects of the Gospel’s message are
counterparts to each other and must be heard together. On the universal
side, the Gospel assumes that sin separates all people from God. This is un-
derstood to be a basic dimension of the human condition. Given only hu-
man capacities, “no one comes to the Father.” And in such a situation, the
action needed to restore relationships must be taken from God’s side. No
one has any innate ability to overcome the separation and go to the Father,
but the Father can do what human beings cannot by providing the way.

This is where the particular aspect of the message comes in. When Je-
sus says, “T Am the way and the truth and the life,” he speaks of a gift that
God extends to human beings through Jesus’ death and resurrection. Jesus
can be called “the way” for others because he has gone the way of death
and resurrection himself. This is central to John’s theological vision. Jesus
does not become the way by offering information about God but by con-
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veying the love that comes from God. It is not a general idea of love but
God’s particular act of love that is at the heart of this Gospel. And God’s
act of love reaches its goal when it evokes faith, for faith is the restoration
of relationship with God.

The Fourth Gospel presents a particular message with a universal
scope. At the beginning of our study we noted that the evangelist wrote in
a world of varied religious traditions. The people depicted in this Gospel
have different ideas about God, and their viewpoints often conflict. John is
no stranger to interreligious controversy (see pp. 25-26). In this context, he
seeks to show that God is known in a definitive way through what God has
done in Jesus. John can speak to the pluralistic world in which his readers
live because he has something particular to offer. To make the message less
particular would mean making the love of God less radical, since the evan-
gelist understands that divine love is definitively conveyed through the
crucified and risen Messiah. At the same time, John understands that
God’s love is given in this particular way for the sake of the world (3:16).
This means that the Gospel writer cannot say, “Jesus is the way for me but
not for you.” To say that would to be to say that “the love of God is for me
but not for you,” or that “Jesus went the way of the cross and resurrection
for me but not for you.” The Jesus of John’s Gospel sends his followers into
the world. There they meet human beings who, like themselves, have no
innate ability to generate relationships with God. What the followers of Je-
sus bring is what they themselves have received: the message of the cruci-
form love of God that calls any and all to faith and life. This is the purpose
for which John’s Gospel was written (20:31).
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