Gospel of John


Turn to John 21.  Today we will look at the Gospel of John.  Let’s start with a few basics about the book.  [Slide 2] Who wrote John?  21:24  An eyewitness.  V.20 calls him the “disciple who Jesus loved.”  The Beloved Disciple is mentioned several times in the gospel at the Last Supper, the Cross and the Resurrection.  The gospel never uses his name, but other ancient writers identify him as the Apostle John – the Son of Zebedee – who was still living at the end of the 1st Century in the city of Ephesus.  The gospel may have been written late in the Century around the time of Revelation, but could have been written earlier perhaps before John was exiled to Patmos.  [Slide 3] Why did John write the gospel?  He tells us back in Chapter 20:30-31.  The signs (or miracles) in this book are written so we might believe Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and by believing have life in his name.  This verse is a good theme scripture for the whole gospel.  Signs, believing in Jesus and life are each emphasized again and again in the gospel.  John carefully selected a group of signs/miracles by Jesus.  From these we believe he is the Christ, the Son of God – the identity of Jesus is a central theme in the gospel.  Finally, from Jesus, we have life – the word life or eternal life appears many times in the gospel.     


[Slide 4] Unlike the Synoptic Gospels which refer to many miracles of Jesus, John picks 7 miracles and tells us the stories and the teaching of Jesus with the miracles in greater detail than most of the miracle stories in the Synoptics.  The 7 miracles:  Water into Wine (John 2); Healing of the Nobleman’s Son (John 4); Healing of the Invalid (John 5); Feeding of the 5,000 (John 6); Walking on Water (John 6); Healing of the Blind Man (John 9) and Raising Lazarus from the dead (John 13).   Each of these show a different aspect of Jesus power.  The Healing of the Invalid, the Blind Man and the Raising of Lazarus also bring Jesus into increasing conflict with the authorities that lead inevitably to the cross.  


[Slide 5] Turn to John 3.  “Believing” is another key theme of John.  The word means more than simply intellectual belief and also means to place your trust in someone like when we say “I believe in you.”  Let’s read 3:16 together out loud.  Many people know this verse and think it means all you have to do is believe with your mind and nothing more.  But believe means more than that.  Let’s keep reading.  :17-21.  As we can see here, believing also means coming into the light – you leave the darkness of sin – you repent.  Those who do not believe and are condemned are those who remain in the darkness – they don’t want their sins exposed.   John 8:30-32 is another verse where Jesus clearly expects people who “believe” to also hold to his word - obey his teaching.  


[Slide 6] Believing in Jesus gives us eternal life as Jesus told Nicodemus in 3:16.  He also prayed the same thing in John 17:3.  Jesus is the bread of life from John 6:35.  Peter affirms Jesus has the words of eternal life in 6:68.  Jesus gives us the abundant life or life to the full from 10:10.  The resurrection and the life from 11:25.  The way, the truth and the life from 14:7.   True, abundant, eternal life is what we have in Jesus in contrast to the empty way of life of the world and the darkness of sin and unbelief.


[Slide 7] In many ways, the Gospel of John is quite different from the other 3 gospels.  Mat, Mark and Luke are similar in many respects and probably influenced each other in the writing of their gospels.  They were probably written within a few years of each other in the 50s and 60s.  However, John was written 20 or 30 years later and is unlike the other 3.  John has only a few episodes from Jesus life in common with the Synoptic Gospels - primarily the day in which Jesus fed the 5,000 and walked on water and then the Passion Week.  John has none of the parables which are so characteristic of Jesus teaching in the Synoptics.  John has very little of the Galillean ministry of Jesus so prominent in the Synoptics.  John does not include much of the ethical teaching of Jesus featured in the Sermon on the Mount from Mat or the Sermon on the Plain of Luke.  Most of Jesus speeches in John are debates and teaching about the signs, belief in Jesus and eternal life as we have already discussed.  John does not have the birth story, the baptism of Jesus, a geneology or the trial before Caiphas.     


Some scholars believe John did this on purpose, i.e. he knew, and assumed his readers knew, one or more of the Synoptic Gospels and so John instead provided supplemental material about Jesus lacking from those gospels.  In this way, John’s account of Jesus weaves its way around the stories already told in the Synoptics and therefore does not overlap with them much.  I think it’s pretty cool since it means we have a more complete picture of Jesus.  We have additional information.


[Slide 8] A big part of the gospel of John is who Jesus is – the fancy term for this is Christology.  Like the 7 signs, the gospel contains 7 great “I am” statements by Jesus.   Jesus says “I am”:  the bread of life (6:35); the light of the world (8:12 & 9:5); the good shepherd (10:11, 14); the resurrection and the life (11:25); the way, the truth and the life (14:6); the true vine (15:1) and most amazing of all, “before Abraham was, I AM (John 8:58) evoking the very name of God from the OT.  John also emphasizes Jesus’ divinity – “The Word was God’ (John 1:1); “I and the Father are One” (John 10:30); “he who has seen me has seen the Father” (14:9) and Thomas exclamation “My Lord and my God” (20:28).   The Jesus we believe in is like no one else who ever lived!  He is the Word who became flesh and dwelt among us (1:14).    


[Slide 9] The emphasis on Jesus divinity is another difference between John and the Synoptic Gospels.  Mat, Mark and Luke all teach Jesus is the Son of God, but do not include the bold statements from John by Jesus himself like “before Abraham was, I AM” or “I and the Father are one”.  These statements stir up increasing controversy with the Jewish leadership in Jerusalem and seem to play a major role in provoking them to kill Jesus.  This is consistent with Mark 14:62 and the reaction of Caiphas to Jesus admitting he is the Son of God, but John provides several previous incidents in which Jesus claims about himself, along with several of his miracles, lay a foundation of increasing tension with the authorities.   Modern scholarship (mostly people who don’t believe the Bible is the Word of God) claim Jesus never claimed to be the Son of God, but only the “Son of Man” since that term is used much more frequently in the Synoptics.  They theorize the “myth” or “legend” of Jesus grew bigger and bigger in the years after his death.  This is why, according to this theory, the Synoptic Gospels – written few decades after Jesus - contain some claims about Jesus divinity, but the gospel of John – written a couple of decades later, contain even more about Jesus divinity.  This modern theory would thus claim many statements in John about Jesus divinity are “ahistorical” – which is a fancy term for not really true.  This theory has certain problems:  (1) the letters of Paul clearly demonstrate Jesus’ divinity was a well established Christian belief in the 50s and not some developing legend, and (2) John was written by an eyewitness and other historical sources indicate this was John the Apostle.  He did not make this stuff up.  We also believe by faith that John is the Word of God.  


[Slide 10] We believe the gospel of John is true and not fiction, but we still have the interesting question why Mat, Mark and Luke left out the amazing statements of divinity by Jesus we find in John.  My own theory is the early Jewish disciples knew this was a controversial subject for Jews and may have down played divinity in favor of proclaiming Jesus as the Messiah.  Accepting Jesus as Messiah was an easier concept for the Jews to grasp.  The sermons of Peter and Stephen in the Book of Acts contain no clear reference to Jesus being divine, but rather emphasize him as Messiah.  The (early) Book of James also omits any clear reference to the divinity of Jesus.  I think perhaps they emphasized Jesus as Messiah to be as relatable as possible to Jewish listeners.  Acts 20 suggests James and the Jerusalem Church remained highly sensitive to Jewish feelings in the late 50s when Paul came there.  The Synoptic gospels grew out of these early years and how Jesus was presented originally to Jewish audiences (even if Mark & Luke were written for more for Gentiles).  John was written much later probably in Ephesus (a Gentile city) decades after Jerusalem was destroyed.  Perhaps John no longer felt the need to be as sensitive to Jewish feelings and therefore was not shy about including the unfettered claims of Jesus.  Certainly the Holy Spirit wanted us to have these incredible statements before the Apostolic Age of writing inspired Scripture came to a close.  


[Slide 10] One more issue I wanted to discuss.  Turn to John 8.   Starting with Chapter 7:53 and continuing through 8:11, we have the famous story of the Woman Caught in Adultery.   [See the brackets.]  Like Gary said last week about the final verses of Mark, the oldest manuscripts do not contain this story.  This leads many scholars (even some Bible believing scholars) to think the story of the Woman Caught in Adultery was not originally here when John wrote his gospel, but was added later.  On the other hand, several ancient sources refer to the story and a majority of ancient manuscripts do contain it and some folks (Alan Rouse) believe we should go with the “majority” rather than the “oldest” manuscripts as most reliable.  All ancient manuscripts of the Bible are handwritten and none of them are perfect.  They all may have some degree of “corruption” from the original text.  Words, phrases and longer readings may have been accidentially left out in the copying process or accidentally added as commentary and later copied as part of the text.  Such variations in the text are no big deal.  Most of the debated text is very minor.  The Woman Caught in Adultery and the final verses of Mark are the only passages of any length that scholars question.  Even if not originally part of John, the WCinA could still be true and folks wanted to remember it.  To me it does not matter.  Even if you remove this story and the final verses of Mark and a few other phrases or verses that scholars question, 90% of the NT text would remain and everything important we believe about Jesus and Christianity would be completely unaffected.  I say all of that to say don’t let anyone rattle your faith with this kind of stuff.  Our faith is still based on the solid testimony and teaching of the apostles preserved here.  [Slide 11] The gospel of John tells enough about Jesus his miracles and teaching so that we can put our faith and trust in Jesus as the Son of God and by so believing have eternal life.  John tells us he was actually there and his testimony is trustworthy and true.  Amen.  Pray.
