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Author’s Preface  
It would be hard to overestimate the influence of John’s Gospel on the history of the Church. Over the 

centuries of Christian history, individual followers of Jesus Christ have turned to the Fourth Gospel for 
encouragement, edification, and reassurance in their faith. Theologians have found in the elevated 
christology of John’s Gospel  one of the highest and fullest expressions of who Jesus is in the entire Bible. 
Historians who study the early Church have debated whether and to what extent the Johannine Christians 
formed an isolated community, and whether or not they differed substantially in belief and practice from 
early mainstream Christianity. 

Above all this, and sometimes in spite of it, the Fourth Gospel stands as a monumental literary work of 
incredible genius in its own right. Any Bible student who has taken more than a superficial glance at John’s 
Gospel realizes it is filled with language, metaphor, and imagery which grips the readers and transports him 
or her to the world of the Evangelist. At the same time the text engages the reader with a subtle pressure to 
adopt the viewpoint of the Evangelist about who Jesus is, forcing the reader to see the decision for or 
against Jesus Christ as an either/or which ultimately determines one’s eternal destiny. As the characters in 
the narrative choose to follow Jesus Christ and thus choose eternal life (like the Samaritan woman and the 
royal official from Capernaum in chapter 4 and the man born blind in chapter 9), or reject him and choose 
eternal darkness (like the obtuse paralytic in chapter 5 or the Pharisees at the end of chapter 9), so the 
reader of the Gospel is also drawn to make this incalculable choice.  

The Gospel of John has fascinated me for years, since as an undergraduate student I committed to 
memory the entire Fourth Gospel in the New American Standard Bible. Later, as a faculty member at Dallas 
Seminary, I taught an elective course in the Fourth Gospel for the first time in the spring semester of 1980. 
One thing led to another, and the need to provide class notes for my students in this elective course, which 
has been offered about every two years since, led to the ever-growing file of information I have collected on 
John’s Gospel. The present work, in fact, owes its origin to those class notes, edited and improved through 
countless revisions and updates. Since the course was originally taught from the Greek text, the present 
work still bears some traces of that, and I beg the reader’s indulgence if it gets a bit technical at times. 
Someone (I have never been able to determine with certainty who) once compared the Fourth Gospel to a 
pool of water, so shallow at the edges that a child could wade, and yet so deep at the center that an elephant 
could swim. This is an appropriate illustration, because the Gospel of John is easy to understand at the 
surface, but has a depth to it that scholars who have spent their entire lives in the study of it have not fully 
exhausted. 

Special thanks are due to my wife Ursula and my children Mark and Rebecca for patiently tolerating 
my work on this volume over the years. To Hampton Keathley IV and Todd Lingren, who have helped 
immensely with formatting and technical issues, I would also like to express my heartfelt thanks. I am also 
grateful to Mr. Richard Cleve of RØHR Productions, Ltd., for permission to use some of his outstanding 
photographic imagery of the Holy Land to illustrate the present work. Finally, I would like to thank the 
President of Biblical Studies Foundation, who prefers to remain anonymous, for his vision and commitment 
in making it possible to offer resources for Bible study and teaching on the Internet for free. It is my hope 
that the present work will help others to see some of those depths to John’s Gospel that they have not 
previously known, and will encourage them to pursue further study of it with the same enjoyment, 
edification, and sense of wonder that I myself have known. 

 

W. Hall Harris 

Dallas, Texas 
October 31, 2001 
Reformation Day 
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Background to the Study of the Gospel of John 
Views on the authorship, origin, and historicity of the Fourth Gospel have changed drastically over the 

last century and a half. One hundred fifty years ago, if one had asked a New Testament scholar which of the 
four gospels gave us the most information about the life and ministry of Jesus, the answer would almost 
invariably have been, “The Gospel of John.” Today if one asks a typical New Testament scholar the same 
question, the Gospel of John would be the last choice as a source of information about Jesus (if it was 
viewed as having anything to say about this topic at all). How has such a drastic shift in opinion regarding 
the Fourth Gospel come about? In large part it has happened because of a shift in scholarly opinion about 
the interrelationship of the four gospels which placed John’s Gospel late in the first century (actually, it 
would have been pushed well into the second century, as F. C. Baur and the “Tbingen School” had 
proposed around 1835. The discovery of the fragmentary manuscript known as Ì52 by C. H. Roberts in 
1934 in the John Rylands Library of the University of Manchester, however, led to the late first century 
date). As a late work John’s Gospel was thus regarded as secondary and derivative, and where John’s 
version of events differed from that of the synoptic gospels Matthew, Mark, and Luke, it was assumed that 
John had altered the traditions to suit his own theological ends. 

This state of affairs held sway until only about two decades ago. Things have now begun to change 
again with regard to views on the Fourth Gospel as a legitimate source for information about Jesus’ life and 
ministry. 

The following summary is quoted from Stephen S. Smalley and serves as a useful starting point for a 
discussion of the Fourth Gospel: 

In 1978 Dr. J. A. T. Robinson gave a paper to an Oxford Conference on the Gospels, 
entitled “The New Look on the Fourth Gospel.”  In it he suggested that if a new look on 
John existed, it could be distinguuished from an ‘old look.’  He therefore set out what he 
regarded as the five presuppositions belonging to critical orthodoxy in the first half of the 
twentieth century so far as the interpretation of John’s Gospel was concerned, and tried to 
demonstrate that each was in need of and in the process of re-examination. 

The five presuppostions listed by Robinson are as follows: 

(I) That the fourth evangelist is dependent on sources, including at least one of the 
Synoptic Gospels. 

(II) That his backgound differs from that of the tradition he reports.  
(III) That his work is a serious witness not to the Jesus of history but to the Christ of faith. 
(IV) That he reflects the latest stage of theological development in first-century Christianity. 
(V)  That he is neither the apostle John nor an eyewitness.  

The most crucial of these assumptions mentioned by Robinson, as indicated already, is 
the first. Once it is allowed that John to any extent depends on the Synoptic Gospels, it 
follows that the only way to account for the differences between the Synoptic and 
Johannine traditions when they are in conflict is to say that the fourth Evangelist has 
altered his material to suit his own purposes. 

And having said that the other assumptions follow. For particular reasons of writing, the 
Evangelist (it may be claimed) cuts loose from the tradition to which he is presumably 
indebted, and theologises the ‘history’ he is interpreting. He does this in a developed 
manner for a late, primarily Hellenistic audience, by which time any eyewitness links have 
disappeared. In other words, as Robinson himself points out, the effect of adopting the 
‘old look’  on the Fourth Gospel is essentially to drive a wedge between the Evangelist 
and his tradition. It is to oppose Johannine history and theology, and to make the second 
superior to the first.1 

                                                           
1 S. S. Smalley, John: Evangelist and Interpreter (London: Paternoster, 1978), 11-12  [emphasis 

mine]. 
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Smalley goes on to point out that it is precisely this presupposition of the literary dependence of the Fourth 
Gospel on the synoptics, with all the implications that follow from it, that is being most widely and seriously 
questioned by scholars at present. But for these scholars the issue is no longer one of authorship, but of 
tradition—whether the tradition behind the Gospel of John is independent of the synoptic tradition or not. 

Let us begin by examining the issue of authorship to see what can indeed be said about the author of the 
Fourth Gospel: 

1. Authorship—Who Wrote the Fourth Gospel? 

In the popular imagination the author of the Fourth Gospel is normally viewed as the aging Apostle 
John, but it is important to remember that nowhere in the Gospel does the author actually state his name. 
This has led to such widespread and thorough discussion in scholarly circles over who the author might be, 
and when and how the Gospel of John came to be written, that it is almost impossible to group together and 
summarize the significance of all the different theories that have been advanced concerning the origin of the 
Fourth Gospel. Nevertheless, that is the purpose of the following paragraphs. 

External Evidence Concerning Authorship 

External (that is, historical) evidence regarding the authorship of the Fourth Gospel has been discussed 
well by Donald Guthrie.2 More recently, the material has also been discussed by Gary Burge in his 
introductory volume on interpreting John’s Gospel and by Donald Carson in his commentary.3 There is no 
writer who mentions the Fourth Gospel or its author before Irenaeus. 

Irenaeus (born AD 115-142?  died ca. AD 
200). Scholars date the birth of Irenaeus 
between these two dates, chiefly on the 
basis of whether they give credit to his 
claims to have known Polycarp. In his work 
Against Heresies he states that the author of 
the Fourth Gospel was John, the Lord’s 
disciple; that the Gospel was published at 
Ephesus and that John remained at Ephesus 
until the time of Trajan.4 

Eusebius, who reported this, says that 
Irenaeus’ authority for these statements was 
Polycarp, who learned truth from the 
apostles.5 

According to Eusebius, Irenaeus himself, in 
a letter to his friend Florinus, reminisces of 
their childhood conversations with Polycarp.6 

Irenaeus’ testimony has been discounted by many modern scholars, chiefly because they have concluded on 
other grounds that John the Apostle could not have written the Gospel. They simply claim his memory 
failed.  

                                                           
2 D. Guthrie, New Testament Introduction  (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1973), 258-

63. 
3 G. M. Burge, Interpreting the Gospel of John (Grand  Rapids: Baker, 1992), 37-54; D. A. 

Carson, The Gospel According to John (Leicester, England: Inter-Varsity Press; Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1991), 68-81. 

4 Adv. Haer. 2.22.5, 3.3.4  (ca. AD 185). 
5 Historia Ecclesiasticus  [The History of the Church] 3.23.3. ff. and 4.14.3-8. 
6 HE 5.20.4-8. 
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However, this presupposes that Irenaeus’ only source of information was Polycarp. But Irenaeus mentions 
another anonynmous Presbyter (bishop), whom most think was his predecessor as Bishop of Lyons, 
Pothinus, a man born well before the end of the 1st century. (He died in AD 177 at well over 90 years old.)  
Also, Irenaeus was in close touch with Rome, and must have known the traditions there.  

J. Drummond states: “Critics speak of Irenaeus as though he had fallen out of the moon, paid two or three 
visits to Polycarp’s lecture-room, and had never known anyone else…he must have had numerous links with 
the early part of century.”7 

All writers subsequent to Irenaeus assume the apostolic authorship of the Gospel without question 
(Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, Origen). If they were merely reporting Irenaeus’ opinion, they must 
have considered it worth reporting—without suspicion.  

The Muratorian Canon (a document probably written in the last quarter of the 2nd century with firm ties to 
Rome) describes the Fourth Gospel as proceding from John after a vision given to Andrew that John should 
write and the others revise. (This is problematic for those who hold a late date, though, in light of the 
probability that Andrew did not survive that long). But this probably indicates John was associated with the 
Gospel in Rome at the time.  

In conclusion, while more might be said, especially concerning theories relating to the early martyrdom of 
the apostle John, it should be noted that these contradict Johannine authorship only if a late date is assumed 
for the Gospel. Such a late date is by no means certain. Also, there really is not much evidence at all for the 
early martyrdom of John. The evidence is as follows: 

Evidence for the Early Martyrdom of the Apostle John 

1. The martyrdom is deduced from Mark 10:39. Both James and John are promised that they will drink 
from the same cup as the Lord (i.e., referring to a martyr’s death). Therefore, John must have suffered 
the same fate as James. If not, it is presupposed, then Mark would have altered his text to reflect the 
fact that only James “drank from the same cup as the Lord.”  

2. Two late writers, an epitomist of Philip of Side (5th century AD) and George Hamartolus (9th century 
AD) report statements supposed to have been made by Papias to the effect that John as well as James 
was killed by the Jews. George Hamartolus follows this with a citation of Mark 10:39 (see the previous 
point). 

3. A Syrian martyrology (list of martyrs) of AD 411 commemorates John and James on the same day and 
describes them as ‘apostles in Jerusalem’. 

4. The Carthaginian Calendar (ca. AD 505) has a similar entry for Dec. 27th but links John the Baptist 
with James. Many scholars regard this as an error for the Apostle John and claim this as early evidence 
for the apostle’s death.  

5. A homily of Aphraates (no. 21) states that apart from Stephen, Peter, and Paul, there were only two 
martyr apostles, John and James.  

The cumulative effect of all this evidence is very small. Guthrie thinks the individual points become even 
weaker on closer examination. 

Evaluation of the Evidence for the Early Martyrdom of the Apostle John 

1. The prediction of Mark 10:39 does not necessitate martyrdom, only suffering. There are far too many 
assumptions here, and even if it is granted that Mark 10:39 is a prediction of martyrdom for John, it 
does not prove that martyrdom was early. Furthermore, the idea that the evangelists would have 
adjusted the accounts, instead of recording what really happened, is a presupposition of modern critical 
scholarship. 

                                                           
7 J. Drummond, An Inquiry into the Character and Authorship of the Fourth Gospel (1903), 348. 
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2. Neither Philip’s epitomist nor George Hamartolus were noted for historical accuracy. Both Irenaeus 
and Eusebius know of Papias’ writings but neither refer to this statement about John’s martyrdom. 
Also, it is questionable whether Papias would have used the late Greek title “the Theologian” for John, 
as Philip’s report says he did. Furthermore George Hamartolus himself did not take the report from 
Papias seriously, since he also mentions the apostle John’s peaceful end.  

3. The rest of the evidence may be dismissed, since the martyrologies and the homily by Aphraates are 
probably confusing John the Apostle with  John the Baptist. 

 

Modern Proposals Concerning the Authorship of the Fourth Gospel 

In light of the text’s silence on the name of the author, a number of theories have been proposed in 
recent time as alternatives to the traditional view that the author of the Fourth Gospel was John the Apostle. 
A short survey of these proposals is given here. 

1. John of Jerusalem was the author. Existence of a ‘John of Jerusalem’ who had access into the High 
Priest’s house was first proposed by H. Delff (1889). This John later became influential among Asiatic 
churches. This does have the advantage of still relying on eyewitness testimony. But no external evidence of 
any kind supports this theory.  

2. The Fourth Gospel is a pseudepigraphal work. This view holds that all the eyewitness details are 
merely a device to create the impression of apostolic authorship, although the work was not really written 
by an apostle (thus “pseudepigraphal”). But why did an author intending to write a pseudepigraphal work 
not just mention the Apostle John’s name, which would have been much more effective and in harmony 
with general pseudepigraphal practice? Further, how can this theory explain how the gospel gained 
acceptance generally?  Unless this gospel were at once assumed to be genuinely apostolic, it would have 
had increasing difficulty creating that impression as time went on, especially with the rise of Gnosticism. 
The Fourth Gospel was a favorite of the Gnostics and if it had not been widely accepted as apostolic, there 
would have been considerable difficulty gaining later acceptance. There are no known cases of works once 
recognized as pseudonomous ever losing their pseudonomous ascription at some later time.  

3. The Fourth Gospel was written by John Mark. Originally Wellhausen proposed John Mark as author 
of the Fourth Gospel; more recently by J. N. Sanders and Pierson Parker have done so.8 But in another 
earlier article Parker had argued for a second edition of the gospel issued fairly late.9 It is difficult to see 
how this can be reconciled with his view of John Mark as author—not to mention the complications with 
traditional ascriptions of Mark’s Gospel to John Mark (since the style is so different). 

4. It was written by John the Elder. A famous statement of Papias has given rise to a widespread 
conviction among many scholars that there was another John who had associations with Ephesus and had 
some connection with the production of the gospel. This might be called the ‘confusion’ theory for 
interpreting the external evidence. Irenaeus’ evidence is easily discounted by assuming that he was really 
referring to John the Elder.  

Papias is quoted by Eusebius as saying: “And again, if anyone came who had been a follower of the Elders, 
I used to enquire about the sayings of the Elders—what Andrew, or Peter, or Philip, or Thomas, or James, 
or John, or Matthew, or any other of the Lord’s Disciples said (eijpen) and what Aristion and the Elder 
John, the Disciples of the Lord, say (legousin). For I did not think that I could get so much profit from the 
contents of books as from the utterances of a living and abiding voice.”10 

The problem concerns the interpretation of Papias’ words. Who are the so-called “Elders”?  Are they to be 
identified with the “Disciples” also named, or separated from them? Barrett is convinced the “sayings of the 

                                                           
8 J. N. Sanders and Pierson Parker, “John and John Mark,” JBL 79 (1960): 97-110. 
9 Pierson Parker, “Two Editions of John,” JBL 75 (1956): 303-314. 
10 HE 3.39.4. 
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Elders” consisted of reports of what the named disciples (i.e. apostles) had already said, and Papias only 
heard these second hand. There would be no question of Papias being a hearer of the apostle John and 
companion of Polycarp. Thus Papias would be referring to three groups: the apostles (Disciples), their 
followers the Elders, and the other disciples.  

If, however, Papias is describing the apostles as Elders, then there are only two groups (apostles and 
disciples), and Papias used to enquire directly from the followers of the apostles what the apostles had said. 
His testimony is therefore closer to Irenaeus’. 

But if Papias is describing the apostles as Elders, then it is possible that the “Elder John” is also the Apostle 
John mentioned earlier. In this case, Papias is distinguishing between what John said in the past and what at 
the time of Papis’ enquiry he was still saying.  

At the same time, the possibility that there may have been two men with the name John cannot be ruled out. 
It is supported by Eusebius’ interpretation of Papias’ words. But since Eusebius wished to attribute the 
Book of Revelation to a different John than the author of the gospel, his interpretation may not have been 
impartial.  

In any case, the only other evidence for the existance for an ‘Elder’ John may be the introduction to 2 and 3 
John, where the author calls himself this.  

But even if there was a second person named John, known as ‘the Elder’, Papias gives no location and no 
hint of any writings. He merely happens to possess a name which is identical to the person to which the 
Fourth Gospel is traditionally ascribed, and this makes the ‘confusion’ theory possible.  

Of course a possible response to this is that if the later Church mixed up apostles and elders in this way, 
might not Papias have done so himself? And after all, it is still possible that he was originally referring to 
only one person himself, and Papias’ words were confused by Eusebius.  

5. Lazarus was the author of the Fourth Gospel. Floyd Filson proposed Lazarus as author of the 
Gospel.11 Lazarus is the one male figure of the Gospel of whom it is specifically said Jesus loved him 
(filein, filo" in 11:3, 11, 36;  ajgapan in 11:5). (But referring to the Beloved Disciple, ajgapein is more 
frequently used.)  Filson argues that the Gospel was meant to be self-intelligible to readers who, without the 
second century tradition which ascribed the Gospel to John, son of Zebedee, would have understood the 
Beloved Disciple as a reference to Jesus’ love for Lazarus. 

But this argument is valid only if readers were unaware of the author’s identity even before they started the 
Gospel. This is not so likely if the author were a famous Apostle like John.  

Developing the relationship between John and Lazarus even further, K.A. Eckhardt went so far as to suggest 
Lazarus was a pseudonym for John the son of Zebedee after he was brought back from the dead by Jesus.12 
It seems incredible that if John died during Jesus’ ministry and was resurrected by Jesus, there remains 
absolutely no trace of this in the Synoptic accounts and/or tradition. 

Finally, J. N. Sanders thinks the basis of the Fourth Gospel was an Aramaic work by Lazarus, edited by 
John Mark, who was the Evangelist.  

Now we need to consider the internal evidence of the Gospel regarding authorship.  

Internal Evidence Concerning Authorship 

It is important to remember that internal evidence concerning the authorship of the Fourth Gospel is 
indirect. B. F. Westcott’s “concentric circles of proof,” originally part of the introduction to his commentary 
are still very helpful here.13 (They have never really been refuted, merely ignored.)  Westcott outlined the 
evidence for authorship as follows: 

                                                           
11 Floyd Filson, “Who Was the BD?” JBL  68 (1949): 83-88. 
12 K. A. Eckhardt, Der Tod des Johannes  (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1961). 
13 B. F. Westcott, The Gospel According to St. John (1881; rpt. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978). 
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I. The author of the Fourth Gospel was a Jew. 

A. He is familiar with current Jewish opinions. 

1. Messianic Expectations —1:21, 4:25, 6:14 ff, 7:40 ff, 12:34 ff. 

2. Attitude toward Women —4:27 

3. Importance of religious schools — 7:15 

4. Disparagement of Jews of the Diaspora (Hellenistic Jews) —7:35 

5. Hostility of Jews and Samaritans —4:9 

B. He is familiar with Jewish observances, customs, etc. 

1. Ceremonial pollution of entering a gentile court —18:28 

2. Feast of Tabernacles (hinted at) by symbolism of “living water” and the “light of the 
world”—7:8 and 8:12 

3. The last day of the feast was the “great day”—7:37 

4. Customs at marriage feast —2:1-10 

5. Customs of burial—11:17-44 

C. Vocabulary, sentence structure, symmetry and numerical symbolism, expression and 
arrangement of thoughts are essentially Hebrew. “The source of the imagery of the 
narrative…is the OT. The words are Greek words, but the spirit by which they live is 
Hebrew.” (Westcott, Introduction, vii) 

D. The Old Testament is the source of the religious life of the author. 

1. Judea was the “home” of  the Word become flesh; these people were “his own people”—
1:11 

2. Judaism is constantly taken as the starting-point for Christianity. 

a. The writer assumed as axiomatic that Scripture cannot be broken—10:35 

b. That which is written in the prophets is assumed to be true —6:45 

c. OT types are mentioned as Christ applied them to himself: 

i. Serpent —3:14 

ii. Manna —6:32 

iii. Water from the Rock —7:37 ff., etc. 

II. The author of the Fourth Gospel was a Jew of Palestine. 

A. His local knowledge is precise. 

1. Bethany beyond the Jordan (1:28), a place forgotten by the time of Origen, is distinguished 
from Bethany near Jerusalem (11:18). The location of the latter is given as 15 stadia  away.  

2. Aenon near Salim (3:23) is not mentioned anywhere else—indicating direct acquaintance of 
the writer. 

3. Topography —especially of Jerusalem—is precise. 

a. The pool at Bethesda—5:2 

b. The pool of Siloam—9:7 

c. The wadi Kidron—18:1 

[Points a. - c. are not mentioned in the Synoptics.] 
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d. The Pavement (Gabbatha) with its raised judgement-seat—19:13 

e. Allusions to the Temple: 

i. 46 years in building—2:20 

ii. Mention of the Treasury—8:20 

iii. Solomon’s Portico—10:22 

B. The author’s use of OT quotations shows that he is not dependent on the LXX, and at least 
suggest he was acquainted with Hebrew: 

1. These agree with both the Hebrew text and LXX,  where both agree (Hebrew text and LXX 
in agreement): 

a. 12:38, cf. Is. 53:1 

b. 19:24, cf. Ps 22:18 

c. 10:34, cf. Ps 82:6 

d. 15:25, cf. Ps 34:19 

2. These agree with the Hebrew text against the LXX: 

a. 19:37, cf. Zach. 12:10 

b. 6:45, cf. Is. 54:13 

c. 13:18, cf. Ps 41:9 

3. This differs from both Hebrew and LXX where they both agree: 

 2:17, cf. Ps 69:9 

4. These differ from Hebrew and LXX where they do not agree: 

a. 12:14-15, cf. Zech 9:9 

b. 12:40, cf. Is. 6:10 

5. These are free renditions (paraphrases?) of various OT passages: 

a. 19:36, cf. Exod 12:46, Num 9:12 

b. 7:38, no exact OT quote is parallel 

c. 1:23, cf. Is. 40:3 

d. 6:31, cf. Ps 78:24, Exod 16:4, 15 

6. But nowhere does a quotation of the OT in the Fourth Gospel agree with the LXX against 
the Hebrew text. 

C. The author’s doctrine of the Logos is Palestinian and not Alexandrian—he views the Logos as 
representing the divine Will manifested in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. Philo, on the other 
hand, viewed the Logos as abstract divine Reason. 

D. Qumran documents have many parallels, which indicate that the Gospel is essentially a 
Palestinian document. See A. M. Hunter, Expository Times  71(1959/60), 166, 202. 

III. The author of the Fourth Gospel was an eyewitness of the events he describes: 

A. Descriptions of persons—in minute detail. 

1. Nicodemus—3:1 ff, 7:50, 19:39 

2. Lazarus—9:1 ff, 12:1 ff 
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3. Simon, father of Judas Iscariot—6:71, 12:4, 13:2, 26 

4. Note: The author was aware “Iscariot” was a local or family name; he applies it both to 
Judas and to his father Simon:  6:71, 13:2, 26, 12:4, 14:22 

B. Details of time: 

1. Number of days  before the raising of  Lazarus—11:6, 17, 39 

2. Duration of Jesus’ stay in Samaria—4:40,43 

3. Specific mention of the hour at which events occurred: 

a. “the tenth”—1:40 

b. “the sixth”—4:6 

c. “the seventh”—4:52 

d. “about the sixth”—19:14 

e. “it was night”—13:30, etc. 

C. Details of number:   

1. two disciples of John the Baptist—1:35 

2. six waterpots—2:6 

3. five loaves and two fishes—6:9 

4. twenty-five or thirty stadia—6:19 

5. four soldiers—19:23 

6. two hundred cubits—21:8 

7. two hundred fifty-three fish—21:11 

D. Details of manner or circumstance: 

1. The boy had barley loaves—6:9  

2. When Mary poured the ointment, the house was filled with the fragrance—12:3   

3. The branches used at the triumphant entry were palm branches—12:13 

4. Roman soldiers come with the officers of the priests to arrest Jesus—18:3 

5. Jesus’ tunic was seamless—19:23  

6. The facecloth in which Jesus was buried was wrapped and lying in a place by itself—20:7 

7. Peter was grieved because the Lord said to him a third time, “Do you love me?”—21:17 

IV. The author of the Fourth Gospel was an Apostle. 

A. This is clear from the scope of his descriptions of Jesus’ ministry from the call of the first 
disciple to the appearances after the resurrection.  

B. He is acquainted with the thoughts and feelings of the disciples at critical moments: 2:11, 17, 
22; 4:27, 6:19, 60 ff.; 12:16, 13:22, 28, 21:12. 

C.  He recalls words spoken amont themselves:  4:33, 16:17, 20:25, 21:3,5. 

D. He is familiar with the places to which they withdrew for time alone: 11:54, 18:1-2, 20:19. 

E. He is acquainted with imperfect or erroneous impressions they received initially: 11:13, 12:16, 
13:28, 20:9, 21:4. 
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F. He stood very near the Lord:  

1. He knew the Lord’s emotions:  11:33, 13:21. 

2. He knew the grounds of the Lord’s actions:  2:24 ff, 4:1, 5:6, 6:15, 7:1, 16:19. 

3. He knew the mind of the Lord in many cases:  6:6, 6:61, 6:64, 13:1,3; 13:11. 

V. The author of the Fourth Gospel was the Apostle John. 

A. John 21:24 assigns authorship to “the apostle whom Jesus loved.” 

B. This disciple is mentioned by this title twice in the passion narrative  (13:23, 19:26) and twice 
afterwards  (21:7, 21:20). 

C. He is known to the high-priest  (18:15). 

D. He stands in close relationship with Peter  (13:24, 20:2, 21:7). 

E. From the list in 21:2 of those present, this disciple must have been one of the sons of Zebedee, 
or one of the two other unnamed disciples present.  

F. The synoptics present Peter, James and John as standing in a special relationship to Jesus. 
Peter is eliminated (see 20:21), James was martyred very early (Acts 12:2); this leaves John. 

VI. Corroboration: 

A.  John is not mentioned by name anywhere in the Gospel. 

B. While John is not mentioned by name, the author is very particular about defining names in 
his gospel—he frequently qualifies by using additional names; Simon is never called merely 
Simon after his call, but always by his full name Simon Peter or the new name Peter. But in 
spite of this tendency, the author of the Fourth Gospel never refers to the Baptist as John the 
Baptist (as the synoptics do) but only as “John.” 

Further Remarks on Johannine Authorship: Variations on the Theme 

If one accepts the traditional view that John the Apostle was the author of the gospel which bears his name, 
there are still some possible variations in the way the composition actually took place, as follows: 

1. John the Apostle was the witness and some other person was the author. A parallel to this solution may be 
found in the traditional relationship between Peter and Mark in the production of Mark’s Gospel. There is 
no fundamental objection to this theory, but it does involve a rather broad interpretation of gravya" in John 
21:24, in the sense of “writing by means of another”(there are probably other NT parallels for this, 
however).  It would not be out of keeping with the external evidence provided the apostle himself held the 
main responsibility for what was said. Under this theory, the amanuensis would remain anonymous and the 
apostle would take credit for the Gospel. In this respect it would differ from the Peter-Mark relationship and 
would suggest John had more of a personal hand in the writing than Peter did in the case of Mark. 

2. A further modification (possible but less likely) is that a disciple of John wrote the memoirs of the apostle 
after his death. According to this theory the substance of the Gospel is John’s but not the actual writing. In 
this case 21:24 would constitute a reference not to John the apostle himself, but to the disciple doing the 
writing. 

While these two theories offer interesting possibilities, there is almost certainly not enough concrete 
information in the text of the Gospel itself to confirm or deny either one. Furthermore, arguments based 
solely on stylistics are indeterminative since they are only probability statements. 

2. Date—When Was the Fourth Gospel Written? 

Given the diversity of opinion concerning authorship of the Fourth Gospel, the consensus on its dating 
is remarkable. A century and a half ago, F. C. Baur and his adherents, who became known as the 
“Tbingen School” because they were located at the University of Tbingen in southern Germany, 
advocated a date late in the second century for John’s Gospel (ca. AD 175). They did so mainly on the basis 
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of the similarity between the Fourth Gospel and Gnosticism, which flourished in the mid- to late second 
century and was thought by many to be the background for “Johannine” thought. Today no New Testament 
scholar would advocate such a late date, primarily for two reasons. First was the discovery of a small 
fragment of papyrus containing a couple of verses from John 18 by a British scholar, C. H. Roberts, while 
studying fragments of uncatalogued fragments in the John Rylands Library at the University of Manchester 
in 1934. This fragment, which has become famous as Ì52, is now dated (by a consensus of NT scholars and 
papyrologists) ca. AD 125.14 Since no one believes this fragment is actually part of the autograph (the 
original document), and since it came from Egypt, it is generally conceded that it would take several 
decades for the Gospel of John to be circulated, copied, carried to Egypt (and end up buried there). This 
suggests a date for John’s Gospel late in the first century. The second contributing factor to such a date was 
the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947. The scrolls exhibit much of the imagery and symbolism that 
had formerly been attributed to Gnosticism. For example, the so-called “War Scroll” from Qumran is 
properly titled The War of the Sons of Light With the Sons of Darkness. Concepts which were thought to 
indicate a late date for John because of their connection with Gnosticism have now turned up in documents 
written (in some cases) as early as the second century BC. 

W. G. Kümmel says: 

If John was known in Egypt in the first quarter of the 2nd century, the beginning of 
the second century is a terminus ad quem. On the other hand, John’s knowledge of Luke 
is extremely probable, so it could not have been written before ca. 80-90. The assumption 
that John was written probably in the last decade of the first century is today almost 
universally accepted.15 [my emphasis] 

J. A. T. Robinson likewise says: 

Indeed one of the facts about the remarkable scholarly consensus which we shall be 
noting on the dating of the Johannine literature is that it cuts across almost every 
possible division. Those who believe that all five books—the Revelation, the gospel and 
the three epistles—are by one man, and that man the apostle John, and those who hold to 
none of these, or to almost every possible permutation of them, find common ground in 
dating both the Revelation and the gospel and epistles in the years 90-100.16  [my 
emphasis] 

External Evidence Regarding the Date of John’s Gospel: 

I. That the apostle John lived to a very old age is widely attested: 

A. Irenaeus in Against Heresies claims that John lived into the reign of the Emperor Trajan (AD 
98-117).17 

B. Eusebius repeats Irenaeus’ statement about John living until the time of Trajan.18 

C. Jerome placed John’s death “in the 68th year after our Lord’s passion.”19 

II. That John was the last evangelist to write is also well attested, mentioned by Irenaeus (Adv. 
Haer. iii.1.1), Clement (according to Eusebius, HE  4.14.7), and Eusebius himself (HE  3.24.7). 

                                                           
14 The date is usually given as between AD 100 and 150, so AD 125 is usually accepted as the 

approximate average date. 
15 P. Feine, J. Behm, and W. G. Kümmel, Einleitung in das Neue Testament (1963); (Introduction 

to the New Testament,  trans. A. J. Mattill, Jr. [1965], 246). 
16 J. A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament  (London: SCM Press, 1976), 254. 
17 Adv. Haer. 2.22.5; 3.3.4. 
18 HE 3.23.3.ff. 
19 De vir. ill. 9 (ca. AD 97 using an AD 30 date for the crucifixion, or ca. AD 100 if AD 33 is 

used). 
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III. But that John wrote as a very old man is an inference which only appears later and combined 
with other statements which cast considerable doubt on its accuracy. 

A. The Muratorian Canon (probably ca. AD 180) describing the origin of the gospel (the vision 
that John should write and the others revise) suggests no date, but it presupposes that John’s 
“fellow-desciples” including Andrew are still alive and with him, and thus argues against a 
very late period. 

B. The Anti-Marcionite Prologue20 records that “the gospel of John was revealed and given to the 
churches by John while still in the body” (some manuscripts add, “after writing the 
Apocalypse”). The Prologue also claims the authority of Papias for this statement, and says 
that John dictated the gospel to Papias. The Prologue adds that Marcion (who taught in Asia 
Minor ca. AD 130) was “rejected” by John (i.e., Marcion’s theology was disapproved by the 
Apostle). However, Eusebius knew Papias’ works, and quotes nothing from him about the 
origin of the Fourth Gospel.21 It seems unlikely that the gospel was dictated to Papias, and 
impossible that John knew of Marcion.  

C. Victorinus of Pettau (died ca. AD 304) also says that John wrote the Gospel after the 
Apocalypse, but sees it as written against (among others) Valentinus, a Gnostic who taught in 
mid-2nd century. 

D. Epiphanius (ca. AD 315-403) says explicitly that John, refusing in his humility to write a 
gospel, was compelled by the Holy Spirit to do so in his old age, when he was over ninety, after 
his return from Patmos and after living “many years” in Asia.22 However, this is combined 
with the confused statements that John’s banishment took place “under Claudius” and that he 
prophesied under that emperor “before his death.” Claudius reigned  from AD 41-54 (but 
Epiphanius could be referring to Nero, whose full name was Nero Claudius Caesar Drusus 
Germanicus). 

E. George Hamartolus (9th century) stated, “After Domitian, Nerva reigned one year, who 
recalled John from the island, and allowed him to dwell in Ephesus. He was at that time the 
sole survivor of the twelve Apostles, and after writing his Gospel received the honour of 
martyrdom” (Domitian reigned from AD 81-96). 

F. Note, however, that Irenaeus and Eusebius did not say John wrote when a very old man.  

This is basically the extent of the external evidence. 

J. A. T. Robinson summarized well:  

With marginal variation at each end (and even Bultmann goes down as far as 80 for 
the first composition), the span 90-100 is agreed by Catholic and Protestant, by 
conservative and radical, by those who defend apostolic authorship and those who reject 
it, by those who believe that John used the synoptists and those who do not. It includes 
virtually all those who have recently written commentaries on the gospel, not to mention 
other interpreters. It is one of the relatively few points at which over a span of two 
generations Hastings’ Dictionary of the Bible and The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the 
Bible agree, and the consensus includes now the redaction-critics. Indeed many 
commentators (e.g. Schnackenburg) scarcely bother to discuss the issue of dating, and the 
space it occupies in introductions, whether to the New Testament or to the gospel, 
compared with that of authorship is minimal. Kümmel’s two-sentence 
summary…[mentioned previously] is typical:  the question appears to be settled.23 

                                                           
20 This work is dated ca. AD 400 by Regul, Die antimarcionitischen Evangelienprologe. 
21 Cf. Eusebius’ quote from Papias about the “Elder John” mentioned above (HE  3.39.4). 
22 Heresies  51.12. 
23 Robinson, Redating the New Testament, 261. 
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Internal Evidence Regarding the Date of John’s Gospel 

In the opinion of many interpreters, John’s use of the synoptics (especially Luke) must indicate a later 
date  (toward the end of the first century).But much scholarly disagreement over the use of the synoptics by 
John exists, especially over their precise relationship. In any case, John could be written after the synoptics 
and still be early. 

For others, John’s highly developed theology and ecclesiology must date from the end of the 1st 
century. But other books such as Romans and Hebrews have highly developed theology and are not 
necessarily late. Mention of the “spiritual” significance of sacraments (ordinances) like baptism is 
characteristic of John’s point of view (note the literal/figurative interplay throughout). And John does not 
even mention the “sacrament” of the Lord’s Supper! 

John makes no reference at all to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. Thus it is assumed this must 
be far enough removed not to seem as important. But of all the NT writings with the exception of Hebrews 
and Revelation, the Fourth Gospel is the most likely to contain an allusion to the fall of Jerusalem. The 
focus of the gospel is on the rejection of Messiah by “his own” (1:11). The visitation and rejection must 
mean divine judgment.  

Ultimately, the temple (2:21) is replaced by Christ himself. Yet in chapter two there is no mention of 
Jerusalem’s fall. Instead, Jesus’ prophesy is seen as a prophecy not of what the Romans would do in 
destroying Jerusalem, but of the events of AD 33—what the Jews would do to Jesus. With an author as 
reflective as John, it is very strange that he does not see something of the coming doom in all of this. 

A possible indication that Jerusalem was still undestroyed at the time the Fourth Gospel was written is 
found in 5:2, which speaks of the pool of Bethesda (Bethzatha according to some manuscripts) with its five 
porticoes as still standing, using a present tense. The present tense is the only one in the immediate 
context—the writer uses imperfects for the rest of the description. This appears to give it special 
significance. Elsewhere in the Fourth Gospel (4:6, 11:18, 18:1, 19:41) John assimilates such topographical 
descriptions into the context. The natural inference from this use of the present tense is that John is writing 
while the building is still standing. H. Hoehner thinks that because of this, the city might actually have been 
under siege, and Bethany (11:18) and Golgotha (19:1 ff.) had been destroyed, but the pool of Bethesda was 
still there. D. B. Wallace also argued that the present tense in 5:2 is not to be understood as a historical 
present, and thus provides a significant clue to the early dating of the Gospel.24 In response to these 
suggestions, though, it must be noted that (1) while we do have some descriptions in Josephus of the general 
nature of the destruction in various quarters of the city, we do not know whether a feature like the pool of 
Bethesda would have survived the destruction or not; and (2) it is possible John, writing after the fall of the 
city and from a distant location, did not know whether the pool had been destroyed or not, and so naturally 
wrote as if it were still there, when in fact it may not have been. 

Finally, the strong Palestinian influence throughout the gospel also suggests an early date. After John 
left for Ephesus and lived there for many years, such details would tend to fade and blur in memory.  

In conclusion, the Fourth Gospel was probably written shortly before AD 70 and the fall of Jerusalem.  

 

3. Literary Point of View 

One of the most important developments in the field of literary criticism in the last century or so has 
been the study of the so-called “literary point of view.” For our purposes we can define “point of view” as 
the position where the author stands in relation to the events he is relating to his readers. It is the “stance” he 
adopts as he relates his story.  

To determine the point of view, one can ask the following questions: 

(1) Who is telling the story? 

                                                           
24 D. B. Wallace, “John 5,2 and the Date of the Fourth Gospel,” Biblica 71 (1990):177-205. 
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(2) From what physical point of view (or angle of narrative) is he telling the story? 

(3) From what mental point of view (or mood [but not grammatical mood, however]) is he telling the story? 

The first question (who is telling the story) is really the least important, since except in the case of an 
anonymous work it is relatively easy to determine who did write the story. The second question (about the 
physical point of view) is basically limited to 2 choices: 

1. The author may adopt a first person point of view. Here the person telling the story is actually an 
observer of the events he relates. It is like a news reporter on the scene of a story describing what is taking 
place at the very moment as it happens. [Note: This does not necessarily involve the use of 1st person 
pronouns, just as a news reporter on the scene describing actions in progress may use second or third person 
pronouns.] 

1 D  Advantage:  The first person point of view gives a great feeling of immediacy and closeness with the 
reader.  

2 D  Disadvantage:  It greatly limits the range with which the author can deal with the events—he cannot 
present himself as knowing another person’s mind or knowing the future, for example. 

2. The author may adopt a third person point of view. He tells the story as if he were separated from the 
events which are being described. He describes events like the narrator of a documentary. 

1 D  Disadvantage:  this loses the feeling of immediacy and closeness with the reader.  

2 D  Advantages: 

1 E  A greater range of perspective from which to tell the story is available to the author.  

2 E  The writer may include later insights which the characters have received through the perspective of 
time, upon further reflection.  

3 E  The writer may interrupt the narrative to give his readers additional details and information they could 
not otherwise have—notes, explanatory glosses, comments, etc.  

4 E  Allows the readers to survey the lives of characters from a height, participating in the privilege of a 
novelist.  

3. The so-called “Omniscient Author” convention—with this variation of the third person point of view, 
the author includes not only information the readers would not have, but information that even a 
firsthand observer of the events could not know. For instance, the writer may give the thoughts and 
feelings of more than one person at the same time (assuming these were not verbally expressed). 

The third question (mental point of view or “mood”) is just as important as the physical point of view. 
It must be coherent with the physical point of view. The author’s mental analysis of a situation must agree 
with the physical point of view he adopts. What is meant is this: an author cannot adopt a 1st person point 
of view and yet tell the story as an “omniscient author” who knows the outcome. That would create a lack of 
coherence between the physical and mental points of view and would ring false to the reader or hearer.  

In summary, we have seen that we may ask three questions to determine an author’s point of view. They are: 

(1)  Who is telling the story? 

(2)  What is his physical point of view? (This may be divided into 1st person or 3rd person, and if 3rd 
person, may involve the “omniscient author” convention). 

(3)  What is his mental point of view? (This must be consistent with the physical point of view adopted). 

 

Now we will apply the above analysis to the Gospel of John.  

1. Who is telling the story? 
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We find the answer to this at the end of the gospel itself— 21:24. The disciple whom Jesus loved (cf. 
21:20) is the one who has written these things. From our previous discussion of authorship we concluded 
that this disciple is most likely the Apostle John. 

2. What is the author’s physical point of view? 

This is the basic difference between John and the Synoptics. The synoptics are written from a 1st 
person point of view (as if the author had personally observed all the events) while John is written from a 
3rd person point of view (i.e. removed from the events he describes). 

While the author claims to be a participant in the events he very carefully separates himself from the events. 
However clear it is that he was an eyewitness of the life of our Lord, it is no less clear that he looks back 
upon it from a distance. While we see the events through his eyes, we are carefully guided to see through 
those eyes not as they saw the events when they happened but as they now see them. We see more from 
the position the writer now holds.  

We might suspect, even from the opening words of 1:1, the panoramic sweep of John’s view of the life of 
Christ.  

There are numerous passages which could serve as an example of John’s 3rd person perspective. Four will 
serve as examples: 

a.  2:17—ejmnhvsqhsan oiJ maqhtaiV aujtou' o{ti gegrammevnon ejstivn... 

b.  2:22—o{te ou\\\\n hjgevrqh ejk nekrw'n... 

c.  12:16—tau'ta oujk e[gnwsan aujtou' oiJ maqhtaiV toV prw'ton... 

d.  20:9—oujüdevpw gaVr h[/deisan thVn grafhVn... 

In each of these passages it may easily be seen that John has adopted the “post-resurrection” point of view. 
He looks back on the events and emphasizes the inability of the apostles to understand the things that were 
happening in their true perspective at the time they occured. It is only possible for us to understand these 
things when we consider the resurrection and its significance in God’s plan. 

But John has also chosen to use the “omniscient author” convention. 

1 C  Details he specifically explains to his readers— 

1 D  The place where John was baptizing (1:28) 

2 D  Jewish purification customs (2:6) 

3 D  The state of Jewish-Samaritan relations (4:9) 

4 D  The existence of “secret believers” among the Jewish leaders (because they wanted to retain their 
positions) (12:42-43) 

5 D  Details of Jewish burial customs (19:40) 

2 C  The disciples’ lack of understanding is repeatedly pointed out: 

1 D  Jesus’ exchange with Judas in the Upper Room (13:28-29) 

2 D  Jesus’ teaching concerning the resurrection (20:9) 

3 D  The disciples did not at first recognize the glorified Jesus (21:4) 

3 C  Explanation of yet future events: 

1 D  11:2—Mary mentioned as “the Mary who anointed the Lord” before this takes place (not until 12:9) 

2 D  The coming of the Holy Spirit mentioned by Jesus (7:39) before Pentecost 

4 C  Things a firsthand observer would not know: 

1 D  Judas was a thief (12:6) 
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2 D  The appropriateness of Caiaphas’ prophesy (11:51-52). He spoke “more truly than he knew” 

 

3. What is the author’s mental point of view? 

It is, in general, consistent with the physical point of view he adopts as omniscient author. The mental 
point of view chosen by the author has allowed him to choose material which the other gospel writers did 
not use and to present it with the confidence that his readers,  also viewing it from the post-resurrection 
point of view, would understand it in its true light. Those to whom the teaching was originally delivered did 
not understand it at the time.  

For example, concerning the doctrine of the coming of the Holy Spirit:  Jesus relates in 7:38 that “out of his 
belly shall flow rivers of living water”. The following verse gives John’s point of view when he says: “He 
spoke this concerning the Spirit which those who believed in Him would receive, for the Spirit was not yet 
given because Jesus was not yet glorified.” 

Finally, Jesus breathes on the disciples (20:22) and (in some sense) they receive the Holy Spirit. But 
believers, looking back with the author, could understand the teaching in 7:38. 

Another example would be Nicodemus in chapter 3. He apparently did not get the point of Jesus’ teaching 
until after the conversation some time later. But let the reader understand! 

 

4. Conclusions 

This has been a brief attempt to deal with literary point of view in relation to the gospel of  John. We 
have seen that John consistently has adopted a “post-resurrection” point of view, looking back on the events 
with the benefit of further insight and seeing their theological implications. As an  “omniscient author” he  
uses his access to information that a participant in the events could not have had at the time the events 
occurred.  

 

5. An  additional note on the frequency of historical presents in the Fourth Gospel: 

This technique allows the author to use the 3rd person point of view, with the “omniscient author” 
convention, and still preserve, at the same time, some of the immediacy and vividness of a first person 
point of view. Perhaps this is the reason for the large number of historical presents in the Fourth Gospel. 
Extensive use of the historical present is a characteristic mark of Johannine style. 
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Major Differences Between John and the Synoptic Gospels 

Introduction: The Relationship of John's Gospel to the Synoptics. 

Two basic positions on the relationship of John’s Gospel to the Synoptics are possible: 

 If John knew of the synoptics, then he wrote to supplement them. (To say John knew of one or 
more of the synoptics is not to say, however, that he wrote his gospel with copies of Matthew, 
Mark, and/or Luke in front of him. John may have been aware of the existence of other written 
accounts of Jesus’ life and ministry without actually having seen them.) 

 If John’s Gospel is totally independent from the synoptics, he had enough material to choose from 
that much of it does not overlap with the synoptics (cf. Jn 20:30 and 21:25). This point is 
strengthened considerably if one accepts the Fourth Gospel’s claim to reflect eyewitness testimony 
about the life and ministry of Jesus (John 21:23-24). 

Major Differences: 

1. Omission by John of material found in the synoptics. 

John’s Gospel omits a large amount of material found in the synoptic Gospels, including some surprisingly 
important episodes: the temptation of Jesus, Jesus’ transfiguration, and the institution of the Lord’s supper 
are not mentioned by John. John mentions no examples of Jesus casting out demons. The sermon on the 
mount and the Lord’s prayer are not found in the Fourth Gospel. There are no narrative parables in John’s 
Gospel (most scholars do not regard John 15:1-8 [“the Vine and the Branches”] as a parable in the strict 
sense). 

2. Inclusion by John of material not found in the synoptics.  

John also includes a considerable amount of material not found in the synoptics. All the material in John 
2—4, Jesus’ early Galilean ministry, is not found in the synoptics. Prior visits of Jesus to Jerusalem before 
the passion week are mentioned in John but not found in the synoptics. The seventh sign-miracle, the 
resurrection of Lazarus (John 11) is not mentioned in the synoptics. The extended Farewell Discourse (John 
13—17) is not found in the synoptic Gospels. 

3. Different length of Jesus' public ministry.  

According to John, Jesus’ public ministry extended over a period of at least three and possibly four years. 
During this time Jesus goes sevreal times from Galilee to Jerusalem. The synoptics appear to describe only 
one journey of Jesus to Jerusalem (the final one), with most of Jesus’ ministry taking place within one year. 

4. 'High' Christology as opposed to the synoptics. 

The Prologue to John’s Gospel (1:1-18) presents Jesus as the Lovgo" become flesh (1:14). John begins his 
Gospel with an affirmation of Jesus’ preexistence and full deity, which climaxes in John 20:28 with 
Thomas’ confession “My Lord and my God!” The non-predicated ejgw eijmi sayings in the Fourth Gospel as 
allusions to Exod 3:14 also point to Jesus’ deity (John 8:24, 28, 58). Compare Mark who begins his Gospel 
with Jesus’ baptism and Matthew and Luke who begin theirs with Jesus’ birth. John begins with eternity 
past (“In the beginning the Word already was…”). 

5. Literary Point of View: John versus the synoptics.  

The synoptics are written from a third person point of view, describing the events as if the authors had 
personally observed all of them and were reporting what they saw at the time. Thus they are basically 
descriptive in their approach. John’s Gospel, on the other hand, although also written from a third person 
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point of view, is more reflective, clearly later than the events he describes. The author of the Fourth Gospel 
very carefully separates himself from the events he describes (cf. the role of the Beloved Disciple in the 
Fourth Gospel). However clear it is that he was an eyewitness of the life of Jesus, it is no less clear that he 
looks back upon it from a temporal distance. While we see the events through his eyes, we are carefully 
guided to see the events of Jesus’ life not as John saw them when they happened but as he now sees them. 
We understand more of the significance of the events described from the position the writer now holds than 
an eyewitness could have understood at the time the events took place. In this sense John’s Gospel is much 
more reflective. 

There are numerous passages in John’s Gospel which could serve as an example of this later perspective. 
Four will serve as examples: 

(a) John 2:17—ejmnhvsqhsan oiJ maqhtaiV aujtou' o{ti gegrammevnon ejstivn… 

(b) John 2:22—o{te ou\n hjgevrqh ejk nekrw'n… 

(c) John 12:16—tau'ta oujk e[gnwsan aujtou' oiJ maqhtaiV toV prw'ton… 

(d) John 20:9—oujdevpw gaVr h[/deisan thVn grafhVn… 

In each of these passages it may be easily seen that John has adopted the “post-resurrection” point of view. 
He looks back on the events and emphasizes the inability of the apostles to understand the things that were 
happening in their true perspective at the time they occurred. It is only possible for us to understand these 
things when we consider the resurrection of Jesus and its significance in God’s plan. 

6. Extended dialogues or discourses rather than proverbial sayings.  

John presents his material in the form of extended dialogues or discourses rather than the ‘proverbial’ or 
‘pithy’ sayings found often in the synoptics: John 3 (with Nicodemus); John 4 (with the Samaritan woman); 
John 6 (the Bread of Life Discourse); John 13—17 (the Farewell Discourse with the disciples). As L. 
Goppelt observed: 

The Gospel of John passed on the words of Jesus predominantly in another genre than the 
synoptics; it did not do so in sayings, parables, and controversy dialogues, but in 
connected or dialogical discourses.25 

7. Use of symbolism and double meaning.  

John makes more frequent use of these literary techniques than the synoptics. Examples: John 2:25 
(temple/body); John 7:37-38 (water/Spirit); John 12:32 (lifted up/exalted). 

Much of this symbolism takes the form of dualistic antitheses: light/darkness (1:4; 3:19; 8:12; 11:9; 12:35, 
46); truth/falsehood (8:44); life/death (5:24; 11:25); above/below (8:23); freedom/slavery (8:33, 36). Much 
of this antithetical dualism is also found in the Qumran (Dead Sea Scrolls) texts. See J. H. Charlesworth, “A 
Critical Comparison of the Dualism in 1QS 3:13-4:26 and the ‘Dualism’ Contained in the Gospel of John”, 
in John and the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. J. H. Charlesworth (New York: Crossroad, 1990). 

8. Use of the “misunderstood statement.”  

John makes frequent use of the “misunderstood statement” as a literary technique. Jesus says something to 
someone which is misunderstood, thus giving Jesus a further opportunity to clarify what he really meant. 
Examples: John 3 (Nicodemus’ misunderstanding of the new birth as a second physical birth; John 4 (the 
Samaritan woman’s misunderstanding of the living water as drinkable water). 

                                                           
25 Leonhard Goppelt, Theology of the New Testament, trans. J. E. Alsup (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1982), 2:293. 
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9. Ipsissima verba versus ipsissima vox.  

The long discourses in John’s Gospel do not necessarily represent Jesus’ exact words (ipsissima verba) as 
long as they give a faithful summary and interpretive paraphrase (ipsissima vox) of what he actually said. 
Jesus’ teaching in the Fourth Gospel may be couched in distinctively Johannine style. On the other hand, 
some of John’s style may have been either directly or indirectly inspired by Jesus’ own manner of speaking: 
in Mt 11:25-27 + Lk 10:21-22 Jesus uses language almost identical to that which characterizes his speeches 
in John’s Gospel— “all things have been given to me by my Father, and no one knows the Son except the 
Father, nor the Father except the Son and the one to whom the Son wishes to reveal him.” 

10. “Kingdom of God” versus “eternal life.”  

The emphasis on the Kingdom of God found in the synoptics is largely missing in John (the phrase 
basileiva tou' qeou' occurs only twice in John’s Gospel (3:3, 5) and the noun basileiva only three times 
(all in 18:36). Instead we find John’s emphasis on ‘eternal life’ as a present reality (John 5:24 etc.). The 
emphasis on ‘eternal life’ in John’s Gospel is closer to the letters of Paul than to the synoptic gospels, as the 
following chart shows: 

A Comparison of the Usage of ‘Life’ and A Comparison of the Usage of ‘Life’ and 
‘Kingdom’ in John and in the‘Kingdom’ in John and in the SynopticsSynoptics

‘Life’:
7x
4x
5x
36x
8x
37x
2x
2x
4x
13x
2x
23x

143x

Matthew
Mark
Luke
John
Acts
Paul’s Letters
Hebrews
James
Peter
John’s Letters
Jude
Revelation

TOTAL

Total:
62x
24x
51x
41x
16x
51x
5x
3x
5x

13x
2x

32x

305x

‘Kingdom’:
55x
20x
46x
5x
8x

14x
3x
1x
1x
0x
0x
9x

162x
 

 

11. Realized eschatology in the Gospel of John.  

The problem of so-called ‘realized’ eschatology in the Gospel of John (the term was popularized by C. H. 
Dodd) can be seen in microcosm in John 5:20b-30. On the one hand there are statements that speak of the 
parousia (second advent) as a future event in the traditional sense: “…for an hour is coming when all who 
are in the tombs will hear his voice and come forth, those who have done good to a resurrection of life, and 
those who have done evil to a resurrection of judgment” (John 5:28-29 NASB). Alongside these on the 
other hand are statements that seem to speak of the full realization for believers of salvation in the present 
(5:20-27): “Truly, truly, I say to you he who hears my word and believes him who sent me, has eternal life; 
he does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life” (John 5:24 NASB). There is an obvious 
tension between these statements that must be reconciled; judgment cannot be both present and future at the 
same time. Related to John’s emphasis on ‘eternal life’ as a present reality is the stress on judgment as 
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realized in a person’s response to Jesus (John 3:19). In addition John’s Gospel does not emphasize the 
second advent of Christ as a future eschatological event (John 14:3 is about the only clear reference). 

12. Differences in grammatical style from the synoptic gospels.  

The Gospel of John is written in a style of Greek quite different from the synoptics. The range of 
vocabulary is smaller. There is frequent parataxis (use of coordinate clauses rather than subordinate 
clauses). Asyndeton frequently occurs. Related to paragraph (7) above, there is little difference between the 
words that are ascribed to Jesus and the words of the Evangelist. Example: try to determine in John 3:1-21 
where the words of Jesus to Nicodemus end and the interpretive comments of the Evangelist begin. 
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The Prologue (1:1-18) 
Some have thought that the Prologue to the Fourth Gospel was composed separately by someone other 

than the Evangelist. The usual reasons given for seeing the Prologue as a separate composition involve the 
unique vocabulary it employs: lovgo" (referring to the preincarnate Logos) only in 1:1, 1:14; plhvrh", 
plhvrwma in 1:14, 1:16; and cavri" in 1:14, 1:16, and 1:17.  

For example, R. Brown states that the Prologue is “an early Christian hymn, probably stemming from 
Johannine circles, which has been adapted to serve as an overture to the Gospel narrative of the career of 
the incarnate Word.”26 

But it is more likely that it is original, because it fits so well with what follows. Why not see it as from 
the Evangelist himself if it comes from “Johannine circles”? [Brown may prefer the phrase “Johannine 
circles” because it suggests a later date, although in any case for him this composition would precede the 
composition of the remainder of the Gospel.] 

Some have thought it should be understood as poetry. True, it can be arranged to look like verse. [So 
can just about any prose unit, including Eph 1:3-14]. But I have seen no two arrangements which agree, 
nor any one arrangement which I find particularly convincing. I think it is better to regard the prologue 
as elevated prose, with a meditative or reflective air about it (like much of the rest of the Fourth Gospel). 
But this does not make it poetry.  

On the use of oJ lovgo": It is not proven beyond doubt whether the term, as John uses it, is to be derived 
from Jewish or Greek backgrounds or some other source. Nor is it precisely plain what the author meant by 
it. He does not tell us, and we are left to work out the precise allusion and significance for ourselves.  

R.P. Casey states regarding the Prologue: 

…the principal difficulty lies neither in its style nor in its terminology but in the fact that 
its author has his feet planted firmly in two worlds: that of the Old Testament and that of 
Hellenistic philosophy and he allows his gaze to wander easily from one to the other. At 
every important point he has not only two thoughts instead of one, but two sets of 
allusions in mind.27 

 

Greek historical backgrounds: As a philosophical term, lovgo" meant the ‘world-soul’, the soul of the 
universe. This was an all-pervading principle, the rational principle of the universe. It was a creative energy. 
In one sense, all things came from it; in another, men derived their wisdom from it. These concepts are at 
least as old as Heraclitus (6th cent. BC): the lovgo" is “always existent” and “all things happen through this 
lovgo".”28 

 

Later Hellenistic thought: Philo of Alexandria, the Jewish philosopher of the early 1st century, frequently 
mentions the lovgo" (it appears over 1400 times in his writings), but he is really concerned with his Platonic 
distinction between this material world and the real, heavenly world of ideas. It was the Stoics who actually 
developed the concept of lovgo". They abandoned Plato’s heavenly archetypes in favor of the thought 
(closer to Heraclitus) that the Universe is pervaded by lovgo", the eternal Reason. They were convinced of 
the ultimate rationality of the universe, and used the term lovgo" to express this conviction. It was the 
‘force’ (!) that originated and permeated and directed all things. It was the supreme governing principle of 

                                                           
26 Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John, AB 29 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 

1966), 1 [emphasis mine]. 
27 R. P. Casey, Journal of Theological Studies 9 (1958): 270. 
28 Frag. 1, 50, 54, 114. 
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the universe. But the Stoics did not think of the lovgo" as personal, nor did they understand it as we would 
understand God (i.e. as a person to be worshipped). 

The Evangelist, then, is using a term that would be widely recognized among the Greeks. But the ‘man in 
the street’ would not know its precise significance, any more than most of us would understand the terms 
‘relativity’ or ‘nuclear fission’. But he would know it meant something very important.  

The rest of the Fourth Gospel, however, shows little trace of acquaintance with Greek philosophy, and even 
less of dependence on it.  

John, in his use of lovgo", is cutting across the fundamental Greek concept of the gods: they were detached, 
they regarded the struggles and heartaches and joys and fears of the world with serene, divine lack of 
feeling. John uses lovgo" to portray a God so involved, so caring, so loving and giving that he becomes 
incarnate within his creation.  

William Barclay summarizes well: 

John spoke to a world which thought of the gods in terms of passionless apatheia and 
serene detachment. He pointed at Jesus Christ and said: ‘Here is the mind of God; here is 
the expression of the thought of God; here is the lovgo". And men were confronted with a 
God who cared so passionately and who loved so sacrificially that His expression was 
Jesus Christ and His emblem a cross.29 

 

Jewish Backgrounds: The ejn ajrch'/ of John 1:1 inevitably recalls Genesis 1:1, tyvarb. But oJ lovgo" also 
recalls <yhla rmayw, “and God said…” [cf. also Psalm 33:6, “By the word of Yahweh the heavens were 
made.”] There was also the “semi-personalization” of Wisdom in Proverbs 8:22 ff. And the Targums 
substitute Memra (“Word”) as an intermediary in many places: e.g. in Exod 19:17, “And Moses brought the 
people out of the camp to meet God” (MT), the Palestinian Targum reads “to meet theWord of God.” 
Targum Jonathan (containing the former and latter prophets, Joshua to 2 Kings plus the prophets and 
Daniel) uses this expression some 320 times. Some say this is not significant because Memra does not refer 
to a being distinct from God. It is just a way of referring to God himself. But this is the point: people 
familiar with the Targums were familiar with “Memra” as a designation for God. John does not use 
the term the way the Targums do, but to those familiar with the Targums it must have aroused these 
associations, which John would be in agreement with.30 

 

In summary: William Temple states that the lovgo" 

“alike for Jew and Gentile represents the ruling fact of the universe, and represents that 
fact as the self-expression of God. The Jew will remember that ‘by the Word of the Lord 
the heavens were made’; the Greek will think of the rational principle of which all natural 
laws are particular expressions. Both will agree that this Logos is the starting-point of all 
things.”31 

John was using a term which, with various shades of meaning, was in common use everywhere. He could 
count on all men catching his essential meaning. But for John, the Word was not a principle, but a 
living Being, the source of life; not a personification, but a Person, and that Person divine.  

Note: John never uses the absolute, specific, unrelated term lovgo" outside of the prologue. Elsewhere it is 
always modified or clarified, and does not occur in the Gospel again in the sense of the lovgo". Why not? 
Probably because in the Prologue we are looking at pre-existence. 1:14 becomes the point of transition: 

                                                           
29 William Barclay, Expository Times 70 (1958/59): 82. 
30 For further information see Martin McNamara, “Logos of the Fourth Gospel and Memra of the 

Palestinian Targum, Exod 12:42” (Expository Times 79 [1967/68]: 115-17). 
31 William Temple, Readings in St John’s Gospel (London: 1947), 4. 
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the Word is now Jesus of Nazareth. Therefore, he is called Jesus from this point on, no longer oJ lovgo". 
Jesus and the lovgo" are an identity; the lovgo" is the pre-existent Christ.  

Strictly speaking, I would prefer not to say that John has ‘personified’ the lovgo" because this implies 
that he borrowed the term from philosophical circles like the Stoics. Perhaps if we could ask John, he 
would prefer to say the philosophers had (in a sense) ‘de-personalized’ the lovgo" into a rational principle, 
although he really was a person (the pre-incarnate Christ) all along. That is to say, what the philosophers 
had grasped about the lovgo" had some elements of truth, but these were only dim and distant reflections of 
the pre-incarnate Christ himself. There really was a rational principle behind the universe, but until the 
coming of this lovgo" as Jesus of Nazareth (1:14) there was no way to know anything about him (1:18) 
except by natural revelation with all its limitations.  

 

OUTLINE: 

1A  The Prologue to the Gospel (1:1-18) 

1 B  The Word and Creation (1:1-5) 

2 B  John the Baptist’s Testimony about the Word (1:6-8) 

3 B  The World’s Reaction to the Word (1:9-13) 

4 B  The Church’s Confession about the Word (1:14-18) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES: 

1A  The Prologue to the Gospel (1:1-18) 

1 B  The Word and Creation (1:1-5) 

1:1 =En ajrch'/ The search for the basic “stuff” out of which things are made is the earliest one in Greek 
philosophy. It was attended by the related question of “What is the process by which the secondary things 
came out of the primary one (or ones)?,” or in Aristotelian terminology, “What is the ajrch'/ (or ajrcai) and 
what is the genhsin of the sunqeta?” 

In the New Testament the word usually has a temporal sense, but even in BAGD the second major category 
of meaning listed is “the first cause.”32 For John, the words =En ajrch'/ are most likely a conscious allusion 
to the opening words of Genesis: in Hebrew, tyvarb. Other concepts which occur prominently in 
Genesis 1 are also found in the prologue: “life” (John 1:4) “light” (John 1:4) and “darkness” (John 1:5). 
Genesis 1 describes the first (physical) creation; John 1 describes the new (spiritual) creation. But this is not 
to play off a false dichotomy between “physical” and “spiritual”; the first creation was both physical and 
spiritual. The new creation is really a re-creation, of the spiritual (first) but also the physical. In spite of the 
common understanding of John’s ‘spiritual’ emphasis, we should not overlook the “physical” recreation 
which occurs in Chapter 2 with the changing of water into wine, in Chapter 11 with the resurrection of 
Lazarus, and the emphasis of Chapters 20-21 on the aftermath of Jesus’ own resurrection. 

 

=En ajrch'/ h\n In the beginning, the lovgo" already was, i.e., already existed. Before the created order as we 
know it existed, the Word already existed. And h\n can certainly convey eternal pre-existence, in contrast to 
ejgevneto (1:3). There is a possibility of a Johannine double meaning here, since (as already mentioned) 
ajrch'/ can also refer to the “first cause.” Tertullian makes reference to the double meaning of ajrch'/ in the 
LXX of Genesis 1:1 in his Argument against Hermogenes.33 

 

proV" toVn Qeovn The preposition prov" implies not just proximity, but intimate personal relationship. 
Marcus Dods states, “Prov" implies not merely existence alongside of but personal intercourse. It means 
more than metav or parav, and is regularly employed in expressing the presence of one person with 
another.”34 See also Mark 6:3, Matt 13:56, Mark 9:19, Gal 1:18, 2 John 12. A. T. Robertson says: “the 
literal idea comes out well, ‘face to face with God.’”35 

 

QeoV" h\n oJ lovgo" See Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, for the significance of anarthrous 
pre-copulative predicate nominatives and a discussion of Colwell’s Rule.36 From a technical standpoint, I 
think it is probably preferable to see something of a qualitative aspect to anarthrous qeov". NEB has a 
helpful translation: “What God was, the Word was,” meaning the Word was fully deity in essence. In 
modern English “the Word was divine” does not quite catch the meaning; “the Word was fully God” would 
be more likely to convey the meaning to the average English reader.  

 

                                                           
32 BAGD 112. 
33 Argument against Hermogenes xix. 
34 Marcus Dods, “The Gospel of St. John,” in The Expositor’s Greek Testament (London, 1897), 

684. 
35 A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the light of Historical Research 

(Nashville: Broadman, 1934), 623, 625. 
36 Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New 

Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 256-63. 
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1:3 o} gevgonen There is a major punctuation problem here: should this relative clause go with verse 3 or 

verse 4? The earliest manuscripts have no punctuation [Ì66, Ì75*, a*, A, B, D]. Many of the later 

manuscripts which do have punctuation place it before the phrase, thus putting it with verse 4 [Ì75c, C, D, 
L, Q, et al.]. Nestle-Aland 25th ed. placed the phrase in v. 3; Nestle-Aland 26th ed. moved the words to the 
beginning of v. 4. 

In a detailed article Kurt Aland defends the change.37 He sought to prove that the attribution of o} gevgonen 
to verse 3 began to be carried out in the 4th century in the Greek church. This came out of the Arian 
controversy, and was intended as a safeguard for doctrine. The change was unknown in the West.  

It appears to me Aland is correct in affirming that the phrase was attached to v. 4 by the Gnostics and the 
Eastern Church; only when the Arians began to use them were they attached to v. 3. But this does not rule 
out the possibility that by moving the words from v. 4 to v. 3 one is restoring the original reading.  

Understanding the words as part of v. 3 is natural and adds to the emphasis which is built up there; while it 
also gives a terse, forceful statement in v. 4. On the other hand, taking the phrase o} gevgonen with v. 4 gives 
a complicated expression: Barrett says that both ways of understanding v. 4 with o} gevgonen included ‘are 
almost impossibly clumsy’: “That which came into being—in it the Word was life”; “That which came into 
being—in the Word was its life.”38 

The following stylistic points should be noted in the solution of this problem:  

(1) John frequently starts sentences with ejn; 

(2) he repeats frequently (“nothing was created that has been created”); 

(3) 5:26 and 6:53 both give a sense similar to v. 4 if it is understood without the phrase;  

(4) it makes far better Johannine sense to say that in the Word was life, than to say that the created 
universe (what was made, o} gevgonen) was life in him.  

Conclusion: The phrase is best taken with verse 3. Schnackenburg, Barrett, Carson, Haenchen, Morris, AV, 
and NIV concur (against Brown, Beasley-Murray, and NEB). The arguments of R. Schnackenburg are 
particularly persuasive.39 

 

1:4 ejn aujtw'/ zwhV h\n Regarding John’s use of zwhv: John uses the term 37 times. 17 times it occurs with 
aijwvnio", and in the remaining occurrences outside the Prologue it is clear from context that ‘eternal’ life is 
meant. The 2 uses in 1:4, if they do not refer to ‘eternal’ life, would be the only exceptions. 

Also (as a footnote) 1 John uses zwhv 13 times, always of ‘eternal’ life.  

For the meaning of the verse we should probably turn to Psalm 36:9: “For with Thee is the fountain of life; 
In Thy light we see light.” In later Judaism, 1 Baruch 4:2 expresses a similar idea. Life, especially eternal 
life, will become one of the major themes of the gospel. 

 

1:5 kaiV toV fjw'" ejn th'/ skotiva/ faivnei Note the change of tense. Up till now John has used past tenses 
(imperfect, aorist); now he switches to a present. The light continually shines. Even as the evangelist 
writes, it is shining. The present here has gnomic force; it expresses the timeless truth that the light of the 
world (cf. 8:12, 9:5, 12:46) never ceases to shine. The question of whether John has in mind here the pre-

                                                           
37 Kurt Aland, “Eine Untersuchung zu Johannes 1, 3-4. Über die Bedeutung eines Punktes,” 

Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 59 (1968): 174-209. 
38 C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 2d ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1978), 157 
39 Rudolf Schnackenburg, The Gospel According to St. John, trans. K. Smyth (New York: Seabury, 

1980), 1:239-40. 
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incarnate Christ or the incarnate Christ is probably too specific. The incarnation is not really introduced till 
1:9, but here the point is more general: it is of the very nature of light, that it shines.  

 

kaiV hJ skotiva aujtoV ouj katevlaben  Here we are introduced to what will become a major theme of John’s 
Gospel: the opposition of light and darkness. The antithesis is a natural one, widespread in antiquity. 
Genesis 1 gives considerable emphasis to it in the account of the creation, and so do the writings of 
Qumran. It is the major theme of one of the most important extra-biblical documents found at Qumran, the 
so-called War Scroll, properly titled The War of the Sons of Light with the Sons of Darkness. Connections 
between John and Qumran are still an area of scholarly debate and a consensus has not yet emerged.40 

 

katevlaben is not easy to translate. “To seize” or “to grasp” is possible, but this also permits “to grasp with 
the mind” in the sense of “to comprehend” (esp. in the middle voice). We are probably faced with another 
Johannine double meaning here, but I prefer the sense of “to overcome” rather than “to understand”: one 
does not usually think of Darkness as trying to understand light. For it to mean this, we must 
understand “darkness” as meaning “certain men,” or perhaps “mankind” at large, darkened in 
understanding. But in John’s usage, darkness is not normally used of men or a group of men. Rather it 
usually signifies the evil environment or ‘sphere’ in which men find themselves. They loved darkness 
rather than light (3:19). Those who follow Jesus do not walk in darkness (8:12). They are to walk while 
they have light, lest the darkness “overtake”/”overcome” them (12:35, same verb as here). For John, with 
his set of symbols and imagery, darkness is not something which seeks to “understand/comprehend” the 
light, but the forces of evil which seek to “overcome/conquer” it. But they did not succeed.  

 

2 B  John the Baptist’s Testimony about the Word (1:6-8) 

1:6 =Egevneto a[nqrwpo"  Note the use of givnomai rather than e[rcomai here: perhaps it would have been 
more natural to use h\lqen (1:7). But ejgevneto in 1:3 refers to “coming into existence”—the creation. John 
the Baptist was a created being; there was a time when he was not. In contrast, oJ lovgo" h\n (1:1); there was 
never a “time” when the Lovgo" did not exist—-compare 1:15, where the Baptist testifies of Jesus, o{ti 
prw'tov" mou h\n. 

 

1:7 ou|to" h\lqen eij" marturivan i{na marturhvsh/  “Witness” is also one of the major themes of the 
Fourth Gospel. The verb marturevw occurs 33 times (compare to 1 time in Matthew, 1 time in Luke, 0 in 
Mark) and the noun marturiva 14 times (0 in Matthew, 1 time in Luke, 3 times in Mark). 

 

3 B  The World’s Reaction to the Word (1:9-13) 

1:9 ejrcovmenon eij" toVn kovsmon The participle ejrcovmenon may be either (1) neuter nominative, agreeing 
with toV fw'", or (2) masculine accusative, agreeing with a[nqrwpon.  

(1) results in a periphrastic imperfect with h\n, h\n toV fw'"...ejrcovmenon, referring to the incarnation.  

(2) would have the participle modifying a[nqrwpon and referring to the true light as enlightening “every 
man who comes into the world.” 

(2) has some rabbinic parallels: the phrase <lwuh yab lk (“all who come into the world”) is a fairly 
common expression for “every man” (cf. Leviticus Rabbah 31.6). 

But (1) must be preferred here, because: 

                                                           
40 See T. A. Hoffman, “1 John and the Qumran Scrolls,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 8 (1978): 177-

21. 
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 In the next verse the light is in the world; it is logical for verse 9 to speak of its entering the 
world; 

 In other passages Jesus is described as “coming into the world” (6:14, 9:39, 11:27, 16:28) and in 
12:46 Jesus says: ejgwV fw'" eij" toVn kovsmon ejlhvluqa;  

 Use of a periphrastic participle with the imperfect tense is Johannine style: 1:28, 2:6, 3:23, 10:40, 
11:1, 13:23, 18:18 and 25. In every one of these except 13:23 the finite verb is first and separated 
by one or more intervening words from the participle.  

In this verse we are introduced to the kovsmo" for the first time. This is another important theme word for 
John. Generally, kovsmo" as a Johannine concept does not refer to the totality of creation (the universe, das 
All) (although there are exceptions at 11:9. 17:5, 24, 21:25) but to the world of men and human affairs. 
Even in 1:10 the world created through the lovgo" is a world capable of knowing (or reprehensibly not 
knowing) its Maker.  

Sometimes oJ kovsmo" is further qualified as oJ kovsmo" ou|to" (8:23, 9:39, 11:9, 12:25, 31; 13:1, 16:11, 
18:36). This is not merely equivalent to the rabbinic hzh <lwuh (oJ aijwvn ou|to", “this present age”) and 
contrasted with the world to come. For John it is also contrasted to a world other than this one, already 
existing; this is the lower world, corresponding to which there is a world above (see esp. 8:23, 18:36). 
Jesus appears not only as the Messiah by means of whom an eschatological future is anticipated (as in the 
Synoptics) but also as an envoy from the heavenly world to oJ kovsmo" ou|to". This descent/ascent motif 
(connected to the Incarnation) will appear in the Prologue (see the chiastic arrangement for 1:1-18), again in 
1:51 and as one of the themes of the remainder of the Gospel. The descent is mentioned in 3:13; the nadir 
(rejection by his own) in 12:37; the “ascent” is comprised of both crucifixion (predicted in 12:32) and 
resurrection/ascension (20:17). 

 

1:11 oiJ i[dioi aujtoVn ouj parevlabon  There is a subtle irony here: when the lovgo" came into the world, 
he came to his “own” (taV i[dia, literally “his own things,” a neuter form which refers to his own “home”—
Israel—or to his own “things”—his messianic office) and his own people (oiJ i[dioi), who should have 
known and received him, but they did not. This time John does not say that “his own” did not know him, 
but that they did not “receive” him. (parevlabon). The idea is one not of mere recognition, but of 
acceptance and welcome. 

 

1:12 toi'" pisteuvousin eij" toV o[noma aujtou'  A note on John’s use of the pisteuvw + eij" construction: 
the verb pisteuvw occurs 98 times in John (compared to 11 times in Matthew, 14 times in Mark [including 
the longer ending], and 9 times in Luke). One of the unsolved mysteries is why the corresponding noun 
form pivsti" is never used at all. Many have held the noun was in use in some pre-Gnostic sects and this 
rendered it suspect for John. It might also be that for John, faith was an activity, something that men do.41 

In any event, John uses pisteuvw in 4 major ways:  

1. of believing facts, reports, etc., 12 times; 

2. of believing people (or the Scriptures), 19 times;  

3. of believing “in” Christ” (pisteuvw + eij" + acc.), 36 times;  

4. used absolutely without any person or object specified, 30 times (the one remaining passage is 2:24, 
where Jesus refused to “trust” himself to certain men). 

Of these, the most significant is the use of pisteuvw with eij" + accusative. It is not unlike the Pauline ejn 
Cristw'/ formula. It also appears to be a literal translation of the Hebrew ‘ b /ymah (see BDB s.v. /ma). 

                                                           
41 Cf. William Turner, “Believing and Everlasting Life—A Johannine Inquiry,” Expository Times 

64 (1952/53): 50-52. 
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Some have argued that this points to a Hebrew (more likely Aramaic) original behind the Fourth Gospel. 
But it probably indicates something else, as C. H. Dodd has observed: “pisteuvein with the dative so 
inevitably connoted simple credence, in the sense of an intellectual judgment, that the moral element of 
personal trust or reliance inherent in the Hebrew or Aramaic phrase—an element integral to the primitive 
Christian conception of faith in Christ—needed to be otherwise expressed.”42 

 

1:13 oujk ejx aiJmavtwn...ajll= ejk qeou' ejgennhvqhsan  This describes the origin of the tevkna Qeou'—
three times negatively and once positively. The plural aiJmavtwn has seemed a problem to many interpreters. 
At least some sources in antiquity imply that blood was thought of as being important in the development of 
the fetus during its time in the womb: thus Wisdom of Solomon 7:1: “in the womb of a mother I was molded 
into flesh, within the period of 10 months, compacted with blood, from the seed of a man and the pleasure 
of marriage.” In John 1:13, the plural aiJmavtwn may imply the action of both parents. It may also refer to the 
‘genetic’ contribution of both parents, and so be equivalent to “human descent” (cf. BAGD s.v. aiJma.) 
Hoskyns thought John could not have used the singular here because Christians are in fact ‘begotten’ by the 
blood of Christ, although the context would seem to make it clear that the blood in question is something 
other than the blood of Christ.43 

The next phrase, oujdeV ejk qelhvmato" sarkoV", is more clearly a reference to sexual desire, but we should 
note that savrx in John does not convey the evil sense common in Pauline usage. For John it refers to the 
physical nature in its weakness rather than in its sinfulness. I think there is no clearer confirmation of this 
than the immediately following verse, where the lovgo" became savrx. 

The third phrase, oujdeV ejk qelhvmato" ajndroV", means much the same as the second one. The word here 
(ajnhr) is often used for a husband. Thus, “nor of the will of a husband.” Or more generally, “nor of any 
human volition whatsoever.” Morris may be right when he sees here an emphasis directed at the Jewish 
pride in race and patriarchal ancestry, although such a specific reference is difficult to prove.44 

On the contrary, the way the tevknon Qeou' is begotten is by supernatural divine miracle. The imagery is 
bold because the verb gennavw is commonly used of the action of the male parent in the reproductive 
process.  

 

4 B  The Church’s Confession about the Word (1:14-18) 

1:14 This verse constitutes the most concise statement of the Incarnation in the New Testament. 1:1 
makes it clear that the lovgo" was fully God, but 1:14 makes it clear that he was also fully human. A Docetic 
interpretation is completely ruled out. 

Note: Here for the first time the lovgo" of 1:1 ff. is identified as Jesus of Nazareth—the two are one and 
the same. Thus this is the last time the word lovgo" is used in the Fourth Gospel to refer to the second 
Person of the Trinity. Henceforth it is Jesus who becomes the focus of the Gospel. 

 

kaiV ejsjkhvnwsen ejn hJmi'n  The verb here, together with dovxan in the following clause, makes it clear that 
John is alluding to the Wilderness experience of Israel. Parallels with Exodus 33 are especially numerous: 

Exod 33:7 How Moses used to take the tent and pitch it outside the camp.  

John 1:14 ejskhvnwsen ejn hJmi'n... 

                                                           
42 C. H. Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1953), 183 [emphasis mine]. 
43 E. C. Hoskyns, The Fourth Gospel, 2d ed. (London: Faber & Faber, 1947), 143. 
44 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), 101. 



© The Biblical Studies Foundation (www.bible.org) Winter 2001 

Exod 33:9 . . .the pillar of cloud would descend. 

Exod 33:10 When all the people saw the pillar of cloud...[they] would arise and worship. 

John 1:14 kaiV ejqeasavmeqa thVn dovxan aujtou'... 

Exod 33:11 Thus Yahweh spoke to Moses face to face... 

John 1:17 oJ novmo" diaV Mwu>sevw" ejdovqh... 

Exod 33:20 “You cannot see My face, for no man can see Me and live.”  

John 1:18 QeoVn oujdeiV" eJwvraken pwvpote...  

Exod 33:23 “You shall see My back, but My face shall not be seen.” 

John 1:18 ejkei'no" ejxhghvsato...  

Some would say that John is here presenting Jesus as the new and greater Moses. I do not agree, because 
1:17 makes it clear that ‘law’ came through Moses, while ‘grace and truth’ came through Jesus. More 
likely the allusions here are to Jesus being presented as Yahweh: it was Yahweh who dwelt in the 
Tabernacle; in 1:14 the lovgo" tabernacled among men. And Moses never saw God’s face (Exod 33:20) but 
the lovgo" resided in the bosom of the Father ‘and explained’ him. (1:18). 

 

wJ" monogenou'" paraV patrov"  “Only begotten” is a bit misleading as a translation here, since in English 
it appears to express a metaphysical relationship. The word in Greek was used of an only child (a son [Luke 
7:12, 9:38] or a daughter [Luke 8:42]). It was also used of something unique (only one of its kind) such as 
the mythological Phoenix (1 Clement 25:2). From here it passes easily to a description of Isaac (Heb 11:17 
and Josephus, Antiquities, I.222) who was not Abraham’s only son, but was one-of-a-kind because he was 
the child of the promise.  

In the Johannine literature monogenh'" is only used of Jesus, and some want to see a heightened meaning 
like ‘begotten’ because of its proximity to the phrase ejk Qeou' ejgennhvqhsan in John 1:13. In this case it 
would become more or less equivalent to prwtovtoko" (Rom 8:29, Col 1:15).  

It seems to me that the unique character of the relationship between Father and Son is one of the 
important themes of John’s Gospel which is repeatedly stressed throughout, and so the meaning ‘unique’ is 
perfectly adequate within the Johannine framework.  

 

1:15  The testimony of John the Baptist: Ou|to" h\n is a bit unusual; we might have expected ejstin. John 
the Baptist may be referring back to a previous occasion when he had witnessed about Jesus; but it is also 
possible that this is a deliberate allusion back to 1:1 and the eternal (pre)existence of the Lovgo"—this is 
supported also by the case in the final clause in verse 15. This final (causal) clause is somewhat difficult in 
wording: literally, “because he was first of me.” Most commentators agree it should be understood as a 
temporal reference, “because he existed before me.” Westcott pointed out that the reference here is not 
merely to relative priority, but absolute priority. In other words, the lovgo" was not just “former” (prior 
to John the Baptist) but “first” in an absolute sense.45 We might paraphrase, “my successor has taken 
precedence over me, because he was [existed] prior to me [and to all else]”.  

 

1:16 The major problems with verse 16 lie in deciding whose words they are (the Baptist’s or the writer’s) 
and what the sense of the phrase cavrin ajntiV cavrito"  is.  

Earlier commentators (including Origen and Luther) took these words to be the Baptist’s. Most modern 
commentators take them as the words of the writer of the Gospel. Some, indeed, see the reference to the 
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Baptist in 1:15 as one of the rather inept ‘interpolations’ made by the gospel writer into the hymn which 
comprises the Prologue (1:1-18). 

Z. C. Hodges took 1:15-18 as the words of the Baptist.46 The words do seem to read most naturally this 
way; it is only on account of the depth of this Christological insight that most today would assign them to 
the Evangelist. What most overlook is the ‘high’ Christological statement in 1:29, where the Baptist 
specifically identifies Jesus as “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.” That John the 
Baptist had prophetic insight into the Person and Ministry of Jesus is also implied in Luke 1:15-17, where 
he is said to come “in the spirit and power of Elijah.” If one is willing to acknowledge that the Baptist 
genuinely had the prophetic gift, there is nothing inherently impossible in the attribution to him of 
1:15-18. In addition to the arguments in favor of this interpretation given by Hodges in his article, it seems 
to me that several other things favor it: 

1. The absence of words like plhvrwma (1:16) and cavri" (1:16,17) later in the gospel are more readily 
explained if these are in fact the Baptist’s terms for Jesus’ ministry;  

2. Knowledge of such sayings by the Baptist on the part of the gospel writer is more believable if John the 
Apostle were originally a follower of the Baptist; and many think he is in fact the unnamed associate of 
Andrew mentioned in 1:35 and 1:40;  

3. 1:14 makes a very appropriate introduction to these words if they are the Baptist’s; in other words, the 
gospel writer introduces the earthly career of the incarnate Lovgo" in 1:14, using terminology echoed in 
the initial testimony of the Baptist which immediately follows (monogenhv", patrov", plhvrh", 
cavrito", and ajlhqeiva"); 

4. 1:19 is not therefore the point of transition between Prologue and gospel (as usually assumed) but 
represents the testimony of the Baptist about Jesus on another occasion, when he was confronted 
with representatives from Jerusalem.  

In spite of all this, I am not convinced that 1:16-18 should be understood as a continuation of the 
Baptist’s testimony for the following reasons: 

1. There is the 2nd plural ejqeasavmeqa of 1:14 (which are undoubtedly the words of the Evangelist) 
which fits with hJmei'" pavnte" ejlavbomen of 1:16.  

2. The repetition of monogenhv" in 1:14 and 1:18, as a description of Jesus, would seem to argue that the 
Evangelist was responsible for both—otherwise the Evangelist would have had to have written 1:14 
as a deliberate introduction to the quoted words of the Baptist—not impossible, but less likely in my 
judgment.  

3. Perhaps most significant, if there are deliberate allusions to Exod 33 in 1:14 (as we have already 
discussed) and if M. Hooker is right that 1:16 is an allusion to Exod 33:13 (see below) then it seems 
more likely, on the whole, that the Evangelist wrote both 1:14 and 1:16 and was deliberately 
alluding to Exod 33 in both, than that it is merely coincidental that 1:14 and 1:16 both go back to 
Exod 33. (It should also be noted that verses 17 and 18 also contain references or allusions to the Old 
Testament, particularly Exod 33:23/John 1:18).  

 

As for the difficult phrase cavrin ajntiV cavrito" , the sense could be: 

1. love/grace under the New Covenant in place of love/grace under the Sinai Covenant, thus replacement; 

2. grace “on top of” grace, thus accumulation;  

3. grace corresponding to grace, thus correspondence. 
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Probably the most commonly held view is (2) in one sense or another, and I would think this is probably the 
preferred explanation. This sense is supported by a fairly well-known use in Philo, On the Posterity of Cain 
and His Exile 145. Morna Hooker has suggested that Exod 33:13 provides the background for this 
expression: “How therefore, I pray Thee, if I have found cavri" (LXX) in Thy sight, let me know Thy 
ways, that I may know Thee, so that I may find cavri" (LXX) in Thy sight.”47 Hooker proposes that it is this 
idea of favor given to one who has already received favor which lies behind 1:16, and in my view this 
seems very probable as a good explanation of the meaning of the phrase.  

 

1:17  The Old and the New: Whatever we make of the allusions to Exod 33 in John 1:14-18, verse 17 
seems to make it clear that the Old Covenant (Sinai) is being contrasted with the New. In Jewish sources 
the Law was regarded as a gift from God (Josephus, Antiquities VIII. 338; Pirke Aboth 1.1; Sifre Deut. 31.4 
§ 305).48 The use of ejgevneto here (which was previously used in relation to the creative activity of the 
Lovgo" (1:3,10) may imply that Jesus is the Source and Creator of both cavri" and ajlhvqeia—they came 
into existence through him. 

Note: This is the first use of the name =Ihsou" ; John uses it 237 times in all (compare 150 times in 
Matthew, 81 in Mark, and 89 in Luke). This is more than 25% of the NT occurrences (905 times). The 
compound title with Crivsto" occurs elsewhere in John only in 17:3 (though see 20:31). John uses  
Crivsto" alone 19 times (compared with 17 times in Matthew, 7 times in Mark, and 12 times in Luke). 

 

1:18 Notice Qeovn is in emphatic position (as the first word in the clause). What about the Old Testament 
passages like Exod 24:9-11 that seem to state explicitly that some men have seen God? What John probably 
means here is that, in his essential being, God has never yet been seen by men. The theophanies described in 
the Old Testament did not and could not reveal God’s essential being. Calvin said, “When he says that no 
one has seen God, it is not to be understood of the outward seeing of the physical eye. He means that, since 
God dwells in inaccessible light, he cannot be known except in Christ, his living image.” Compare Jesus’ 
words in 6:46 and 14:9. 

  

monogenhV" QeoV"  (oJ monogenhV" uiJov" ) The textual problem is a notoriously difficult one! It appears that 
only one letter would have differentiated the readings in some manuscripts, since Ì66, one of the earliest 
manuscripts (2nd/3rd century), uses the abbreviation qMs; the alternative would have been uMs.49 

The external evidence is difficult to evaluate objectively because it is so evenly split between Alexandrian 
and Byzantine readings and one’s view toward the relative importance of these two text-types will probably 
decide one’s evaluation of the external evidence. Internally, uiJov" fits the immediate context more readily; 
Qeov" is much more difficult, but also explains the origin of the other reading (uiJov") more readily, because 
it is difficult to see why a scribe who found uiJov" in the text he was copying would alter it to Qeov".  

On the whole I do not think either reading seriously alters the meaning of the text. But I have a preference 
for Qeov" as the older and more difficult reading.  

As for translation, I think it makes the most sense to see the word Qeov" as in apposition to monogenhv", and 
the participle oJ w]n as in apposition to qeov", giving in effect three descriptions of Jesus rather than only 
two. The modern translations which best express this are the NEB (margin), TEV, and NET: 
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NEB margin: “No man has ever seen God; but the only one, himself God, the nearest one to the Father’s 
heart, has made him known.”  

TEV: “No one has ever seen God. The only One, who is what God is, and who is near the Father’s side, has 
made him known.”  

NET: “No one has ever seen God. The only one, himself God, who is in the presence of the Father, has 
made God known.” 

Several things should be noted: monogenhv" alone, without uiJov", can mean “only son,” “unique son,” 
“unique one,” etc. (see 1:14). Furthermore, Qeov" is anarthrous. As such it carries qualitative force much 
like it does in 1:1c, where QeoV" h\n oJ lovgo" means “the Word was fully God” or “the Word was fully of 
the essence of deity” [see above discussion under 1:1]. 

Finally, oJ w]n occurs in Rev 1:4, 1:8, 4:8, 11:17, and 16:5, but even more significantly in the LXX of Exod 
3:14. Putting all of this together I would suggest the following translation for 1:18: “No one has seen God at 
any time. The unique One—fully God—the “I am” in the bosom of the Father, that One has explained him 
fully.”  

 

In this final verse of the Prologue, the climactic and ultimate statement of the earthly career of the 
Lovgo", Jesus of Nazareth, is reached. The Unique One (cf. 1:14), the one who has taken on human form 
and nature (saVrx ejgevneto, 1:14), who is himself fully God (what God was, the Lovgo" was, 1:1c) and is to 
be identified with the Ever-living One of the Old Testament revelation (oJ w]n, Exod 3:14), who is in 
intimate relationship with the Father, this One and no other has fully revealed what God is like! As Jesus 
said to Phillip in 14:9, “The one who has seen Me has seen the Father.” 
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Chapter 1 ( 1:19-51) 
 

Note L. Morris’ suggestion: The opening of the narrative proper might be understood as the account of the 
happenings of one momentous week:50 

Day 1—The deputation from Jerusalem to the Baptist (1:19-28) 

Day 2—John the Baptist points out Jesus (1:29-34) 

Day 3—Two of John’s disciples follow Jesus (1:35-40) 

Day 4—Andrew brings Peter to Jesus (1:41-42) [Presumably on the next day] 

[Using the “inclusive” method of calculation:] 

Day 5—(1st day) Philip and Nathanael come to Jesus (1:43-51) 

Day 6—(2nd day) (no events recorded) 

Day 7—(3rd day) “KaiV th'/ hJmevra/ th'/ trivth / gavmo" ejgevneto ejn KanaV th'" 
Galilaiva"…” 

If this is an accurate chronological arrangement we may ask, “What is the significance of this chronology 
for the Evangelist?” The deliberate allusion to Gen 1:1 by the phrase ejn ajrch'/ in John 1:1 (see Notes on 
the Prologue) suggests that the framework of John 1:19-51 is also an allusion to the seven creative days of 
Gen 1. It suggests creative activity—Jesus is about to engage in a new creation, just as he was active in 
the original creation (1:3). Nevertheless, the point should not be pressed too far, because of the omission 
of recorded events for day 6 and because John himself does not enumerate the days in this way (cf. 2:1, 
which the author describes as the 3rd day, not the 7th. 

John the Baptist’s testimony does seem to take place over 3 days (cf. the suggested chronology above): 

Day 1—John’s testimony about his own role is largely negative (1:19-28) 

Day 2—John gives positive testimony about who Jesus is (1:29-34) 

Day 3—John sends his own disciples to follow Jesus (1:35-40) 

C. H. Dodd observed a (triadic) parallel between the above arrangement and the Prologue (1:6-8) which is 
probably the expansion of the Prologue we would expect if our theory about its nature is correct:51 

(1) John was not the Light (1:8) 

(2) John came to testify to the Light (1:7) and (1:8) 

(3) His purpose for testifying was in order that all believe (1:7) 

[Note: This should not be pressed too far because it does involve a sequential dislocation.] 

 

OUTLINE: 

2 A  The Introduction to the Gospel (1:19-51) 

1 B  The Witness of John the Baptist (1:19-34) 

                                                           
50 Morris, The Gospel According to John, 129 ff. 
51 C. H. Dodd, Historical Tradition in the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1965), 248. 
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1 C  John’s witness about himself (1:19-28) 

2 C  John’s witness about Jesus (1:29-34) 

2 B  Jesus acquires his first disciples from John (John 1:35-51) 

1 C  Two of John’s disciples follow Jesus (1:35-39) 

2 C  Andrew finds Peter and brings him to Jesus (1:40-42) 

3 C  Jesus calls Philip (1:43-44) 

4 C  Nathanael and his confession (1:45-51) 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY: 

Bratcher, R. G., “‘The Jews’ in the Gospel of John,” Bible Translator 26 (1975): 401-409. 

Dodd, C. H., Historical Tradition in the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: University Press, 1965). 

Morris, L., The Gospel According to John, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971). 

Westcott, B. F., The Gospel According to St. John (1881; rpt. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978). 

 

DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES: 

2 A  The Introduction to the Gospel (1:19-51) 

1 B  The Witness of John the Baptist (1:19-34) 

The Baptist is the first witness brought forward by the Evangelist to give testimony as to who Jesus is. See 
the following discussion for further information on the phrase oiJ =Ioudaioi.52 

 

1 C  John’s witness about himself (1:19-28) 

1:19ff. Note again the triadic pattern of the roles proposed for the Baptist by the emissaries of the 
Pharisees:  

1. Are you the Messiah? (this was not explicitly asked but was certainly implied; note John’s denial. ) 

2. Are you Elijah? 

3. Are you the Prophet? 

Note also the increasing curtness of John’s replies: (1) ejgw oujk eijmi oJ Cristov"; (2) oujk eijmi; and finally 
(3) merely ouj. Perhaps John’s patience was wearing a bit thin or, more likely, he wished not at all to focus 
attention on himself but more and more on the One to whom he did come to bear witness.  

 

A Note on Jewish Messianic Expectation: 

Apparently, no uniform Jewish expectation of a single eschatological figure existed. A majority 
expected the Messiah. But some apocryphal books describe God’s intervention without mentioning 
the anointed Davidic king; in parts of Enoch the figure of the Son of Man, not the Messiah, 

                                                           
52 See also R. G. Bratcher, “‘The Jews’ in the Gospel of John,” Bible Translator 26 (1975): 401-

409. This ground-breaking article argued conclusively for a nuanced translation of the phrase into English, a 
practice now followed by a number of newer translations (e.g., CEV, NLT, NET). 
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embodies the expectations of the author. Essenes at Qumran seem to have expected three figures: a 
prophet, a priestly messiah, and a royal messiah.  

 

A Note on the Significance of John’s Baptism: 

In baptizing, John was performing an eschatological action. It also seems to be part of his 
proclamation (1:23, 26-27). Crowds were beginning to follow him. He was operating in an area not 
too far from the Essene center on the Dead Sea. No wonder the authorites were curious about who 
he was.  

 

1:20-21 We may now consider John’s three responses, i.e., who John was not:  

(1) John was not the Messiah—A 3rd century work, the pseudo-Clementine Recognitions [1.54 and 1.60 
in the Latin text; the statement is not as clear in the Syriac] records that John’s followers proclaimed him 
to be the Messiah. We have no clear evidence that they did so in the 1st century, however—but Luke 3:15 
indicates some wondered.  

(2) John was not Elijah—According to 2 Kings 2:11, Elijah is still alive. In Mal 4:5 it is said that Elijah 
would be the precursor of Messiah. How do we reconcile this with Jesus’ statements in Matt 11:14 (see also 
Mark 9:13 and Matt 17:12) that John the Baptist is Elijah? 

Some have attempted to remove the difficulty by a construction in the Gospel of John which makes the 
Baptist say that he was Elijah. But surely this is playing fast and loose with the text!  

According to Gregory the Great, John was not Elijah, but exercised toward Jesus the function of Elijah by 
preparing his way. But this avoids the real difficulty, since the question of the Jewish authorities to the 
Baptist concerns precisely his function.  

It has been suggested that the author of the Gospel here preserves a historically correct reminiscence—that 
John the Baptist did not think of himself as Elijah, although Jesus said otherwise. Mark 6:14-16 and Mark 
8:28 indicate the people and Herod both distinguished between John and Elijah—probably because he did 
not see himself as Elijah.  

But Jesus’ remarks in Matt 11:14, Mark 9:13, and Matt 17:12 indicate that John did perform the function of 
Elijah—John did for Jesus what Elijah was to have done for the coming of the Lord. C. F. D. Moule points 
out that it is too simple to see a straight contradiction between John’s account and that of the Synoptists:  

‘We have to ask by whom the identification is made, and by whom refused. The 
Synoptists represent Jesus as identifying, or comparing, the Baptist with Elijah, while 
John represents the Baptist as rejecting the identification when it is offered him by his 
interviewers. Now these two, so far from being incompatible, are psychologically 
complementary. The Baptist humbly rejects the exalted title, but Jesus, on the contrary, 
bestows it on him. Why should not the two both be correct?”53 

John was not the Prophet—The reference is to the Prophet “like Moses” mentioned in Deut 18:15-18. 
(Acts 3:22 identifies Jesus as this prophet. ) 

1:22-23 Who John was: According to John 1:22-23, John the Baptist was the voice crying in the 
wilderness. John the Baptist has “telescoped” (paraphrased) the Is. 40:3 quote, which refers to a voice in 
the desert crying out, “Prepare the Lord’s road, make straight his path” (LXX reads here “God’s” for “his”). 

 

2 C  John’s witness about Jesus (1:29-34) 

                                                           
53 C. F. D. Moule, The Phenomenon of the New Testament (London, 1967), 70. 
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John the Baptist, who has been so reluctant to elaborate his own role, now more than willingly gives his 
testimony about Jesus. For the Evangelist, the emphasis is totally on John the Baptist as a witness to Jesus. 
No attention is given to the Baptist’s call to national repentance and very little to his baptizing. Everything 
is focused on what he has to say about Jesus.  

Again the Baptist’s witness is 3-fold: 

1. Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world (1:29) 

2. Jesus is the pre-existent One who has priority over the Baptist (1:30) 

3. Jesus is the One who baptizes with the Holy Spirit (1:33) 

We may give consideration to each of the Baptist’s statements about Jesus separately: 

1:29 (1) Jesus as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world (1:29) 

There are three major explanations for the symbolism of the Lamb in the Baptist’s testimony: 

(a) The Lamb as the Apocalyptic Lamb54 

 There appears in Jewish Apocalyptic literature the figure of a conquering Lamb who will destroy 
evil in the world: 

 Testament of Joseph 19:8 (Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs) tells of the lamb (ajmno") 
who overcomes the evil beasts and crushes them underfoot [although there may be Christian 
interpolations here, or the entire work may have Christian influence]. 

 Enoch 90:38—At the end comes a horned bull who turns into a lamb with black horns. 

 Revelation 7:17 and 17:14. 

 This fits well with the Baptist’s eschatological preaching as portrayed in the Synoptics: Matt 3:12, 
Luke 3:17 (“His winnowing fork is in his hand to clear his threshing floor. He will gather the wheat 
into his barn, but the chaff he will burn up with unquenchable fire.”) 

Problems with this view:  

 The words used for lamb in John and Revelation are different: John 1:29 employs ajmno"; 
Revelation uses ajrnion. (But Revelation may simply be using a standard apocalyptic term for 
Lamb, whereas ajmno" suggests broader connotations.) 

 The descriptive phrase oJ ai[rwn thVn aJmartivan tou' kovsmou does not seem to fit an apocalyptic 
picture. The emphasis lies more with redemption. This is a significant problem for Dodd’s view. 

 

(b) The Lamb as the Suffering Servant 

 In this case the symbolism is picked up from Is. 53:7—”Like a lamb (LXX ajmno") that is led to 
the slaughter, and like a sheep that is silent before its shearers, so he did not open his mouth.” 

 This text (Is. 53:7) ia applied to Jesus in Acts 8:32. 

 All the Servant-Songs occur in the second section of Isaiah (40-55). The New Testament associates 
this part of Isaiah with John the Baptist (John 1:23 and Is. 40:3). 

 Jesus is related to the Suffering Servant elsewhere in the Fourth Gospel (12:38 and Is. 53:1). 

Problem with this view: 

 The Lamb is said to take away (ai[rein) the sin of the world; the Servant takes on or bears 
(ferein, ajnaferein) the sins of many. But early Christians would probably not have drawn a 

                                                           
54 C. H. Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, 230-238. 
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sharp distinction as to whether in his death Jesus took away sin or took it on himself (in any case 
the end result is the same: the kovsmo" has its sin taken away). 

 

(c) The Lamb as the Passover Lamb (C. K. Barrett) 

In support of this view: 

 The passover lamb is a real lamb—in the Servant motif the “lamb” idea is only an isolated, 
incidental element. 

 Passover symbolism is present in the Fourth Gospel, especially in relation to the death of Jesus: 

 Jesus is condemned at noon on the day before the Passover (John 19:14) at the very time the 
priests began to slay the lambs in the Temple.  

 hyssop was used to give a sponge of wine (19:29); hyssop was also used to smear blood on 
the doorposts in the Passover ritual (Exod 12:22). 

 John 19:36 sees a fulfillment of Scripture in that none of Jesus’ bones were broken—cf. Exod 
12:46—no bone of the passover lamb was to be broken.  

Problems with this view: 

 The Passover Lamb was not a sacrifice per se. But probably by Jesus’ time the sacrificial context 
began to merge with the symbol of deliverance which was the Passover (note 1 Cor 5:7, “Christ 
our passover has been sacrificed”). 

 The LXX uses probavton, not ajmno", for the passover Lamb. But in reply, Isaiah 53:7 LXX places 
probavton and ajmno" in parallel. Also, 1 Peter 1:18-19 speaks of the blood of an unblemished and 
spotless lamb, using the term ajmno". The difference in terminology is apparently not decisive.  

 

Conclusion and Evaluation: 

Probably the concept of the apocalyptic Lamb is not to be found in John’s Gospel. But the other concepts, 
the Suffering Servant and the Passover Lamb, are probably both there. I think the Passover Lamb 
symbolism is foremost, but there is no reason why John could not also wish to bring to mind for his readers 
the rich imagery of the suffering Servant in Isaiah 53. 

The other important passage to consider is Gen 22:8. In Jewish thought this was held to be a supremely 
important sacrifice. Geza Vermes states: 

“For the Palestinian Jew, all lamb sacrifice, and especially the Passover lamb and the 
Tamid offering, was a memorial of the Akedah with its effects of deliverance, forgiveness 
of sin and messianic salvation.”55 

 

1:30 (2) Jesus as the pre-existent one who has priority over the Baptist (1:30): 

(Note: The similarity to 1:15 [cf. notes on this verse]; also related to 1:27) 

This is based on the idea that priority in time equals priority in dignity. According to the author, 
priority does indicate superiority, but despite appearances Jesus really was prior to John the Baptist 
because Jesus pre-existed.  

This is further supported by verse 31. Why did Jesus allow himself to be baptized by John, if John’s 
baptism was a baptism of repentence? (Jesus, of course, had no need for repentence.) For the author of the 

                                                           
55 Geza Vermes, Scripture and Tradition in Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 1961), 225. The Tamid is the 

continual burnt offering, a male lamb morning and evening (see Exod 29:38-42). 
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Fourth Gospel, there is no problem of Jesus receiving a baptism of repentence, for the whole purpose of 
John the Baptist’s baptism consisted in revealing to Israel the one to come. 

 

1:32-33 (3) Jesus is the One upon whom the Spirit descends and who baptizes with the Spirit (32-33): 

John says the Spirit came to rest on (e[meinen) Jesus. Mevnw is a favorite Johannine word, used 40 times in 
the Gospel and 27 times in the Epistles (67 together) against 118 times total in the New Testament. The 
significance of mevnw for John is that this term is used to express the permanency of relationship between 
Father and Son and Son and believer.  

Here the use of the word implies that Jesus permanently possesses the Holy Spirit, and because he does, 
he will dispense the Holy Spirit to others in baptism. Other notes on the dispensation of the Spirit occur at 
John 3:5 ff. (at least implied by the word-play), John 3:34, 7:38-39, numerous passages in chapters 14-16 
(the Paraclete passages) and John 20:22.  

Note the allusion to Isaiah 42:1—”Behold my Servant…my chosen One in whom my soul delights. I have 
put my Spirit upon him…”  

1:34 The summation of John’s testimony about Jesus occurs in 1:34—“He is the Son of God.” 

 

2 B  Jesus acquires his first disciples from John (John 1:35-51) 

This section (1:35-51) is joined to the preceding by the literary expedient of repeating the Baptist’s 
testimony about Jesus being the Lamb of God (1:36, cf. 1:29). This repeated testimony (1:36) no longer has 
revelatory value in itself, since it has been given before; its purpose, instead, is to institute a chain reaction 
which will bring John the Baptist’s disciples to Jesus and make them Jesus’ own disciples.  

In these verses, the Evangelist mentions 5 disciples: Andrew, an unnamed disciple, Peter, Philip, and 
Nathanael.  

In the larger section 1:35-2:11 there is a gradual deepening of insight and a profounder realization of who it 
is the disciples are following. This reaches a climax in 2:11 where Jesus has manifested his glory, and the 
disciples believe in him (note the use of pisteuvw + eij"). 

Note the proliferation of Messianic titles given to Jesus in 1:35-37: 

vss. 35-42 Rabbi (= Teacher), Messiah 

vss. 43-50 The One described in the Law and the Prophets, the Son of God and King of Israel 

vs. 51 The Son of Man  

Note also the theme of “following” Jesus—the mark of true discipleship—mentioned in 1:37, 38, 40, 43 
and later in 8:12, 10:4, 27, 12:26, 13:36, 21:19, 22.  

In 1:37 the verb hjkolouvqhsan hints that the disciples of the Baptist are about to become disciples of 
Jesus—the Baptist, his mission complete, disappears from the scene, and his followers become followers 
of Jesus. 

 

1 C  Two of John’s disciples follow Jesus (1:35-39) 

1:35-38 Their relationship with Jesus began when they went to him to see where he was staying and stay 
with him; it was sealed when they saw his glory and believed in him (2:11). [Note: the relation between 
seeing and believing at 20:29] 

1:39 There is a significant problem in verse 39 with the phrase “the tenth hour”—what system of time 
is the author using? Westcott thought John, unlike the Synoptics, was using Roman time, which starts at 
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midnight.56 This would make the time 10 a.m., which fits here. But later in the Gospel’s Passover account 
(19:42, where the 6th hour is on the “eve of the passover”) it seems clear the author is using Jewish 
reckoning, which began at 6 a.m. This would make the time in 1:39 to be 4 p.m. This may be significant: if 
the hour was late, Andrew and the unnamed disciple probably spent the night in the same house where 
Jesus was staying, and the events of 1:41-42 took place on the next day (the 4th day of the “week”).  

The evidence for Westcott’s view, that the Gospel is using Roman time, is very slim. The Roman 
reckoning which started at midnight was only used by authorities as legal time (for contracts, official 
documents, etc.). Otherwise, the Romans too reckoned time from 6 a.m. [e.g., Roman sundials are marked 
VI not XII for noon.] 

 

2 C  Andrew finds Peter and brings him to Jesus (1:40-42) 

1:40 Even though this probably is on the following day John the Evangelist does not mention it, so that 
the connection with the preceding material is not lost.  

1:41 By the time Andrew finds his brother, he knows Jesus is the Messiah. Apparently he learned this 
during his short stay with Jesus, which according to our understanding would have been the evening of the 
day before.  

1:42 The change of name for Simon is indicative of the future role he will play. Only John among the 
gospel writers gives the Greek transliteration (Khfa'") of Simon’s new name, Qéphâ (which is Galilean 
Aramaic). Neither Pevtro" in Greek nor Qéphâ in Aramaic is a normal proper name; it is more like a 
nickname.  

 

3 C  Jesus calls Philip (1:43-44) 

1:43 Jesus is best taken as the subject of euJrivskei, since Peter would scarcely have wanted to go to 
Galilee. No explanation is given for why Jesus wanted to leave, but probably he wanted to go to the 
wedding at Cana (about a 2-day trip). Although John thinks of the town as in Galilee (12:21), Bethsaida 
technically was in Gaulanitis (Philip the Tetrarch’s territory) across from Herod’s Galilee. There may have 
been 2 places called Bethsaida, or this may merely reflect popular imprecision—locally it was considered 
part of Galilee, even though it was just east of the Jordan river.  

This territory was heavily Gentile (which may explain why Andrew and Philip both have Gentile names).  

1:44 Probably ajpov (1:44) indicates “originally from” in the sense of birthplace rather than current 
residence; Mark 1:21, 29 seems to locate the home of Andrew and Peter at Capernaum.  

 

4 C  Nathanael and his confession (1:45-51) 

1:45 Nathanael is traditionally identified with Bartholomew (although John never describes him as such). 
He appears here after Philip, while in all lists of the 12 except in Acts 1:13, Bartholomew follows Philip. 
Also, Bar-tolmai refers to the “son of Tolmai,” the surname; the man almost certainly had another name. 

1:46  This is possibly a local proverb expressing jealousy among the towns.  

1:47 “in whom is no guile” —what provoked Jesus to render this observation? Supernatural insight? More 
likely, perhaps, Nathanael’s willingness to believe when shown.  

1:48-49 Nathanael’s inquiry and Jesus’ reply take on a bit of added significance in the Greek: Nathanael 
literally asks, from where (povqen) do you know me? And Jesus answers, “from under the fig tree.” 

                                                           
56 Westcott, The Gospel According to St. John, 282. 
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Many have speculated about what Nathanael was doing under the fig tree. Meditating on the Messiah who 
was to come? A good possibility, since the fig tree was used as shade for teaching or studying by the later 
rabbis (Midrash Rabbah on Eccles. 5:11). Also, the fig tree was symbolic for messianic peace and 
plenty—Mic 4:4, Zech 3:10.  

In any case, it seems to me that what impressed Nathanael was that Jesus was aware that he had been 
there. Perhaps there was some special experience he had had with God there, and what Jesus said implied 
that Jesus was [supernaturally] aware of it.  

Seemingly, only something as striking as this would be sufficient to evoke the confession of 1:49.  

What is the significance of the confession Nathanael makes? Probably, it is a confession of Jesus’ 
messiahship. It has strong allusions to Ps 2:6-7, a well-known Messianic Psalm.  

1:50 “You shall see greater things than these”—what are the greater things Jesus has in mind? In the 
narrative this forms an excellent foreshadowing of the sign-miracles which begin at Cana of Galilee.  

1:51 Note the plural uJmi'n. Many relate it to Jacob’s dream in Gen 28:12, where the angels and ladder 
represent divine communion with man. But this is consummated in the Word become Flesh. Jesus himself 
is the point of contact between heaven and earth. It is probably better to understand the phrase as a 
figurative way of saying that Jesus will be the revealer of heavenly things to men. Angels are divine 
messengers, and now the Messiah’s presence marks the beginning of new comings and goings between 
heaven and earth. [Note: Jesus as the revealer of heavenly things to men is another important theme of 
John’s Gospel, cf. 3:12,13.] 

There is special emphasis here on Jesus’ heavenly glory and the salvation he came to bring to men. John 
uses the title uiJoV" tou' ajnqrwvpou (Son of Man) 13 times in his Gospel. It is associated especially with the 
themes of crucifixion (3:14; 8:28), revelation (6:27; 6:53), and eschatological authority (5:27; 9:39).57 

                                                           
57 On the use of the term uiJoV" tou' ajnqrwvpou in the Fourth Gospel, see L. Morris, The Gospel 

According to John, note C, 172, and D. Guthrie, New Testament Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 
1981), 282-290. 
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Chapter 2 
 

OUTLINE: 

3 A  The Book of the Seven Signs (2:1 - 12:50)  

 1. Water changed into wine (2:1-11) 
 2. Cure of the nobleman’s son (4:46-54) 
 3. Cure of the paralytic (5:1-18) 
 4. Feeding of the multitude (6:6-13) 
 5. Walking on the water (6: 16-21) 
 6. Cure of the man born blind (9:1-7) 
 7. Resurrection of Lazarus (11:1-45) 

 

1 B  The early months of Jesus’ public ministry: from Cana to Cana (2:1-4:54) 

1 C  Water into Wine: the first Sign at Cana in Galilee (2:1-11) 

2 C  To Capernaum (2:12) 

3 C  To Jerusalem: the first Passover (2:13-3:36) 

1 D  Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple (2:13-22) 

2 D  A Public Response to Jesus: Trust without Trustworthiness (2:23-25) 
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Hodges, Z. C., “Problem Passages in the Gospel of John, Part 2: Untrustworthy Believers—John 2:23-25,” 
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Lightfoot, R. H., “Unresolved New Testament Problems—The Cleansing of the Temple in St. John’s 
Gospel,” ET 60 (1948/49): 64-68. 

 

DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES: 

3 A  The Book of the Seven Signs (2:1 - 12:50)  

1 B  The early months of Jesus’ public ministry: from Cana to Cana (2:1-4:54) 

1 C  Water into Wine: the first Sign at Cana in Galilee (2:1-11) 

2:1 th'/ hJmevra/ th'/ trivth/—this is probably a reference to the 3rd day after the last recorded events, the call 
of Philip and Nathanael (1:43-51). An interesting point is that if one does take the events of chapter 1 to fill 
the first week of Jesus’ public ministry, and as such to constitute a parallel with Genesis 1 (the old creation 
versus the new creation) then the wedding at Cana would take place on the 7th day.  
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We should probably not push the symbolism of the 7th day too far, but it is worth considering. Gen 2:2-3 
states that “By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he 
rested from all his work. And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all 
the work of creating that he had done” [NIV]. In later rabbinic thought [post-NT] the age of the world was 
divided up into 6 millennia. The 7th millennium was to be the Age of Messiah. Something similar may be 
behind Heb 4:9, “There remains yet a Sabbath rest for the people of God.” 

 

KanaV th'" Galilaiva" This was not a very well-known place. It is mentioned only here, in 4:46, and 21:2, 
and nowhere else in the New 
Testament. Josephus (Life 86) says 
he once had his quarters there. 
Probable location: present day 
Khirbet Cana (14 km north of 
Nazareth) or Khirbet Kenna (7 km 
northeast of Nazareth).  

 

2:1-2 We have no clue to the 
identity of the bride and groom, but 
in all probability either relatives or 
friends of Jesus’ family were 
involved; the presence of Mary and 
the invitation to Jesus and his 
disciples suggests this, as does the 
attitude of Mary in approaching 

Jesus and asking him to do something when the wine ran out.  

Note: Mary, the mother of Jesus, is never mentioned by name in the Fourth Gospel. The connection 
between Mary and the ‘beloved disciple’ at the foot of the cross (19:26-27) may explain this silence, 
especially if the beloved disciple is the author of the gospel (as we believe). 

 

2:3 levgei hJ mhvthr tou' =Ihsou' proV" aujtovn On the backgrounds of this miracle J. D. M. Derrett, an 
expert in Oriental law, points out among other things the strong element of reciprocity about weddings in 
the Ancient Near East: it was possible in certain circumstances to take legal action against the man who 
failed to provide an appropriate wedding gift.58 The bridegroom and family here might have been involved 
in a financial liability for failing to provide adequately for their guests. 

 

Was Mary asking for a miracle? There is no evidence that Jesus had worked any miracles prior to this 
(although this amounts to an argument from silence). Some think Mary was only reporting the situation, or 
(as Calvin thought) asking Jesus to give some godly exhortations to the guests and thus relieve the 
bridegroom’s embarassment. 

But the words, and the reply of Jesus in verse 4, seem to imply more. It is not inconceivable that Mary, who 
had probably been witness to the events of the preceding days, or at least was aware of them, knew that her 
son’s public career was beginning. She also knew the supernatural events surrounding his birth, and the 
prophetic words of the angel, and of Simeon and Anna in the Temple at Jesus’ dedication. In short, she had 
good reason to believe Jesus to be the Messiah, and now his public ministry had begun. In this kind of 
context, her request does seem more significant. 

 

                                                           
58 J. D. M. Derrett, “Water into Wine,” Biblische Zeitschrift 7 (1963): 80-97. 
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2:4 guvnai (Jesus’ reply to his mother): According to Liddell-Scott-Jones the vocative is “a term of respect 
or affection”.59 It is Jesus’ normal, polite way of addressing women (Matt 15:28, Luke 13:12; in John, 4:21, 
8:10, 19:26 and 20:15). But it is unusual for a son to address his mother with this term. The custom in both 
Hebrew (or Aramaic) and Greek would be for a son to use a qualifying adjective or title. 

 

Is there significance in Jesus’ use here? Most likely. It probably indicates that a new relationship exists 
between Jesus and his mother once he has embarked on his public ministry. He is no longer or primarily 
only her son, but the “Son of Man”. This is also suggested by the use of the same term in 19:26 in the scene 
at the cross, where the Beloved Disciple is “given” to Mary as her “new” son.  

 

tiv ejmoiVV kaiV soiv, guvnai… (literally, “What to me and to you, woman?”) This phrase is a semiticism. The 
Hebrew expression in the Old Testament had two basic meanings: 

(1) When one person was unjustly bothering another, the injured party could say “What to me and to you?” 
meaning, “What have I done to you that you should do this to me?” Examples: Judges 11:12, 2 Chr 35:21, 1 
Kings 17:18. 

(2) When someone was asked to get involved in a matter he felt was no business of his, he could say to the 
one asking him, “What to me and to you?” meaning, “That is your business, how am I involved?” 
Examples: 2 Kings 3:13, Hosea 14:8. 

Meaning (1) implies hostility, meaning (2) merely disengagement. Meaning (2) is almost certainly to be 
understood here as better fitting the context (although some of the Greek Fathers took the remark as a 
rebuke to Mary; I feel such a rebuke is unlikely). 

 

ou[pw h{kei hJ w{ra mou In the immediate context the meaning is clearly “It is not yet time for me to act.” 
But John uses w{ra with greater significance: see the following Note. 

 

A Note on the Use of w{ra in the Gospel of John: 

The word w{ra (literally, “hour”; NET “time”) occurs in the Gospel of John in 2:4, 4:21, 23; 5:25, 28, 29; 
7:30; 8:20; 12:23, 27; 13:1; 16:25; and 17:1. It is best seen as a reference to the special period in Jesus’ life 
when he is to leave this world and return to the Father (13:1); the hour when the Son of man is glorified 
(17:1). This is accomplished through his suffering, death, resurrection (and ascension—though this is not 
emphasized by John). 7:30 and 8:20 imply that Jesus’ arrest and death are included. 12:23 and 17:1, 
referring to the glorification of the Son, imply that the resurrection and ascension are included as part of the 
“hour”. In 2:4 Jesus’ remark to his mother indicates that the time for this self-manifestation has not yet 
arrived; his identity as Messiah is not yet to be publicly revealed. 

 

2:6 livqinai uJdrivai e}x Significantly, these stone jars held water for Jewish purification rituals. The water 
of Jewish ritual purification becomes the wine of the new Messianic Age (on the Messianic Age, cf. 
chronology of chapter 1 and the note above at 2:1). 

It may also be, after the fashion of Johannine double meanings, a reference to the wine of the Lord’s 
Supper. A number have suggested this, but there does not seem to me to be anything in the immediate 
context which compels this; it seems more related to the frequency of references to the sacraments which a 
given exegete sees in the gospel as a whole.  

                                                           
59 LSJ 363 s.v. gunhv. 
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Each of the pots held 2 or 3 metrhtai. A metrhth'" (literally, “measure”) was approximately 9 gallons 
(39.39 liters); thus each jar held 18-27 gallons (78.8-118.2 liters) and the total volume of liquid involved 
was 108-162 gallons (472.7-709 liters)! 

 

2:8 ajntlhvsate Because the verb ajntlevw is normally the one for drawing water from a well, some (e.g. 
Westcott) have insisted that the water taken to the chief steward was drawn not from the water-pots but 
from a well. But according to Liddell-Scott-Jones the word is related to a[ntlo", “bilge-water,” and the first 
meaning is “to bale out a ship.”60 The verb is used quite generally of drawing water, and it even has 
figurative senses. Therefore, there is no linguistic reason for insisting on a well as the source of this water. 
R. Brown thinks those who advance this suggestion are really uncomfortable with such a large quantity of 
water (see 2:6) being changed to wine; perhaps he is right.61 

 

A Note on the Purpose of the Narrative: Changing the Water into Wine 

Many questions are unanswered in the account as John presents it. The conversation between Jesus and his 
mother appears incomplete. Did she persist in her request in spite of his initial refusal? What did she expect 
Jesus to do? Catholics have often appealed to this passage to support the power of Mary’s intercession. But 
this is certainly not the point intended by the author of the Gospel as the reason he includes the account in 
the narrative.  

The author gives the point of the story, as far as he is concerned, in 2:11. He tells us what the sign 
accomplished: through it Jesus revealed his “glory” and his disciples believed in him. Thus, the first sign 
has the same purpose that all the following signs will have: revelation about the person of Jesus. Scholarly 
interpretations to the contrary, John does not put primary emphasis on the replacing of the water for Jewish 
purification, or on the change from water to wine, or even on the resulting wine. John does not focus on 
Mary and her intercession, nor on why she made the request or whether she pursued it further after Jesus’ 
initial response. John does not focus on the reaction of the master of the feast or the bridegroom. The 
primary focus, as for all the Johannine stories, is on Jesus as the One sent by the Father to bring salvation 
to the world. What shines through is his dovxa, and the only reaction emphasized is that of his disciples 
when they believed in him. 

But this raises one major interpretive question which we need to attempt to answer: how did the miracle at 
Cana reveal the dovxa of Jesus? 

This may be answered under 2 categories: 

(1) How would the miracle at Cana reveal the dovxa of Jesus to the intended readers of the gospel, in the 
context of the developing narrative? and  

(2) How did the miracle reveal the dovxa of Jesus to the disciples who were witnesses of it? 

As for (1), the Evangelist informs his readers in 2:11 that this was the beginning of signs, and by this 
indicates that the incident at Cana is to be connected with what follows in the Book of the Seven Signs (2:1-
12:50). (For a listing of the signs, see the outline at the beginning of this chapter.) 

R. Brown states: 

…one of the themes of Part II (chs. ii-iv) is the replacement of Jewish institutions and 
religious views; and Part iii (chs. v-x) is dominated by Jesus’ actions and discourses on 
the occasion of Jewish feasts, often again by way of replacing the motif of the feasts. 
Jesus is the real Temple; the Spirit he gives will replace the necessity of worshiping at 
Jerusalem; his doctrine and his flesh and blood will give life in a way that the manna 
associated with the exodus from Egypt did not; at Tabernacles, not the rain-making 

                                                           
60 LSJ 166 s.v. ajntlevw. 
61 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 100. 
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ceremony but Jesus himself supplies the living water; not the illumination in the temple 
court but Jesus himself is the real light; on the feast of Dedication, not the temple altar but 
Jesus himself is consecrated by God. In view of this consistent theme of replacement, it 
seems obvious that, in introducing Cana as the first in a series of signs to follow, the 
evangelist intends to call attention to the replacement of the water prescribed for 
Jewish purification by the choicest of wines. This replacement is a sign of who Jesus 
is, namely the one sent by the Father who is now the only way to the Father. All 
previous religious institutions, customs and feasts lose meaning in his presence.62 

But (2) how are the disciples who were present supposed to have seen the manifestation of Jesus’ glory 
without the benefit of seeing the replacement theme worked out in the entire earthly ministry of 
Jesus?  

Brown again states: 

…some of the symbols are familiar and meaningful scriptural symbols that would have 
been known to the disciples. The dramatic action is set in the context of a wedding; in the 
OT (Isa liv 4-8, lxii 4-5) this is used to symbolize the messianic days, and both the 
wedding and the banquet are symbols on which Jesus drew (Matt viii 11, xxxii 1-14; Luke 
xxii 16-18). The wedding appears as a symbol of messianic fulfillment in another 
Johannine work, Rev xix 9. Another symbol at Cana is the replacement of water with 
choice wine, better than the wine the guests had been drinking. In the Synoptic tradition, 
seemingly in the context of a wedding feast (Mark ii 19), we find Jesus using the 
symbolism of new wine in old wineshins in order to compare his new teaching with the 
customs of the Pharisees. …Thus the headwaiter’s statement at the end of the scene, “You 
have kept the choice wine until now,” can be understood as the proclamation of the 
coming of the messianic days. In the light of this theme Mary’s statement, “They have 
no wine,” becomes a poignant reflection on the barrenness of Jewish purifications, much 
in the vein of Mark vii 1-24.63 

 The abundance of wine…now becomes intelligible. One of the consistent OT figures for the joy of the 
final days is an abundance of wine (Amos ix 13-14; Hos xiv 7; Jer xxxi 12). Enoch x 19 predicts that the 
vine shall yield wine in abundance; and in II Bar xxix 5 (a Jewish apocryphon almost contemporary with the 
Fourth Gospel) we find an exuberantly fantastic description of this abundance: the earth shall yield its fruit 
ten thousandfold; each vine shall have 1000 branches; each branch 1000 clusters; each cluster 1000 grapes; 
and each grape about 120 gallons of wine [cf. the quantity of wine in John 2! —my note ]. (Irenaeus Adv. 
Haer. v 33:3-4…attributes this passage to Papias of Hierapolis who is intimately associated with the early 
traditions about John.) 

Through such symbolism the Cana miracle could have been understood by the disciples as a sign of the 
messianic times and the new dispensation, much in the same manner that they would have understood 
Jesus’ statement about the new wine in the Synoptic tradition. [emphasis mine] 

 

2 C  To Capernaum (2:12) 

2:12 Verse 12 is merely a transitional note in the narrative (although Capernaum does not lie on the 
direct route to Jerusalem from Cana). Nothing is mentioned in John’s gospel at this point about anything 
Jesus said or did there (although later his teaching is mentioned, see John 6:59). From the synoptics we 
learn Capernaum was a center of Jesus’ Galilean ministry and might even be called “his own city” (Matt 
9:1). The nobleman whose son Jesus healed (John 4:46-54) was from Capernaum. He may have heard 
Jesus speak there, or picked up the story about the miracle at Cana from one of Jesus’ disciples. We can 
only speculate.  

                                                           
62 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 104. [emphasis mine] 
63 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 104-105. [emphasis mine] 
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As far as the reference to Jesus’ brothers, the so-called Helvidian view is to be preferred (so called after 
Helvidius, a fourth century theologian). This is the view that the most natural way to understand the phrase 
is as a reference to children of Joseph and Mary after the birth of Jesus. Other views are that of 
Epiphanus (they were children of Joseph by a former marriage) or Jerome (they were cousins). The 
tradition of Mary’s perpetual virginity appeared in the second century and is difficult to explain (as R. 
Brown points out) if some of her other children were prominent members of the early church (e.g. James of 
Jerusalem). But this is outweighed by the natural sense of the words.  

 

3 C  To Jerusalem: the first Passover (2:13-3:36) 

1 D  Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple (2:13-22) 

2:13 KaiV ejgguV" h\n toV pavsca tw'n =Ioudaivwn  This is first of at least three (and possibly four) Passovers 
mentioned in John’s Gospel. If we assume the Passovers appear in the Gospel in their chronological order 
(and if H. Hoehner’s date of A.D. 33 for the crucifixion is accurate), this would be the Passover of the spring 
of A.D. 30, the first of Jesus’ public ministry. There is a clear reference to another Passover in 6:4, and still 
another Passover in 11:55 (mentioned again in 12:1, 13:1, 18:28, 39, and 19:14). The last one would be the 
Passover of A.D. 33. There is a possibility that 5:1 also refers to a Passover, in which case it would be the 
second of Jesus’ public ministry (A.D. 31), while 6:4 would refer to the third (A.D. 32) and the remaining 
references to the final Passover at the time of the crucifixion. 

It is entirely possible, however, that we are not intended to understand the Passovers occurring in the Fourth 
Gospel as listed in chronological sequence. If (as we have suggested) the material of the Fourth Gospel 
originally existed in the form of homilies or sermons by the Apostle John on the life and ministry of Jesus, 
the present arrangement would not have to be in strict chronological order (it does not explicitly claim to 
be). In this case the Passover mentioned in 2:13, for example, might actually be later in Jesus’ public 
ministry than it might at first glance appear. This leads us, however, to a discussion of an even greater 
problem in the passage, the relationship of the Temple cleansing in John’s Gospel to the similar account in 
the synoptic gospels: 

 

A Note on the Cleansing of the Temple (2:13-17): 

Is this the same event as the synoptic gospels describe, or a separate event? 

The other accounts of the cleansing of the Temple are Matt 21:12-13; Mark 11:15-17; and Luke 19:45-
46. None are as long as the Johannine account. The fullest of the synoptic accounts is Mark’s. John’s 
account differs from Mark’s in the mention of sheep and oxen, the mention of the whip of cords, the word 
kermatisth'" for “money-changer” (the synoptics use kollubisth'", which John mentions in 2:15), the 
“pouring out” of the money (2:15), and the command by Jesus “Take these things from here.” The word for 
“overturned” in John is ajnastrefw, while Matthew and Mark use katastrefw (Luke does not mention the 
moneychangers at all). The synoptics all mention that Jesus quoted Isaiah 56:7 followed by Jer 7:11. John 
mentions no citation of scripture at all, but says that later the disciples remembered Ps 69:9. John does not 
mention, as does Mark, Jesus’ prohibition on carrying things through the Temple (i.e., using it for a short-
cut). But the most important difference is one of time: In John the cleansing appears as the first great public 
act of Jesus’ ministry, while in the synoptics it is virtually the last.  

The most common solution of the problem, which has been endlessly discussed among New Testament 
scholars, is to say there was only one cleansing, and that it took place, as the synoptics record it, at the end 
of Jesus’ ministry. In the synoptics it appears to be the event that finalized the opposition of the high priest, 
and precipitated the arrest of Jesus. According to this view, John’s placing of the event at the opening of 
Jesus’ ministry is due to his general approach; it was fitting ‘theologically’ for Jesus to open his ministry 
this way, so this is the way John records it. 

Some have overstated the case for one cleansing and John’s placing of it at the opening of Jesus’ public 
ministry, however. For example William Barclay, The Gospel of John, states: “John, as someone has said, is 
more interested in the truth than in the facts. He was not interested to tell men when Jesus cleansed the 
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Temple; he was supremely interested in telling men that Jesus did cleanse the Temple” (loc. cit., emphasis 
mine). 

But this is not the impression one gets by a reading of John’s gospel: he seems to go out of his way to 
give details and facts, including notes of time and place. To argue as Barclay does that John is interested in 
truth apart from the facts is to set up a false dichotomy.  

Why should one have to assume, in any case, that there could have been only one cleansing of the Temple? 
This account in John is found in a large section of non-synoptic material. Apart from the work of John the 
Baptist—and even this is markedly different from the references in the synoptics—nothing else in the first 
five chapters of John’s gospel is found in any of the synoptics. It is certainly not impossible that John 
took one isolated episode from the conclusion of Jesus’ earthly ministry and inserted it into his own 
narrative in a place which seemed appropriate according to his purposes. But in view of the 
differences between John and the synoptics, in both wording and content, as well as setting and time, it is at 
least possible that the event in question actually occurred twice (unless one begins with the presupposition 
that the Fourth Gospel is non-historical anyway). 

In support of two separate cleansings of the Temple, it has been suggested that Jesus’ actions on this 
occasion were not permanent in their result, and after (probably) 3 years the status quo in the Temple 
courts had returned to normal. And at this time early in Jesus’ ministry, he was virtually unknown. Such an 
action as he took on this occasion would have created a stir, and evoked the response John records in 2:18-
22, but that is probably about all, especially if Jesus’ actions met with approval among part of the populace. 
But later in Jesus’ ministry, when he was well-known, and vigorously opposed by the high-priestly party in 
Jerusalem, his actions might have brought forth another, harsher response. 

It thus appears possible to argue for two separate cleansings of the Temple as well as a single one relocated 
by John to suit his own purposes. Which then is more probable? On the whole, more has been made of 
the differences between John’s account and the synoptic accounts than perhaps should have been. 
After all, the synoptic accounts also differ considerably from one another, yet I am not aware of anyone who 
has posited four cleansings of the Temple as an explanation for this! 

While it is certainly possible that the Evangelist did not intend by his positioning of the Temple 
cleansing to correct the synoptics’ timing of the event, but to highlight its significance for the course 
of Jesus’ ministry, it still appears somewhat more probable to me that John has placed the event he records 
in the approximate period of Jesus’ public ministry in which it did occur, that is, within the first year or so 
of Jesus’ public ministry. The statement of the Jewish authorities recorded by the Evangelist 
(tesseravkonta kaiV e}x e[tesin oijkodomhvqh oJ naoV" ou|to") would tend to support an earlier rather than 
a later date for the Temple cleansing described by John, since 46 years from the beginning of construction 
on Herod’s Temple in ca. 19 BC would be around AD 27. This is not conclusive proof, however, because 
such an early date is still problematic for an AD 33 date for the crucifixion (see the note below on 2:20). 
We must now consider the purpose of the Evangelist in including the account of the cleansing of the 
Temple where he did. 

 

A Note on the Purpose of the Narrative: Cleansing the Temple 

This time we may look first at what the original audience (disciples and Jewish leaders) may have 
understood from Jesus’ statements and actions, followed by the way John as Evangelist has incorporated 
this account into the narrative.  

(1) Almost certainly both the Jewish leaders and Jesus’ disciples understood Jesus’ activity as 
prophetic—resembling the actions of an Old Testament prophet. But what would Jesus’ words mhV poiei'te 
toVn oi\kon tou' patrov" mou oi\kon ejmporivou have suggested?  

Zech 14:20-21 states: “In that day there will be inscribed on the bells of the horses, ‘HOLY TO THE 
LORD,’ and the cooking pots in the LORD’S house will be like the bowls before the altar. And every 
cooking pot in Jerusalem and in Judah will be holy to the LORD of hosts; and all who sacrifice will come 



© The Biblical Studies Foundation (www.bible.org) Winter 2001 

and take of them and boil in them. And there will no longer be a Canaanite in the house of the LORD of 
hosts in that day.” [NASB, emphasis mine] 

 Zech 14:20-21, in context, is clearly a picture of the millennial (messianic) kingdom. But note the word 
ynunk (Canaanite). The Brown-Driver-Briggs lexicon lists as a second primary meaning for this word 
“merchant, trader.”64 

Read in this light, Zech 14:21 states that there will be no merchant in the house of the Lord in that day 
(the messianic kingdom). And what would Jesus’ words (and actions) in cleansing the Temple have 
suggested to the observers? That Jesus was fulfilling these messianic expectations would have been 
obvious—especially to the disciples, who had just seen the miracle at Cana with all its messianic 
implications. 

As if this were not enough, what about the implications of the statement concerning the rebuilding of the 
Temple? Ezek 40-46 describes the rebuilt millennial Temple, and popular Jewish tradition (the fourteenth 
of the 18 Benedictions or Shemoneh Esreh, ca. AD 70-85) held that Messiah would come and rebuild the 
Temple (after the destruction of Herod’s Temple by the Romans). 

Thus Jesus’ remarks could have been understood in terms of the messianic rebuilding of the Temple. 
Further evidence that this is so may be correlated from the synoptics, since in the account of Jesus’ trial in 
the synoptics the reference to a messianic rebuilding seems evident: when the false witnesses recalled 
Jesus’ statement about the Temple, the high priest asked him, “Are you the Messiah?” [Mark 14:61] . 

Thus the original hearers would most likely have seen messianic implications in Jesus’ cleansing of the 
Temple and his remarks about its rebuilding. 

(2) How has John, as author, integrated this into his narrative? 

In 2:17, as mentioned earlier, John uses the words of Psalm 69:9 [69:10 LXX] to refer to Jesus at the 
cleansing of the Temple. It seems to me that this is a reflection which may have come later to the disciples 
(remember the point of view from which the author is writing). In any case, Psalm 69:8-9, seen as it was by 
apostolic Christianity as a reflection of the messianic experience, has some interesting connections with 
the narrative: 

69:8 “I have become a stranger to my brothers, an alien to my mother’s sons.” 

69:9 “For zeal for Your house has eaten me up, and the insults of those who blaspheme You fall upon 
me.” 

This is particularly interesting in relation to the mention of Jesus’ brothers in John 2:12, as well as also in 
John 7:1-5. 

Verse 9b can also be applied to Jesus’ experience in the challenge and confrontation of the Jews.  

But John’s theological insights into the incident go deeper—the Temple is not just the building, it is Jesus’ 
resurrected body. Compare the non-localized worship mentioned in 4:21-23, and also Rev 21:22 (there is 
to be no temple in the New Jerusalem; the LORD and the LAMB are its temple). John is pointing to the 
fact that, as the place where men go in order to meet God, the Temple has been supplanted and replaced by 
Jesus himself, in whose resurrected Person people may now encounter God (cf. 1:18, 14:6). 

 

2:14 ejn tw'/ iJerw'/  —a reference to the Temple precincts or courts as opposed to the building proper (cf. 
2:19 below). 

 

touV" kermatistav"  (the money-changers) —Because of the imperial Roman 
portraits they carried, Roman denarii and Attic drachmas were not permitted to be 

                                                           
64 BDB 488, s.v. II. /unk. 
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used in paying the half-shekel temple-tax [the portraits were considered idolatrous]. The money-changers in 
the Temple courts exchanged these coins for legal Tyrian coinage at a small profit.  

 

2:15 fragevllion —a whip (note variant reading wJ" inserted before fragevllion by Ì66, Ì75, et al.). The 
variant reading reflects the Torah tradition accurately—what Jesus made was something like a whip. 
According to tradition no weapons or sticks of any kind were permitted in the temple courts.  

 

2:18 shmei'on —not necessarily John’s usual meaning for the word, “sign-miracle,” since it occurs on the 
lips of Jesus’ adversaries. To them, it meant a miraculous apologetic for his actions— a mark of divine 
credence. Jesus never obliged such a request.  

 

2:19 luvsate —The imperative here is really more than a simple conditional imperative (= “if you 
destroy”); its semantic force here is more like the ironical imperative found in the prophets (Amos 14:4, 
Isa 8:9) = “Go ahead and do this and see what happens.” 

 

2:20 Forty-six years — According to Josephus [Antiquities], work on this Temple was begun in the 18th 
year of Herod the Great’s reign, which would have been ca. 19 B.C. (The reference in the Antiquities is 
probably more accurate than date given in Wars of the Jews). Forty-six years later would be the Passover of 
A.D. 27. If one holds to a date of A.D. 30 for the crucifixion, this would tend to suggest that the placement of 

the temple cleansing in John’s 
Gospel, occuring as it does at the 
beginning of Jesus’ public 
ministry, is actually in its 
approximate place in the 
chronological sequence of Jesus’ 
earthly life. If one accepts H. 
Hoehner’s date of A.D. 33 for the 
crucifixion, according to the 
dating discussed above [see note 
above on the Passovers in John’s 
Gospel], then this is taking place 
around the Passover of A.D. 30. 
In this case it is possible that the 
figure of 46 years could be 
approximate, or could perhaps 
refer to the completion of the 
Holy of Holies rather than the 

beginning of construction, or Josephus’ dates for Herod could be off by several years (he disagrees with 
himself anyway!). 

 

oijkodomhhvqh  —a comprehensive aorist, this word sums up the whole action not yet completed—cf. a 
similar usage in Ezra 5:16 (LXX): “From that time until now it (the Temple) has been under construction 
(aorist of oijkodomevw) and is not yet finished.” 

 

2:22 Note the point-of-view: John is writing this from the perspective of an omniscient author.  
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th'/ grafh'/ What is the referent? The Old Testament in general? A prophecy of Jesus’ resurrection (Ps 
16:10)? Or an anaphoric reference to Ps 69:9 [69:10 LXX]? The latter seems best, as I take it that the 
disciples did not remember Ps 69:9 on the spot either. It was a later insight.  

 

2 D  A Public Response to Jesus: Trust without Trustworthiness (2:23-25) 

2:23-25 It seems clear to me that this response on the part of the multitudes in Jerusalem at the passover is 
to be taken as genuine belief. There is nothing in the context to suggest that the faith-response of these 
individuals after observing the sign-miracles [shmei'a] which Jesus had performed in Jerusalem at the feast 
was anything but genuine. It seems to me most natural that an unprejudiced reader of the Gospel would 
understand the faith of these people to be genuine. That is not the end of the matter, however. 

This is a reflective insight added by the Evangelist. It serves as a transition to the Nicodemus interview, 
and also as a comment on the general public response to Jesus’ ministry at this time. While these might be 
“believers,” they had imperfectly understood the message and ministry of Jesus. The real issue here is not 
the genuineness of these individuals’ faith but its object and extent. The author does not elaborate, but it 
seems likely that these people had seen the signs and (correctly) interpreted their messianic significance. 
So far so good. But the plan they envisioned was not God’s plan which involved the death and 
resurrection of Messiah to accomplish the salvation of the world (cf. 3:17). I suspect that it was this factor 
in particular that Jesus was not willing to entrust to them. The crowds in their exuberance were probably 
about ready to try and make Jesus king, and in no way could they have accepted such a revelation about his 
true destiny. As a matter of fact, it is worth pointing out that Jesus had not even fully and openly entrusted 
himself to his own disciples at this point, so that in 14:9 he can still say to Philip, “How long have you been 
with me and have not known me?” Thus the individuals described here had believed in Jesus as Messiah, 
but the concept of Messiah they had believed in was their own, not that of Jesus. Would this faith save 
them? To ask this is to ask a question the text does not answer. 

What about the signs which Jesus performed in Jerusalem at the passover (2:23)?  

These probably included, but were not necessarily limited to, the Temple cleansing (2:13-17). In this case 
the crowds had correctly understood the messianic symbolism which we have discussed above. But other 
miracles were probably involved as well. The Evangelist tells us explicitly that Jesus did many things which 
he has not recorded in his Gospel (21:25). 
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Chapter 3 
 

OUTLINE: 

[3 C  To Jerusalem: the first Passover (2:13-3:36)] 

[1 D  Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple (2:13-22)] 

[2 D  A Public Response to Jesus: Trust without Trustworthiness (2:23-25)] 

3 D  A Personal Response to Jesus: Nicodemus comes by night (3:1-21) 

4 D  The final testimony of John the Baptist: “I was sent before him” (3:22-36) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES: 

3 D  A Personal Response to Jesus: Nicodemus comes by night (3:1-21).  

This is perhaps the most well-known incident in the Gospel, at least at the popular level.  

 

3:1 Note the phrase in verse 1, a[nqrwpo" ejk tw'n Farisaivwn—stylistically the word a[nqrwpo" suggests 
a tie with 2:25. Jesus knew what was in a man (and what follows with Nicodemus is a specific example). It 
is also instructive for our understanding of the previous paragraph, 2:23-25, to note that Jesus did not fully 
entrust himself to Nicodemus, i.e., he did not openly reveal his true identity and mission (note in this regard 
especially 3:12). 

Nicodemus appears only in John’s Gospel (see also 7:50, 19:39). The name is Greek. The use of the term 
a[rcwn (“ruler”) denotes a member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council. 

 

3:2 nuktov" Possibly Nicodemus came at night because was afraid of public association with Jesus, or he 
wanted a lengthy discussion without interruptions; no explanation for the timing of the interview is given by 
the Evangelist. But the timing is significant for John in terms of the light/darkness motif—compare 9:4, 
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11:10, 13:30 (especially), 19:39, and 21:3. Out of the darkness of his life and religiosity Nicodemus came to 
the Light of the World. John probably had multiple meanings or associations in mind here, as he often does. 

 

oujdeiV" gaVr duvnatai tau'ta taV shmei'a a} suV poiei'" The reference to shmei'a forms an interesting link 
with 2:23-25. Those people in Jerusalem believed in Jesus because of the signs he performed. Nicodemus 
has apparently seen them too. But for Nicodemus all the signs have meant is that Jesus is a great teacher 
sent from God. His approach to Jesus is well-intentioned but theologically inadequate; he has failed to grasp 
the messianic implications of the sign-miracles.  

 

3:3 Nicodemus’ greeting is answered by Jesus as if it were an inquiry about entering the kingdom of God. 
We may be dealing with an incomplete dialogue here (as in chapter 2 at Cana) but this does not have to be 
the case as suggested by Jesus’ reply introduced by ajpekrivqh.  

 

a[nwqen The word has a double meaning, as pointed out by Z. C. Hodges.65 The word may mean either 
“again” (in which case it is synonymous with palivn) or “from above” (s.v., BAGD). This is a favorite 
technique of the author of the Fourth Gospel, and it is lost in almost all translations at this point. Think of 
the effect on the contemporary evangelical terminology of being “born again”! 

John uses the word 5 times, in 3:3, 7; 3:31; 19:11 and 23. In the latter 3 cases the context makes clear that it 
means “from above”. Here (3:3, 7) it could mean either but it seems that Hodges is right that the primary 
meaning intended by Jesus is “from above”. Nicodemus, it seems, understood it the other way, which 
explains his reply, “How can a man be born when he is old? He can’t enter his mother’s womb a second 
time and be born, can he?” John the Evangelist often uses the technique of the “misunderstood question” to 
bring out a particularly important point: Jesus says something which is misunderstood by the disciples or (as 
here) someone else, which then gives Jesus the opportunity to explain more fully and in more detail what he 
really meant. 

 

ouj duvnatai ijdei'n Jesus uses the term “see” in the sense of “experience, encounter, participate in”—e.g., 
“see death” (8:51), “see life” (3:36). Note also in v. 5 the use of eijselqei'n in reference to the kingdom of 
God, with the same meaning as the phrase here. 

But what does Jesus’ statement about “seeing the kingdom of God” mean within the framework of John’s 
Gospel? John uses the word basileiva only 5 times—3:3, 5; 18:36 (3x). Only here is it qualified with the 
phrase tou' qeou'. 

The fact that John does not stress the concept of the basileiva tou' qeou' does not mean it is absent from 
his theology, however. Remember the messianic implications found in chapter 2, both the wedding and 
miracle at Cana and the cleansing of the Temple.  

For Nicodemus, the term must surely have brought to mind the messianic kingdom which Messiah was 
supposed to bring. But Nicodemus had missed precisely this point about who Jesus was! It was the Messiah 
himself with whom Nicodemus was speaking! 

Whatever Nicodemus understood, it is clear (as I have already mentioned) that the point is this: he 
misunderstood Jesus’ words. He over-literalized them, and thought Jesus was talking about a second 
physical birth, when Jesus was in fact referring to new spiritual birth. 

 

                                                           
65 Zane C. Hodges, “Problem Passages in the Gospel of John—Part 3: Water and Spirit—John 

3:5,” Bibliotheca Sacra 135 (1978): 206-20. 
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3:5 In reply, Jesus answers (verse 5): “Except one is begotten of water and wind [u{dato" kaiV pneuvmato"], 
he is not able to enter into the kingdom of God.” 

The concepts of water and wind are linked to a[nwqen (v.3), because water and wind come from above. Isa 
44:3-5 and Ezek 37:9-10 are pertinent examples of water and wind as life-giving symbols of the Spirit of 
God in his work among men. Both occur in contexts that deal with the future restoration of Israel as a nation 
prior to the establishment of the messianic Kingdom! It is therefore particularly appropriate that Jesus 
should introduce them in a conversation about entering the kingdom of God. 

Note that pneuvmato" is anarthrous in v. 5. We are not saying that pneuvmato" in the verse should be read as 
a direct reference to the Holy Spirit, but that both water and wind are figures which represent the 
regenerating work of the Spirit in the lives of men and women, a truth pointed to by the OT passages 
mentioned above. These were passages which should have been familiar to Nicodemus as “the teacher of 
Israel” (cf. 3:10). 

 

3:6 But lest Nicodemus misunderstand again and take the figure literally (!) Jesus adds v. 6 [toV 
gegennhmevnon ejk th'" sarkoV" savrx ejstin, kaiV toV gegennhmevnon ejk tou' pneuvmato" pneu'mav ejstin] 
to clarify that what he has been talking about is, again, not physical but spiritual (the figures of water and 
wind being indicative of the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit). 

What is born of physical heritage is physical. What is begotten by the Spirit is spiritual. (It is interesting to 
compare this terminology with that of the dialogue in chapter 4, especially 4:23, 24.) 

For John the “flesh” (savrx) emphasizes merely the weakness and mortality of the creature—a neutral term, 
not necessarily sinful as in Paul. This is confirmed by the reference in John 1:14 to the Lovgo" becoming 
savrx. Certainly John would not associate sinfulness with the incarnate Christ. 

 

3:7 mhV qaumavsh/" This is a rabbinic formula according to Bultmann (loc. cit.).  

 

3:8 Again, the physical illustrates the spiritual (although the force is heightened by the world-play here on 
wind-spirit). By the final usage of 3:8, however, pneuvmato" is intended to refer to the Holy Spirit. 

 

3:9 Here we have Nicodemus’ answer. It is clear that at this time he has still not grasped what Jesus is 
saying.  

Note also that this is the last appearance of Nicodemus in the dialogue (!). Having served the purpose of the 
Evangelist, at this point he “ disappears” from the scene. 

 

3:10 There is irony in Jesus’ question here: “you are the teacher of Israel (a spiritual leader) and don’t know 
these things?” 

This carries the implication (at least) that Nicodemus had enough information at his disposal from the Old 
Testament Scriptures to have understood Jesus’ statements about the necessity of being born from above by 
the regenerating work of the Spirit.  

When we ask what passages Nicodemus might have known which would have given him insight into Jesus’ 
words, we could return to Isa 44:3-5 and Ezek 37:9-10. But even more astounding is the passage proposed 
by Z. C. Hodges as the “seed-bed” for the ideas in Jesus’ dialogue with Nicodemus: Prov 30:4-5.66 

                                                           
66 Hodges, “Problem Passages in the Gospel of John—Part 3: Water and Spirit—John 3:5,” BSac 

135 (1978): 206-20. 
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“Who has ascended into heaven, and descended [John 3:13]? Who has gathered the wind [John 3:5, 8] in 
his fists? Who has wrapped the waters [John 3:5] in his garment? Who has established all the ends of the 
earth? What is his name, or his Son’s name [John 3:15-16]? Surely you know! Every word of God is tested; 
he is a shield to those who put their trust in him [John 3:15-16].” 

 

3:11 “We speak what we know and we testify about what we have seen…” Note the remarkable similarity 
of Jesus’ words to the later testimony of the Apostle John himself in 1 John 1:2—”and we have seen and 
testify and report to you the eternal life which was with the Father and was manifested to us”. It seems to me 
this is only one example of how thoroughly John’s own thoughts were saturated with the words of Jesus 
(and also how difficult it is to distinguish the words of Jesus from the words of the Evangelist in the Fourth 
Gospel!).  

 

3:12 “If I speak to you the things of earth and you do not believe, how shall you believe if I speak to you 
the things of heaven?” Obviously, taV ejpivgeia and taV ejpouravnia are in contrast, but what is the contrast? 
What are the things of earth which Jesus has just spoken to Nicodemus? (And we might add, through him to 
others—this is not the first instance of the plural pronoun, see v. 7 above, uJma'". Since Nicodemus began 
with a plural (oi[damen, v.2) Jesus continues it, and through Nicodemus addresses a broader audience.) 

It seems best to take this as a reference to the things Jesus has just said (and the things he is about to say, 
vss. 13ff.). If this is the case (and it seems the most natural explanation) then taV ejpivgeia are not necessarily 
strictly physical things, but are so called because they take place on earth, in contrast to things like v. 16, 
which take place in heaven.  

Some have added the suggestion that the things are called ejpivgeia because physical analogies (birth, wind, 
water) are used to describe them. This is possible, but it seems more probable Jesus calls these things 
ejpivgeia because they happen on earth (even though they are spiritual things). 

In the context, taking taV ejpivgeia as the words Jesus has just spoken fits with the fact that Nicodemus did 
not believe. And he would not, after hearing taV ejpouravnia, either, unless he first believed in taV 
ejpivgeia—which included the necessity of a regenerating work from above, by the Holy Spirit.  

 

3:13 The major difficulty here is the perfect ajnabevbhken, which seems to look at a past, completed event. 
[Note: This is not as much of a problem for those who take Jesus’ words to end at v. 12, and these to be a 
comment by the Evangelist, looking back on the ascension.] 

On the lips of Jesus, these words are a bit harder to explain. Note however, the lexical similarities with 
1:51—”ascending,” “descending,” and “son of man”. Here, though, the ascent and descent is accomplished 
by the Son himself, not the angels as in 1:51. I see no need to limit this saying to the ascent following the 
resurrection, however; the point of the Jacob story (Gen 28) which seems to be the background for 1:51 is 
the freedom of communication and relationship between God and men [a major theme of the Gospel of 
John]. This communication comes through the angels in Gen 28 (and John 1:51); but here (most 
appropriately) it comes directly through the Son. Possibly Jesus could be referring to a prior ascent, after an 
appearance as the pre-incarnate Son of Man. More likely, he is simply pointing out that no one from earth 
has ever gone up to heaven and come down again; the Son, who has come down from heaven, is the only 
one who has been ‘up’ there. [In both Jewish intertestamental literature and later rabbinic accounts Moses is 
portrayed as ascending to heaven to receive the Torah and descending to distribute it to men (e.g. Targum 
Psalms 68:19). In contrast to these Jewish legends, the Son is the only one who has ever made the ascent 
and descent.] 

The point is the heavenly origin of the Son of Man. And the descent, at least here, seems to refer to the 
incarnation (cf. 1:14). 
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3:14 uJywqh'nai dei' toVn uiJoVn tou' ajnqrwvtou This is ultimately a prediction of the crucifixion. 
Nicodemus could not have understood this in its full impact, but John’s readers, the audience for to whom 
the Gospel is addressed, certainly could have. This seems to constitute a basis for seeing the serpent as a 
type of Christ.  

There is an interesting midrash on Num 21:9 ff in Wisdom of Solomon 16:6-7 (Compare with this John 
12:32): 

They were troubled for a little while as a warning, and had a symbol of salvation to 
remind them of the precept of your Law. For he who turned to it was saved, not by 
what he saw, but by you, the Savior of all. 

 

3:15 The reading eij" aujton has somewhat better support. See the critical apparatus in Nestle-Aland 26th 
ed. or UBS 3rd ed.) 

Compare Num 21:8—”that he who looks on it (the serpent) shall live”. 

Note: This is the first use of the term zwhVn aijwvnion in the Gospel (although zwhv in chapter 1 is to be 
understood in the same way without the qualifying aijwvnio"). 

In these verses (14-15) Jesus really answers Nicodemus’ question of verse 9, “How can these things come 
about?” A person’s regeneration by the Holy Spirit (which enables that individual to enter the kingdom) can 
come about only through the crucifixion, resurrection and ascension of the Son of Man. 

The “lifting up” (uJywqh'nai), while it specifically refers to Jesus’ death on the cross, can also include the 
ascension. (This verb is used in Acts 2:33, 5:31 for the ascension of Jesus.) 

 

A Note on the Johannine Descent-Ascent Schema: 

In John, being “lifted up” refers to one continuous action of ascent, beginning with the cross but ending at 
the right hand of the Father. Step 1 is Jesus’ death; step 2 is his resurrection; and step 3 is the ascension 
back to heaven. It is the upward swing of the “pendulum” which began with the incarnation, the descent of 
the Word become flesh from heaven to earth (cf. Paul in Phil 2:5-11). 

 

3:16 This is supposedly the most well-known verse in the Bible.  

Compare Isaiah 53:12 (LXX):”He was given up (paradidonai) for their sins.”  

Note: Here we have another typical Johannine double meaning: God “gave” the Son by sending him into 
the world, but also “gave” him on the cross.  

Kovsmo" must, in context, refer to the entire world. Compare also 1 John 2:2. 

The alternatives presented are only two [again, it is typical of Johannine thought for this to be presented in 
terms of polar opposites]: ajpovlhtai or e[ch/ zwhVn aijwvnion. In John the word ajpovllumi seems to mean 
either (1) to be lost (2) to perish or be destroyed, depending on the context.  

 

3:17 ajpevsteilen corresponds to e[dwken in v. 16. Jesus did not come of himself; he was sent, by the Father, 
on a mission. This mission was the salvation of the world.  

Compare vss. 16-19 with John 12:46-48 for similar words and phrases. 

This paragraph provides an introduction to the (so-called) “realized” eschatology of the Fourth Gospel: 
judgment has come; eternal life may be possessed now, in the present life, as well as in the future.  

 

A Note on Realized Eschatology and the Gospel of John: 
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The terminology “realized eschatology” was originally coined by E. Haenchen and used by J. Jeremias in 
discussion with C. H. Dodd, but is now characteristically used to describe Dodd’s own formulation.67 

R. Brown summarizes the realized eschatology of the Gospel of John as follows: 

In many ways John is the best example in the NT of realized eschatology. God has 
revealed Himself in Jesus in a definitive form, and seemingly no more can be asked. If 
one points to OT passages that seem to imply a coming of God in glory, the Prologue (i 
14) answers, ‘We have seen his glory.’ If one asks where is the judgment that marks 
God’s final intervention, John iii 19 answers: ‘Now the judgment is this: the light has 
come into the world.’ In a figurative way Matt xxv 31 ff. describes the apocalyptic Son of 
Man coming in glory and sitting on the throne of judgment to separate the good and the 
bad. But for John the presence of Jesus in the world as the light separates men into those 
who are sons of darkness, hating the light, and those who come to the light. All through 
the Gospel Jesus provokes self-judgment as men line up for or against him; truly his 
coming is a crisis in the root sense of that word, where it reflects the Gr. krisis or 
“judgment.” Those who refuse to believe are already condemned (iii 18), while those who 
have faith do not come under condemnation (v 24…). Even the reward is realized. For the 
Synoptics “eternal life” is something that one receives at the final judgment or in a future 
age (Mark x 30, Matt xviii 8-9), but for John it is a present possibility for men: ‘The man 
who hears my words and has faith in Him who sent me possesses eternal life…he has 
passed from death to life’ (v 24). For Luke (vi 35, xx 36) divine sonship is a reward of the 
future life; for John (i 12) it is a gift granted here on earth.68 

Especially important to note is the element of choice portrayed in John’s Gospel. If there is a twofold 
reaction to Jesus in John’s Gospel, it should be emphasized that that reaction is very much dependent on 
man’s choice, a choice that is influenced by his way of life, whether his deeds are wicked or are done in 
God (vss. 20-21). For John there is virtually no trace of determinism at the surface. Only when one looks 
beneath the surface does one find statements like “no one can come to me, unless the Father who sent me 
draws him” (John 6:33).  

 

4 D  The final testimony of John the Baptist: “I was sent before him” (3:22-36) 

3:22 This section is related loosely to the preceding by metaV tau'ta. This constitutes an indefinite temporal 
reference; the intervening time is not specified.  

 

eij" thVn =Ioudaivan gh'n  In the narrative Jesus has already been in Judean territory, in Jerusalem. In the 
context Bultmann (loc. cit.) argues that the meaning is that Jesus went out from the city into the country 
districts of Judea. This seems plausible because there is no real indication of longer amounts of elapsed 
time, or a departure from Judea back to Galilee followed by a return. It should be remembered, however, 
that this only a possibility, since the phrase metaV tau'ta specifies an indefinite amount of time.  

 

3:23 Aijnwvn, Saleivm  The precise locations of these places are unknown.  

Three possibilities are suggested:  

(1) In Perea, which is in Transjordan (cf. 1:28). Perea is just across the river from Judea. 

(2) In the northern Jordan Valley, on the west bank some 8 miles [13 km] south of Scythopolis. But with 
the Jordan River so close, the reference to abundant water (3:23) seems superfluous. 

                                                           
67 See Leonhard Goppelt, Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981), 1:54, 

n. 10 for further discussion.  
68 Brown, The Gospel According to John, cxvii-cxviii. 
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(3) Thus Samaria has been suggested. 4 miles [6.6 km] east of Shechem is a town called Sâlim, and 8 
miles [13 km] northeast of Sâlim lies modern Äinûn. In the general vicinity are many springs.  

Because of the meanings of the names [Aijnwvn = “springs” (Aramaic) and Saleivm = Salem, “peace”], some 
have attempted to allegorize here that John the Baptist is near salvation (!). Obviously there is no need for 
this. It is far more probable that the Evangelist has in mind real places, even if we cannot be absolutely sure 
of their locations. 

 

3:24 ou[pw gaVr h\n beblhmevno" eij" thVn fulakhVn oJ =Iwavnnh" It seems best to understand this as a 
parenthetical note by the Evanglist.  

 

3:25 First, there is a textual problem here: was the dispute between the Baptist’s disciples and an individual 
Jew (=Ioudaivou) or representatives of the Jewish authorities (=Ioudaivwn)? While Nestle-Aland 27th ed. and 
UBS 4th ed. opt for the singular =Ioudaivou as the more difficult reading, there is good external support for 

the plural =Ioudaivwn [Ì66, a*, Q, Ë1, Ë13, 565, it, vg, and others]. In the final analysis it does not make a 
great deal of difference whether the dispute arose between the Baptist’s disciples and a single representative 
of the authorities or several. 

More of a problem is that again we have incomplete information concerning the event. What was the 
controversy between John’s disciples and the Jewish authorities? It is not clear. Some have suggested that it 
was over the relative merits of the baptism of Jesus and John. But what about the “cleansing”? 

There are so many unanswered questions here that even R. Brown (who does not usually resort to 
dislocations in the text as a solution to difficulties) proposes that this dialogue originally took place 
immediately after 1:19-34 and before the wedding at Cana. (Why else the puzzled hostility of the disciples 
over the crowds coming to Jesus?) Also, the synoptics imply John was imprisoned before Jesus began his 
Galilean ministry.  

At any rate, I see no reason to rearrange the material here—I think it occurs in this place for a very good 
reason. As far as the Evangelist is concerned, it serves as a further continuation of the point made to 
Nicodemus, that is, the necessity of being born “from above”. Note that John the Baptist describes Jesus as 
“he who comes from above” [a[nwqen] (v. 31). 

There is another lexical tie to preceding material: kaqarismou'  (3:25)—the subject of the dispute—calls to 
mind the six stone jars of water changed to wine at the wedding feast in 2:6. I believe this section ultimately 
culminates and concludes ideas begun in chapter 2 and continued in chapter 3.  

It seems to me that one of the major keys to the understanding of the passage lies in 3:25—what was the 
nature of the dispute over purification (cleansing) between the Jews and the Baptist’s disciples? Obviously, 
they disagreed over something. The word kaqarismou' suggests it was over the Jewish ritual of 
purification. But who said what? The Evangelist just doesn’t tell us.  

However, I suggest this reconstruction: The disciples of John, perplexed after this disagreement with the 
Jewish authorities, come to John and ask about the fact that Jesus is baptizing and more and more are 
coming to him. John (we know from Lk 3:3, Mark 1:4) had been preaching a baptism of repentence for 
forgiveness of sin.  

Possibly—and this is speculation—what the Jews reported to John’s disciples was that Jesus was now 
setting aside the Jewish purification rituals as unnecessary. To John’s disciples this might also be 
interpreted as: 

 a falling away from Judaism, and 

 a break with John’s own teaching.  
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That Jesus could have said this is very evident from many incidents in his ministry in all the gospels. The 
thrust would be that outward cleansing (that is, observance of purification rituals) is not what makes a 
person clean. A new heart within (that is, being born from above ) is what makes a person clean. 

So John’s disciples come to him troubled about an apparent contradiction in doctrine though the explicit 
problem they mention is that Jesus was baptizing and multitudes were coming to him. (Whether Jesus was 
or was not baptizing really wasn’t the issue though, and John knew that because he didn’t mention it in his 
reply. In 4:2 we are told that Jesus was not baptizing, but his disciples. That reference would seem to cover 
this incident as well, and so the disciples of John are just reporting what they have heard, or think they 
heard.) 

The real point at issue is the authority of Jesus to “overturn” the system of ritual purification within 
Judaism. John replies to this question of the authority of Jesus in vss. 27-36. In vss. 27-30 he reassures his 
disciples, reminding them that if more people are coming to Jesus, it does not threaten him at all, because 
“heaven” has ordained it to be so. After all, some of these very disciples of John had heard him tell the 
Jewish delegation that he was not the Messiah but was sent before him. Then John compares himself to the 
friend of the bridegroom who stands by and yet participates in the bridegroom’s joy. John is completely 
content in his own position as forerunner and preparer of the way.  

Again with vss. 31-36 there is the problem of who is speaking: the Baptist or the Evangelist. Probably it is 
best to take these as the Evangelist’s words concerning the authority that Jesus has to do these things: 

 The one who comes from above is over all (31); 

 The one who receives Jesus’ testimony has set his seal that God is truthful (33); 

 The One God sent speaks God’s words (34);  

 believing in the Son is all-important (35). 

 

3:34 ouj...ejk mevtrou Midrash Rabbah on Leviticus 15:2 states: “The Holy Spirit rested on the prophets by 
measure.” Jesus is contrasted to this. The Spirit rests upon him without measure. 

This forms the perfect capstone to Jesus’ dialogue with Nicodemus. (Note the theme of ‘replacement’ that 
runs through the end of chapter 4). But it also does something else. It presents Jesus as the fulfillment of 
Judaism (the whole purpose of ritual purification was the inner attitude of the heart, from the beginning, 
although by Jesus’ day this had been forgotten and emphasis was upon externals). Jesus turns the water into 
wine. He is the One who has come down from heaven to bring free communication between God and men. 
He came to save the entire world (3:16-17). But if so, he must reach out beyond the nationalistic and 
sectarian borders of Judaism. As the fulfillment of Judaism Jesus must fulfill the role Judaism had failed to 
carry out: to be a witness to the nations. 

This, then, forms the transition to chapter 4 and Jesus’ conversation the woman of Samaria.  
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Chapter 4 
 

OUTLINE: 

4 C  Back to Galilee (4:1-45) 

1 D Departure from Judea (4:1-3) 

2 D Another Personal Response to Jesus: The Samaritan woman at Jacob’s Well (4:4-42) 

3 D Arrival in Galilee (4:43-45) 

5 C The Second Sign at Cana in Galilee: Healing of the Nobleman’s Son (4:46-54) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES:

4 C  Back to Galilee (4:1-45) 

1 D  Departure from Judea (4:1-3) 

4:1-3 The reason given for Jesus’ departure from Judea at this particular time is not at all clear—did he 
fear persecution? Certainly he had openly opposed the Jewish leaders before in the Temple. 

John really doesn’t tell us why Jesus chose this time to return to Galilee. Some have suggested that the 
Pharisees turned their attention to Jesus because John the Baptist had now been thrown into prison. But the 
text gives no hint of this. In any case, perhaps Jesus simply did not want to provoke a confrontation at this 
time (knowing that his “hour” had not yet come).  
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2 D Another Personal Response to Jesus: The Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well (4:4-42) 

If the story of Nicodemus in chapter 3 is perhaps the best known story in the Gospel (because, among other 
things, of 3:16), then the story of the woman at the well must be the second best known. Among other things 
it challenges our preconceived notions about social and ethnic barriers. Jesus was clearly not bound by such 
conventions in his offer of the free gift of “living water” to the woman in this story. In the bigger picture, 
the incident also serves to illustrate Jesus’ greater purpose in coming into the world [cf. the Prologue, with 
its statements about the Light coming into the world]. Jesus’ purpose went beyond simply being the Messiah 
of the Jewish people. He came to be the Savior of the entire world. 

 

2 D Another Personal Response to Jesus: The Samaritan woman at Jacob’s Well (4:4-42) 

4:4 e[dei Such a detour through Samaria was not geographically necessary. Although the main route from 
Judea to Galilee was through Samaria, Jesus, as many Jews did, could easily have gone up the Jordan valley 
into Galilee through the Bethshan gap, avoiding Samaria. Whenever John uses the impersonal verb dei' the 
necessity involves God’s will or plan: 3:7, 14, 30; 4:4, 20,24; 9:4; 10:16; 12:34; and 20:9. 

 

4:5 Sucavr This is somewhere in the vicinity of Shechem. Jacob’s well is less than 250 ft (75 m) away. 
Sychar is Shechem according to W. F. Albright. But according to R.D. Potter, Askar is to be identified with 
Sychar.69 The village of Askar lies about 1 mile (1.5 km) northeast of Jacob’s well. 

 

4:6 Much is often made of the time of day (which would be noon, starting at 6 a.m.). Some (e.g. Lightfoot) 
have seen a connection with the crucifixion at the same hour (19:14) when Jesus again expresses his thirst 
(19:28). Others have said that the woman came at this hour because she was ostracized by the other women 
for her (immoral) conduct. I feel both explanations may be reading too much in, but would go with the 
former (as a type of foreshadowing, a technique John does use) if I had to see a significance in the time 
reference. It may be that this is simply an eyewitness recollection of the approximate time the events really 
occurred, without further significance in the narrative. 

 

4:9 The Samaritans are descendants of 2 groups: 

(1) The remnant of native Israelites who were not deported after the fall of the Northern Kingdom in 722 
BC; 

(2) Foreign colonists brought in from Babylonia and Media by the Assyrian conquerors to settle the land 
with inhabitants who would be loyal to Assyria.  

There was theological opposition between the Samaritans and the Jews because the former refused to 
worship in Jerusalem. After the exile the Samaritans put obstacles in the way of the Jewish restoration of 
Jerusalem, and in the 2nd century BC the Samaritans helped the Syrians in their wars against the Jews. In 
128 BC the Jewish high priest retaliated and burned the Samaritan temple on Mount Gerazim. 

 

4:10-11 This serves as a perfect example of John’s use of misunderstanding as a literary technique. Jesus 
is speaking of “living water” which is spiritual (ultimately this is a Johannine figure for the Holy Spirit, cf. 
7:38-39) while the woman thinks he means physical water of some sort which will satisfy thirst. 

                                                           
69 R. D. Potter, “Topology and Archeology in the Fourth Gospel” in Studia Evangelica 1 [= Texte 

und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der altchristlichen Literatur 73] (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1959), 
329-37. 
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Note the play on words: while phghv and frevar are mostly interchangeable, the author has gradually shifted 
the emphasis so that Jacob’s well, which was a phghv (a naturally-flowing fountain, 4:6) becomes merely a 
cistern (frevar, v.11) and the phghv now becomes the new source from which springs the water of life (14). 
In comparison to Jesus himself, who is the true phghv, Jacob’s well is merely a cistern!  

Of this entire encounter R. Brown states:  

Misunderstanding (vs. 11), irony (vs.12), the quick changing of an embarrassing 
subject (vs. 19), the front and back stage (vs. 29), the Greek chorus effect of the 
villagers (vss. 34-42)—all these dramatic touches have been skillfully applied to make 
this one of the most vivid scenes in the Gospel and to give the magnificent doctrine of 
living water a perfect setting.70 [emphasis mine] 

 

4:14 On the meaning of the living water we need to examine the phrase aJllomevnou eij" zwhVn aijwvnion. 
The verb is used of quick movement (like jumping) on the part of living beings. This is the only instance of 
its being applied to the action of water. However, in the LXX it is used to describe the “Spirit of God” as it 
falls on Samson and Saul [Judg 14:6, 19; 15:14; I Kingdoms 10:2, 10 LXX (= I Sam 10:6, 10 English text); 
and Isa 35:6 (note context)]. 

Note: This is further support for the thesis that the “water” mentioned back in 3:5 is also a reference to the 
work of the Spirit (cf. notes on 3:5). 

If it is the water that “leaps up” to eternal life (4:14), it is the Spirit who gives life (6:63).  

And finally, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit was a mark of Messianic days: cf. Joel 2:28-29, Isa 44:3-5 (!), 
Ezek 39:29, etc.  

That the Samaritan woman finally understands that Jesus refers to water which is more than physical is 
made clear by 4:28: she leaves her waterpot behind because (at least for the point our author is making) she 
won’t need it to carry the kind of water Jesus now has her interested in! 

 

Notice also the following connections in verses 16-26 with chapter 3, vss. 19-21: 

 

4:16 Jesus takes the initiative in leading the woman to recognize who he is by referring to her personal life.  

 

4:17 The woman responds with a deceptive answer as a reaction against further probing.  

 

4:18 Jesus uses her answer to bring to light her evil deeds. 3:19-21 states that those whose deeds are evil do 
not come to the light. The woman is now presented with a choice: will she come to the light, or will she 
shrink back into the darkness? 

 

4:19-20 The woman “comes to the light” 
(although she would prefer to divert 
attention from her personal life). “This 
mountain” is a reference to Mount Gerazim, 
where the Samaritan shrine was located. 

 

                                                           
70 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 176 [emphasis mine]. 
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4:21-24 Jesus explains that true worship is what the Father really wants, and this must be done in the Spirit 
and in truth.  

 

4:25-26 The woman finally recognizes who Jesus is, and Jesus affirms it.  

Note: Earlier themes are resumed here: the Temple, from 2:13-22; water and Spirit from 3:1-21. Note also 
how these fit the ‘replacement’ motif of 2:1 - 4:54. 

 

4:27-42 In the discussion with the disciples which takes place while the woman has gone into the city, note 
again the misunderstanding: the disciples think Jesus refers to physical food, while he is really speaking 
figuratively and spiritually again.  

Thus Jesus is forced to explain what he means, and the explanation that his food is his mission, to do the 
will of God and accomplish his work, leads naturally into the metaphor of the harvest. The fruit of his 
mission is represented by the Samaritans who are coming to him. It has been pointed out that they could 
have been seen even then from a distance as they made their way through the fields to the well. 

In summary, R. Brown (184-5) has an excellent statement:  

“John is too good a dramatist to leave the story without a conclusion that would bring 
together the themes of the two scenes. The woman who was so important in Scene 1 is 
recalled because it is on her word that the townspeople believe. But the completion of the 
Father’s work (vs. 34), the harvest of the Samaritans, is to have greater durability; for the 
townspeople come to believe on Jesus’ own word that he is the Savior of the world. If our 
story in ch. iv, particularly in Scene 1, has portrayed the steps by which a soul comes to 
believe in Jesus, it also portrays the history of the apostolate, for the harvest comes 
outside of Judea among foreigners. We can scarcely believe that the evangelist did not 
mean for us to contrast the unsatisfactory faith of the Jews in ii 23-25 based on a 
superficial admiration of miracles with the deeper faith of the Samaritans based on the 
word of Jesus. Nicodemus, the rabbi of Jerusalem, could not understand Jesus’ message 
that God had sent the Son into the world so that the world might be saved through him (iii 
17); yet the peasants of Samaria readily come to know that Jesus is really the Savior of 
the world.”71 

Needless to say there is irony here, an irony foreshadowed in the Prologue to the Fourth Gospel (1:11): “He 
came to his own, and his own did not receive him”. Yet the Samaritans welcome Jesus and proclaim him to 
be not the Jewish Messiah but the Savior of the world. 

 

3 D  Arrival in Galilee (4:43-45)  

4:43-45 Again we have a transitional passage, corresponding to 4:1-3 (and in fact being the continuation of 
that journey). 

The major problem in these verses concerns the contradiction between the proverb stated by Jesus in 
verse 44 and the reception of the Galileans in verse 45. Origen solved the problem by referring “his own 
country” to Judea (which Jesus had just left) and not Galilee.  

But this runs counter to the thrust of John’s Gospel, which takes pains to identify Jesus with Galilee (cf. 
1:46) and does not even mention his Judean birth.  

Brown typifies the contemporary approach: he regards verse 44 as an addition by a later redactor who 
wanted to emphasize Jesus’ unsatisfactory reception in Galilee.  

                                                           
71 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 184-85 [emphasis mine]. 
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Neither expedient is necessary, though; if we understand honor in its sense of attributing true worth to 
someone. The Galileans did welcome him, but their welcome was to prove a superficial response based on 
what they had seen him do at the feast. There is no indication that the signs they saw brought them to place 
their faith in Jesus any more than Nicodemus did on the basis of the signs. But a superficial welcome 
based on enthusiasm for miracles is no real honor at all.  

 

5 C  The Second Sign at Cana in Galilee: Healing of the Nobleman’s Son (4:46-54) 

4:46 ti" basilikov"  The term can designate either a person of royal blood or a servant to the king. 
Here, the latter is almost certainly in view; this man is a servant of Herod, tetrarch of Galilee. Capernaum 
was a border town, so doubtless there were many administrative officials in residence there.  

 

4:48 i[dhte Note the use of the plural. The man is addressed as representative of all the Galileans. Note 
also the connection with the preceding transitional passage; the Galileans had observed Jesus’ signs at the 
Passover in Jerusalem. Contrast the Samaritans; they believed without miracles.  

 

4:51 katabaivnonte" Going to Capernaum from Cana one must go east across the Galilean hills and then 
descend to the Sea of Galilee. The 20 mile (33 km) journey could not be made in a single day. (Note the 
familarity of the author with Palestinian geography.) 

 

Note: Similarities to the first sign-miracle at Cana (2:1-11): 

That the author wanted us to relate this to the previous incident is clear because twice (4:46, 54) he reminds 
us of the first sign-miracle at the wedding in Cana, at the beginning and the end of this story. Note the 
similarities: 

(a) Jesus has just come back into Galilee. 

(b) Someone comes to him with a request.  

(c) Indirectly Jesus seems to refuse at first. 

(d) The petitioner persists. 

(e) Jesus grants the request. 

(f) This leads another group of people (his disciples, the nobleman’s household) to believe in him.  

 

A Note on the Place in the Narrative of the Healing of the Nobleman’s Son:  

The second sign-miracle at Cana occupies an important transitional spot in the narrative: the stress on the 
necessity of trusting in Jesus summarizes and culminates the previous material in chapters 2-4; the stress on 
Jesus as the giver of life introduces one of the most important themes of the next section (chapters 5-10). 

We have seen in chapters 2-4 how people have responded to Jesus. While Nicodemus responded 
inadequately (at least at this point) the Samaritans showed a proper response. And of course his disciples 
had placed their trust in him at the wedding at Cana (chapter 2). 

What we will see in the upcoming section (chapters 5-10) is Jesus as the giver of life (though this has been 
foreshadowed in chapters 2-4, note the introduction of living water in chapter 4). We will see Jesus as the 
bread of life (chapter 6), the giver of water of life in chapter 7, and the light of life in chapter 8. 
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Ultimately, too, the return to Cana is a literary device known as inclusion (from the Latin inclusio) which is 
used to encircle or enclose material pertaining to a single topic.72 It is the author’s way of indicating that we 
have come full circle; we are ready to move on to something new. 

                                                           
72 This figure is also called epanadiplosis according to Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the 

Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker, rpt. ed. 1968). 
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Chapter 5 
 

OUTLINE: 

[3 A  The Book of the Seven Signs (2:1 -12:50)] 

 [1 B  The Early Months of Jesus’ Public Ministry: From Cana to Cana (chapters 2-4)] 

2 B  Selected Highlights from the Later Part of Jesus’ Public Ministry: Conflict and Controversy 
(chapters 5-10) 

1 C  The Third Sign, at the Pool of Bethesda in Jerusalem: The Healing of the Paralytic (5:1-47) 

1 D  The miraculous gift of restoration to the man at the pool (5:1-15) 

2 D  The conflict with the Jewish leaders over the right to heal on the Sabbath (5:16-47) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES: 

2 B  Selected Highlights from the Later Part of Jesus’ Public Ministry: Conflict and Controversy 
(chapters 5-10) 

1 C  The Third Sign, at the Pool of Bethesda in Jerusalem: The Healing of the Paralytic (5:1-47) 

1 D  The miraculous gift of restoration to the man at the pool (5:1-15) 
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5:1 The only transitional note we have, again, is in 5:1— metaV tau'ta. We cannot be sure how long after 
the incidents at Cana this occurred because this temporal indicator is non-specific. As far as the setting 
goes, there is difficulty because of the textual variants: eJorthv or hJ eJorthv —”a feast” or “the feast”. This 
may not appear significant at first, but to insert the article would almost certainly demand a reference to the 
passover. Externally this problem is difficult to decide, but it is probably better to read the word eJorthv as 
anarthrous in agreement with Nestle-Aland 26th ed. and United Bible Societies 3rd ed. and thus a reference 
to a feast other than the passover. The incidental note in 5:3, that the sick were lying outside in the porticoes 
of the pool, makes passover an unlikely time because it fell toward the end of winter and the weather would 
not have been warm. L. Morris thinks it impossible to identity the feast with certainty.73 

Jews were obligated to go up to Jerusalem for 3 major annual feasts: Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles. 
If the first is probably ruled out because of the time of year, we may also suppose that the last is not as 
likely because it forms the central setting for chapter 7 (where there are many indications in the context that 
Tabernacles is the feast in view.) This leaves the feast of Pentecost, which at some point prior to this time in 
Jewish tradition (as reflected in Jewish intertestamental literature and later post-Christian rabbinic writings) 
became identified with the giving of the Law to Moses on Mount Sinai. Such an association might explain 
Jesus’ reference to Moses in 5:45-46. This is conjectural, however. The only really important fact for the 
Evangelist is that the healing was done on a Sabbath. This is what provoked the controversy with the Jews 
recorded in 5:16-47. 

 

5:2 The site of the miracle is also something of a problem: probatikh'/ is usually taken as a reference to the 
Sheep Gate near the Temple. Some (Brown, et al.) would place the word kolumbhvqra with probatikh'/ to 
read “in Jerusalem, by the Sheep Pool, there is (another pool) with the Hebrew name…”. This would of 
course imply that there is reference to two pools in the context rather than only one. This does not seem 
necessary (although it is a grammatical possibility). We are not helped by the gender of the words since 
both are feminine (as is the participle ejpilegomevnh). Note, however, that Brown’s suggestion would require 
a feminine word to be supplied (for the participle ejpilegomevnh to modify). The traditional understanding of 
the phrase as a reference to the Sheep Gate near the Temple appears more probably correct. 

 

A lot of controversy has surrounded the name of the pool itself: the reading of the Majority Text, Bhqesda, 
has been virtually discarded in favor of what is thought to be the more primitive Bhqzaqa or Betzetha (Old 
Latin). The latter is attested by Josephus as the name of a quarter of the city near the northeast corner of the 
Temple area. He reports that the Syrian Legate Cestius burned this suburb in his attack on Jerusalem in 
October AD 68.74 However, there is some new archaeological evidence (published by Milik in Discoveries 
in the Judean Desert III [1962]): Copper scroll 3Q15 from Qumran seems to indicate that in the general 
area of the Temple, on the eastern hill of Jerusalem, a treasure was buried in Bet 'Esdatayin, in the pool at 
the entrance to the smaller basin. The name of the region or pool itself seems then to have been Bet 'Esdâ, 
“house of the flowing”. It appears with the dual ending in the scroll because there were 2 basins.  

 

Bhqesda seems to be an accurate Greek rendition of the name, while Milik suggests Bhqzaqa is a 
rendition of the Aramaic intensive plural Bet 'Esdatâ. All of this is not entirely certain, but is certainly 
plausible; if Milik is correct, both the textual variants would refer to the same location, one a Greek 
rendering of the Hebrew name, the other a Greek rendering of the Aramaic. This would be an unusual 
instance where two textual traditions which appear to be in conflict would both be correct! 

 

On the location of the pool, we may note: the double-pool of St. Anne is the probable site, and has been 
excavated; the pools were trapezoidal in shape, 165 feet (49.5 m) wide at one end, 220 ft. (66 m) wide at 

                                                           
73 Morris, The Gospel According to John, 299, n. 6. 
74 Bellum Judaicum (War of the Jews ) 2.530. 
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the other, and 315 ft. (94.5 m) long, divided by a central partition. There were colonnades (rows of 
columns) on all 4 sides and on the partition—thus forming the “5 porticoes” mentioned in 5:2. Stairways at 
the corners permitted descent to the pool.  

Regarding the use of the present tense ejstin and its implications for the dating of the Gospel of John, see 
the previous discussion on the date of the Gospel (pp. 14-15 above) and the article by D. B. Wallace, “John 
5,2 and the Date of the Fourth Gospel,” Biblica 71 (1990): 177-205. 

 

5:3-4 The major problem in these verses is over the inclusion of verses 3b-4: few textual scholars today 
would accept the authenticity of these verses. However, in support of their inclusion, there is fairly broad 

geographical support. True, a considerable number of important manuscripts (Ì66 Ì75 a B C D) favor 
omission, but the standard canon that the older reading is preferred is not always conclusive. The same 
applies to the shorter reading—and the longer reading can just as easily explain the shorter in the case of 
accidental omission. Internally, it is argued that the verses are theologically offensive, and that at least 7 of 
the words are non-Johannine. But such statistical arguments prove little; and if the verse is theologically 
objectionable that gives strong weight to the probability it was deliberately excluded in some copies.  

As far as I can see the text is incomplete without something here to explain verse 7, the reference to the 
troubling of the water. Most today would say this is what motivated a copyist to add verses 3b-4; but the 
text as it would stand without the verses in question is so difficult that it does not seem consistent with 
Johannine style elsewhere. It would seem, in fact, either obscure or careless to leave this incident 
unexplained, when elsewhere John goes to such great lengths to add notes and comments to aid readers who 
might not be familiar with Jewish customs, places, names, etc. Thus at this point I am inclined to think that 
some portion of verses 3b-4 may be authentic; but sorting out which exact combination of words is difficult 
and may be impossible given the present state of our knowledge of the history of the text. 

It has also been said on the other hand that there was a popular tradition about the stirring of the water by an 
angel, which the author of the Gospel chose not to include because he regarded it as popular superstition, 
and therefore left the matter unexplained. It would seem, however, that he could have included the reference 
while pointing out that it was only legend; but in any case this is sometimes advanced as an argument in 
favor of the shorter reading. 

 

5:6 gnouv" Supernatural knowledge on the part of Jesus (parallel to 2:25) is implied, though not demanded 
by this statement. Jesus could also have obtained the information from his disciples or bystanders. But in the 
context it seems that the author wants his readers to infer that Jesus knew this supernaturally, since there 
seems to be no time interval at all between the two participles, which indicates that at the moment Jesus saw 
the individual, he knew this. 

 

5:9b h\n deV savbbaton We are given an important note on the time of the healing—it was on the Sabbath. 
John now goes on to tell us why this was significant, in that it brought about confrontation with the Jewish 
authorities.  

 

5:14 i{na mhV cei'rovn soiv ti gevnhtai Later (9:3) Jesus does not hold that sickness or disease is always a 
result of sin. Here, however, he does seem to imply that some suffering is the result of personal sin. What is 
the point of the warning? That if the man sinned again, he would be stricken with an even more severe 
ailment? Probably not. The phrase “something worse” probably refers to what would happen at the man’s 
judgment (future judgment in this case)—compare 5:29. This would be “worse” than any physical disability 
by far! 

This man is a delightful study in character—so much so that Brown sees it as a mark of authenticity: 

…in his obtuseness this man is, for instance, very different from the clever blind man 
whom Jesus heals in Chapter 9. The personality traits that he betrays serve no particular 
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theological purpose and are so true to life that they too may have been part of the 
primitive tradition. If the paralytic’s malady were not so tragic, one could almost be 
amused by the man’s unimaginative approach to the curative waters. His crotchety 
grumbling about the “whippersnappers” who outrace him to the water betrays a chronic 
inability to seize opportunity, a trait reflected again in his oblique response to Jesus’ offer 
of a cure. The fact that he had let his benefactor slip away without even asking his name is 
another instance of real dullness. In verse 14 it is Jesus who takes the initiative in finding 
the man, and not vice versa. Finally, he repays his benefactor by reporting him to “the 
Jews.” This is less an example of treachery (as Theodore of Mopsuestia urged) than of 
persistant naïveté.75 

 

2 D  The conflict with the Jewish leaders over the right to heal on the Sabbath (5:16-47) 

5:16 Note the plural tau'ta, which seems to indicate that Jesus healed on the Sabbath more than once (cf. 
John 20:30). We know this to be true from the Synoptics; the incident in 5:1-15 is thus chosen by the 
Evangelist as representative. 

 

5:17 What is the significance of this verse? A preliminary understanding can be obtained from 5:18, noting 
the Jews’ response and the Evangelist’s comment. They sought to kill Jesus, because not only did he break 
the Sabbath, but he also called God his own father, thus making himself equal with God.  

This must be seen in the context of the relation of God to the Sabbath rest. In the commandment (Exod 
20:11) it is explained that “In six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth…and rested on the seventh 
day; therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.” 

Philo, based on the LXX’s translation of tbv as katevpausen rather than ejpauvsato, denied outright that 
God had ever ceased his creative activity. And when Rabban Gamaliel II, R. Joshua, R. Eleazar ben 
Azariah, and R. Aquiba were in Rome, ca. AD 95, they gave as a rebuttal to sectarian arguments evidence 
that God might do as he willed in the world without breaking the Sabbath because the entire world was his 
private residence!  

So even the rabbis realized that God did not really cease to work on the Sabbath: Divine providence 
remained active on the Sabbath, otherwise, all nature and life would cease to exist. As regards men, divine 
activity was visible in two ways: men were born and men died on the Sabbath. Since only God could give 
life and only God could deal with the fate of the dead in judgment, this meant God was active on the 
Sabbath.  

This seems to be the background for Jesus’ words in 5:17. He justified his work of healing on the Sabbath 
by reminding the Jews that they admitted God worked on the Sabbath. This explains the violence of the 
reaction. The Sabbath privilege was peculiar to God, and no one was equal to God. In claiming the right to 
work even as his Father worked, Jesus was claiming a divine prerogative. He was literally making himself 
equal to God, as 5:18 goes on to state explicitly for the benefit of the reader who might not have made the 
connection. 

There is a thought which occurs frequently in the Church Fathers related to this: God did not rest after 
creation but only after Jesus’ death. Jesus worked during his ministry, but after his death came the Sabbath 
rest promised to the people of God (cf. Hebrews 4:9-10). This thought is provocative but needs to be 
modified somewhat. That Sabbath rest does remain; in Hebrews it ultimately refers to the Kingdom of 
Messiah. But in the Gospel of John, the Messiah is here and his kingdom is at hand. The works he works 
(on the Sabbath) bring about conditions which typify the Greater Sabbath—the Messianic Kingdom. What 
more appropriate day to make a man whole, than the day which stands as a reminder, not just of God’s rest 
from creative activities in the past, but as a reminder of the permanent rest in the Messianic kingdom? I 
don’t think the Jews would have seen this—they were too incensed with Jesus’ blasphemous (in their 

                                                           
75 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 209. 



© The Biblical Studies Foundation (www.bible.org) Winter 2001 

opinion) claim to equality with God. But John’s readers, enjoying the advantages of retrospect, could 
appreciate it.  

And it is most significant that in Jesus’ reply to the Jews, both realized eschatology and final eschatology 
are blended: realized eschatology in 19-25, final eschatology in 26-30.  

Note this tension between present and future: eternal life is a thing to be had now (24a) and the transition 
from death to life is already made (24b); dead (25) refers to those spiritually dead. But in (29) the 
(physically) dead come out the tombs at the voice of the Son for a (future) judgment.  

 

5:19 Jesus is completely dependent on his Father and does none of his works on his own. The Father and 
the Son are of one essence, and one principle of operation.  

 

5:20-23 What works does the Son do? The same that the Father does—and the same that the rabbis 
recognized as legitimate works of God on the Sabbath (see note above on 5:17). 

(1) (5:21) Jesus grants life (just as the Father grants life) on the Sabbath. But as the Father gives physical 
life on the Sabbath, so the Son grants spiritual life (note the “greater things” mentioned in verse 20). 

(2) (5:22-23) Jesus judges (determines the fate of men) on the Sabbath, just as the Father judges those who 
die on the Sabbath, because the Father has granted authority to the Son to judge.) 

But this is not all. Not only has this power been granted to Jesus in the present; it will be his in the future as 
well. In verse 28 we have a reference not to spiritually dead (only) but also physically dead. At their 
resurrection they respond to the Son as well.  

 

A Note on the Structure of the Narrative: 

In Chapter 4 Jesus granted physical life to the nobleman’s son. But that was only a sign of the life from 
above (a[nwqen) which the Father has given the Son authority to grant.  

In 5:1-15 Jesus healed the paralytic, and ordered him to stop sinning. To those who are held in the bondage 
of death and sin the Son offers life, and the only danger is that one will ignore that offer. To do so would be 
not to trust in the Son. And something worse would surely befall such a one—at the last judgment (cf. 5:29). 

 

5:29 Compare Dan 12:2, and note this as a foreshadowing of chapter 11, when Lazarus is called out of the 
tomb at the voice of the Son of Man. Note the similarity of 5:29 to 3:20-21. Compare 6:29: “The work of 
God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.” See also Carson (258-59) on the individual emphasis here. 

 

5:32 To whom does a[llo" refer? To John the Baptist or to the Father? In the nearer context, verse 33, it 
would seem to be the Baptist. But verse 34 seems to indicate that Jesus does not receive testimony from 
men. Probably it is better to view verse 32 as identical to verse 37. 

 

Note the multiplicity of testimony to who Jesus is (all of which the Jews were ignoring): 

(1) The Baptist (v. 33) 

(2) The works themselves (v. 36) 

(3) The Father (v. 37) 

(4) The scriptures (v. 39) 
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5:35 oJ luvcno" Sirach 48:1 states that the word of Elijah was “a flame like a torch.” (The Wisdom of Jesus 
ben Sirach, also known as Ecclesiasticus, is one of the books of the OT Apocrypha.) 

 

5:37 “You have never heard his voice nor seen his form”—compare Deut 4:12 “you heard the sound of 
words, but you saw no form—only a voice.” Also see Deut 5:24 ff., where the Israelites asked to hear the 
voice no longer—their request (ironically) has by this time been granted.  

How ironic this would be if the feast is Pentecost, where by the first century AD the giving of the Law at 
Sinai was being celebrated! 

 

5:39 The indicative of eJrauna'te fits the context better (indicative and imperative forms are the same here). 

Note the following examples from the rabbinic tractate Pirqe Aboth (“The Sayings of the Fathers”): 

Pirqe Aboth 2:8—”He who has acquired the words of the Law has acquired for himself the life of the world 
to come.” 

Pirqe Aboth 6:7—”Great is the Law for it gives to those who practice it life in this world and in the world to 
come.” 

How ironic, again, if this is the feast of Pentecost when the giving of the Law was being celebrated! The 
reader, of course, recognizes what the Jewish authorities did not: that Jesus himself (not the Torah) is the 
true source of life eternal (cf. the dialogue with Nicodemus in ch. 3 and the dialogue with the Samaritan 
woman in ch. 4). 

 

5:46 The final condemnation will come from Moses himself—again ironic, since Moses is the very one the 
Jews have trusted in! This is again ironic if it is occurring at Pentecost, which at this time was being 
celebrated as the occasion of the giving of the Torah to Moses on Mount Sinai. The statement ejpisteuvete 
Mwu>sei' is to be taken literally and relates directly to Jesus’ statements about the final judgment in ch. 5 
(5:28-29).76 

 

A Summary Note on chapter 5: 

Disbelief in the face of all this testimony must be motivated by pride; it is a deliberate disbelief (5:40). 
Jesus attacks the roots of this disbelief with vigor. If it were an intellectual problem it could be met by 
explanation; but it is really a problem of the moral orientation of life and of the love of God, and so it is met 
by prophetic accusation. What the Jews are rejecting is not one sent from God—they willingly accept self-
proclaimed messiahs (5:43). What they are really rejecting is the demand to place their trust in Jesus as 
Messiah sent from God, as indicated by his divine prerogatives. The failure to accept Jesus, to trust in him, 
is ultimately to prefer self, and ultimately to reap the consequences for one’s choice. It is a decision to 
remain in the darkness rather than come to the Light (cf. 3:19-21). 

                                                           
76 Cf. Wayne A. Meeks, The Prophet King: Moses Traditions and Johannine Christology (Leiden: 

E. J. Brill, 1967), 161. 
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Chapter 6 
 

OUTLINE: 

[3 A  The Book of the Seven Signs (2:1 -12:50)] 

 [2 B  Selected Highlights from the Later Part of Jesus’ Public Ministry: Conflict and Controversy 
(chapters 5-10)] 

2 C  The Fourth Sign, in Galilee: The Multiplication of the Bread (6:1-15) 

3 C  The Fifth Sign, in Galilee: Walking on the Water (6:16-21) 

4 C  The Paschal Discourse: Jesus as the True Bread from Heaven (6:22-71) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES:

2 C  The Fourth Sign, in Galilee: The Multiplication of the Bread (6:1-15) 

Introduction. With the account in John’s Gospel of the Feeding of the Five Thousand, we come face to face 
with the element of the supernatural in the Fourth Gospel once more, but this time on a far “grander” scale 
than the changing of water into wine at Cana, the healing of the nobleman’s son, or the cure of the paralytic 
at the pool of Bethesda in Jerusalem. This time it is difficult to attribute the sign-miracle to the 
inventiveness of the Evangelist (as some critics have been inclined to do with the former miraculous signs) 
because it is the single event in the entire public ministry of Jesus before the Passion Week which is 
recorded in all four gospel accounts. Thus there are only a limited number of approaches to the miracle 
which may be taken, and these are well summarized by L. Morris as follows: 

This is the one miracle, apart from the resurrection, that is recorded in all four Gospels. 
We can only conjecture why this story was thus singled out, but obviously it made a 
strong appeal to the Gospel writers. In this account we see that the reason for the 
multitude’s presence was the attraction of the “signs” that Jesus wrought. John also 
records Philip’s perplexity as to the feeding of the great crowd, and his little piece of 
mental arithmetic which showed so clearly the impossibility of a solution out of the 
disciples’ own resources. And he tells us that it was Andrew who brought the boy 
forward. It is in this Gospel that we read of the proximity of the Passover, of the bread as 
‘barley loaves’, of the reason for gathering up the fragments, of the effect on the people, 
and of Jesus’ dismissal of the disciples and of the people in general. Clearly John has 
quite a lot of information not derived from the Synoptists. Characteristically, John 
describes what happened as a “sign”. The effect of the sign is to make some people think 
of Jesus as a prophet, and some to wish to make a king out of him.  

There are three principal ways of understanding what happened. Some hold that a 
“miracle” took place in men’s hearts. Christ induced the selfish to share their provisions, 
and when this was done there proved to be more than enough for them all. Others think 
that the feeding should be understood as a sacramental meal, rather like Holy 
Communion, wherein each received a tiny fragment. This view has been severely 
criticized by G. H. Boobyer. Though it is defended by Alan Richardson, for example, it 
seems to me untenable. Indeed, both the views we have noticed seem to rely too much on 
presupposition, and to overlook what the writers actually say. It is much better, 
accordingly, to hold to the third view, that Jesus, the Son of God incarnate, did do 
something that we can describe only as miracle. Undoubtedly, it inculcates spiritual truth 
(it is a “sign”). But this does not alter the fact that the Gospel writers speak of something 
wonderful that actually happened.77 

In light of the fact that all four of the gospels present the incident as miraculous, it appears clear that any 
approach which attempts to remove or downplay the supernatural nature of the event does not do justice to 
the biblical accounts. 

 

6:1 metaV tau'ta Again, we are faced with a vague temporal reference. How Jesus got from Jerusalem to 
Galilee is not explained, which has led many scholars (e.g., Bernard, Bultmann, and Schnackenburg) to 
posit either editorial redaction or some sort of rearrangement or dislocation of material (such as reversing 
the order of chapters 5 and 6, for example).  

Such a rearrangement of the material would give a simple and consistent connection of events, but in the 
absence of all external evidence it does not seem to be supportable. R. Brown says that such an arrangement 
is attractive in some ways but not compelling, and summarizes well: 

                                                           
77 Morris, The Gospel According to John, 338-39. 
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No rearrangement can solve all the geographical and chronological problems in John, and 
to rearrange on the basis of geography and chronology is to give undue emphasis to 
something that does not seem to have been of major importance to the evangelist.78 

 

Tiberiavdo" Only John in the New Testament refers to the Sea of Galilee by 
this name (see also 21:1), but this is correct local usage. In the mid-20’s Herod 
completed the building of the town of Tiberias on the southwestern shore of 
the lake; after this time the name came into use for the lake itself.  

 

6:2 Note the reference to other signs again, not mentioned elsewhere by John 
(cf. 21:25).  

 

6:3 eij" toV o[ro"… This phrase does not necessarily refer to a particular 
mountain or hillside, but may simply mean “the hill country” or “the high 
ground,” referring to the high country east of the Sea of Galilee (well known 
today as the Golan Heights). 

 

6:4 toV pavsca, hJ eJorthV tw'n =Ioudaivwn  According to John’s sequence of material, considerable time has 
elapsed since the feast of 5:1. If the feast in 5:1 was Pentecost of AD 31, then this feast would be the 
passover of AD 32, just one year before Jesus’ crucifixion (see the chronological note on references to the 
passover in the Fourth Gospel at 2:13). 

 

6:5 =Epavra" ou\n touV" ojfqalmouV"...kaiV qeasavmeno" Compare 4:35 for a similar expression (although 
Jesus is the subject rather than the speaker here).  

 

6:11 Note the similarities with the various accounts of the Last Supper: 

He took loaves  Matthew, Mark, Luke, Paul (1 Cor 11) 

gave thanks Matthew, Mark, Luke, Paul (1 Cor 11) 

distributed Matthew, Mark, Luke  

 

6:13 Note that the fish mentioned previously (in 6:9) are not emphasized here. This is easy to understand, 
however, because the bread is of primary importance for the Evangelist in view of Jesus’ upcoming 
discourse on the Bread of Life.  

 

6:15 Jesus, knowing that his hour had not yet come (and would not, in this fashion) withdrew. The ministry 
of miracles in Galilee, ending with this, the multiplication of the bread (the last public miracle in Galilee 
recorded by John) aroused such a popular response that there was danger of an uprising. This would have 
given the authorities a legal excuse to arrest Jesus. 

The nature of Jesus’ kingship will become an issue again in the passion narrative of the Fourth Gospel 
(18:33ff.). 

                                                           
78 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 236. [emphasis mine] 
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Furthermore, the volatile reaction of the Galileans to the signs prepares for and foreshadows the 
misunderstanding of the miracle itself, and even the misunderstanding of Jesus’ explanation of it (6:22-71). 

 

3 C The Fifth Sign, in Galilee: Walking on the Water (6:16-21) [ =Matt 14:22-33; Mark 6:45-52]  

6:17 h[rconto This is a good example of a conative imperfect—”they were trying to cross the sea…”. We 
are told that their destination was Capernaum. 

 

6:19 wJ" stadivou" ei[kosi pevnte h] triavkonta (“about 25 or 30 stadia”): One stadion (AV “furlong”) = 
607 feet (182 m); the Sea of Galilee was at its widest point 61 stadia (7 miles or 11.6 km) by 109 stadia (12 
miles or 20 km). So at this point the disciples were pretty much in the middle of the lake.  

Clearly the Evangelist has a miracle in mind here, regardless of what may be said about the somewhat 
ambiguous phrase ejpi + genitive (as in Mark, instead of Matthew’s ejpi + accusative), since Jesus came 
near the boat, which we have just been told was 25 or 30 stadia at sea. Furthermore, it is implied by the 
question of the disciples in 6:25 that Jesus crossed the sea in an unexpected way. 

 

6:21 eujqevw" (“immediately”) Again the miraculous seems to be in view here with the sudden arrival of 
both boat and passengers at the destination. 

 

The Place of the Miracle in the Narrative: 

We need to ask at this point: Why did the Evangelist choose to include this incident, particularly at this 
point in the narrative? In the versions of this miracle given by Matthew and Mark, Jesus calms the sea (to 
the amazement of his disciples) and gets into the boat. The miracle is basically a nature-miracle 
(emphasizing Jesus’ sovereignity over nature) in which the disciples are rescued from the storm. But John 
does not even mention these elements—it is not even clear if Jesus gets into the boat (verse 21 only states 
that the disciples wanted to receive Jesus into the boat—we may assume he got in, but the text does not 
explicitly state this).  

Why then does John include the miracle? And why here, when the Bread of Life Discourse which follows 
would fit so well with the miraculous feeding in 6:1-15? 

It is possible that the story of Jesus walking on the water was linked with the feeding of the five thousand in 
early Christian tradition, before any of the gospels were committed to writing. It follows the feeding of the 
five thousand in Matt 14:22-34 and Mark 6:45-52 (although it does not occur in Luke 9). In this case the 
Evangelist is simply following the traditional association when he includes the account here. 

Structurally these verses also serve to explain to the reader how Jesus and his disciples came to be back on 
the western side of the lake (Capernaum), cf. 6:24, 59. 

These explanations, however, do not exhaust the possibilities, and probably are not the primary reason for 
John’s inclusion of Jesus walking on the water at this point in the narrative. More significant is John’s use 
of the term ejgwv eijmi (6:35, 41, 48, 51). Jesus is the one who bears the Divine Name (cf. Exod 3:14). For 
John this story takes on the character of a theophany, not at all unlike the Transfiguration recorded by the 
Synoptics. The reaction the crowds had made after the multiplication of the bread had been an attempt to 
crown him king—but on a purely political level. And in the discourse which follows (on the Bread of Life) 
many even of his disciples will be unable to accept what he has said.  

Note: We should not overlook the symbolism of water/sea—in the Old Testament it is the image of evil and 
chaos, particularly in Isaiah. For John, this could carry similar significance: Jesus’ triumph over the sea 
represents his triumph over the forces of evil. 

But to his disciples in the boat (probably to be identified with the Twelve, cf. 6:67), not to the crowds, Jesus 
manifests that he is much more than a political messiah. What he is can be summed up only by the phrase “I 
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am”. These disciples, of course, knew that; they had placed their trust in Jesus as Messiah; but they needed 
a reminder that their ideas about the person and work of the Messiah were not to be conditioned by the 
ideas of the general population, to which they had just been witness.  

I think we can go beyond this, however, to see that there may be some indications that the Exodus motif 
(following the Passover) was in the mind of the author as he selected details in composing the narrative. 
Note the following striking parallels with Psalm 107: 

107:4-5 the people wander hungry in desert wastes 

107:9 the Lord satisfies and fills the hungry and thirsty. 

107:23 some go down to the sea in ships 

107:25 the Lord raised up a stormy wind 

107:27-28 they cry out to the Lord 

107:28-30 the Lord delivers them, calms the sea, and brings them to their desired haven.  

 

Note: It cannot be proven that Psalm 107 was in the author’s mind when he wrote this section. I merely 
want to suggest the parallels, which are many and striking. It may be that the Twelve, with the retrospection 
they demonstrated in other Johannine passages, came to believe that Jesus’ actions were following the 
pattern described by the Psalm at some point after the resurrection. It may have influenced all the accounts, 
including the synoptic ones. But it would be extremely difficult to prove such influence since there is no 
explicit citation of Ps 107 in the context. 

 

4 C  The Paschal Discourse: Jesus as the True Bread from Heaven (6:22-71) 

The setting. The previous miracle of the multiplication of the bread had taken place near Tiberias (cf. 
6:23). Jesus’ disciples set sail for 
Capernaum (6:17) and are joined by the 
Lord in the midst of the sea. The next day 
boats from Tiberias pick up a few of those 
who had seen the multiplication (certainly 
not the whole 5,000!) and bring them to 
Capernaum. It was to this group that Jesus 
spoke in 6:26-27. But there were also 
people from Capernaum who had gathered 
to see Jesus, who had not witnessed the 
multiplication, and it was this group that 
asked Jesus for a miraculous sign like the 
manna (6:30-31). (This would have seemed 
superfluous if it were the same crowd which 
had already seen the multiplication of the 
bread! But some from Capernaum had heard 
about it and wanted to see a similar miracle 
repeated.) 

 

6:25 The people who followed in the boats ask, “Teacher, when did you get here?” Jesus answers not their 
direct question, but the implication (again, supernatural knowledge on Jesus’ part is implied—he knows 
their true motivation for following him).  
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6:27 ejrgavzesqe mhV thVn brw'sin thVn ajpollumevnhn  Note the word-play on “work” here. This does not 
imply “working” for salvation, since the “work” is later explained (in 6:29) to be “believing in the one 
whom he (the Father) has sent.” 

 

6:30 The crowd responds to Jesus’ statement about believing in the one whom God has sent by demanding 
a sign—especially something like the manna given in the wilderness. Probably those who had not seen the 
multiplication of the bread had heard about it from those who had, and wanted to see something similar.  

Note again the Johannine play on the physical versus the spiritual (32-33)—the food which perishes 
versus the food which remains for eternal life. Compare with chapter 4 where the contrast was between the 
water that quenched thirst temporarily versus the living water that would satisfy thirst forever.  

Note also the interplay between works and faith in Johannine thought: The crowd asks Jesus (6:28), “What 
must we do that we may work the works of God?” Note Jesus’ reply: “This is the work of God: that you 
believe in the one he sent.” By the very phrase Jesus has shifted the emphasis from a work of man to the 
work of God—the initiative which God took in sending the Son into the world. (Qeou' is best understood as 
a subjective genitive in 6:32-34.) Note that at this point the crowd still misunderstands the nature of the 
true bread from heaven: “Lord, give us this bread.” If they conceive of it as something that Jesus himself 
gives them, they have still missed it, because he himself is the ‘Bread’ from heaven. (Note in this regard 
Jesus’ response in verses 35-36.) 

 

6:35 Note the use of ejgwv eijmi. Also note the parallel structure between the two participles oJ ejrcovmeno" 
and oJ pisteuvwn. The concept of “coming to” Jesus and “believing in” him is the same, and this will be 
important later, in verse 37. 

 

6:40 oJ qewrw'n This refers to the person who beholds the Son not just physically, but with spiritual 
insight, discerning correctly his identity and mission. This is clear from the context. 

 

6:41 Note that oiJ =Ioudai''oi  are singled out here. It would appear that there were some of the Jewish 
authorities in the crowd which had gathered to listen to Jesus in Capernaum, after the crossing of the Sea of 
Galilee (6:24). 

 

6:44 eJlkuvsh/ It is never specifically spelled out by the Evangelist what this “drawing” consists of. It is 
evidently some kind of attraction; whether it is binding and irresistable or not is not mentioned. But there 
does seem to be a parallel with 6:65, where Jesus says that no one is able to come to him unless “it has been 
granted to him from the Father.” This apparently parallels the use of Isaiah by John to reflect the spiritual 
blindness of the Jewish leaders (see the quotations from Isaiah in 9:41, 12:39-40). 

 

6:52-59 “Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood…” These words are at the heart 
of the discourse on the Bread of Life, and have created great misunderstanding among interpreters. Anyone 
who is inclined in the least toward a sacramental viewpoint will almost certainly want to take these words as 
a reference to the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, because of the reference to eating and drinking. The 
participle in verse 54, trwvgwn, is almost shockingly graphic: it means to eat noisily, often used of animals 
(“gnaw,” “nibble,” “munch”). When used with reference to people, it often has the idea of enjoyment (Matt 
24:38) and close comradeship. Some have thought it refers to a literal feeding, and thus to the Eucharist. 
But this does not follow: by anyone’s definition there must be a symbolic element to the eating which Jesus 
speaks of in the discourse, and once this is admitted, it is better to understand it here, as in the previous 
references in the passage, to a personal receiving of (or appropriation of) Christ and his work. 
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6:60-66 sklhrov" ejstin oJ lovgo" ou|to"  Previously we saw indications that Jesus was addressing a 
crowd of people (verse 24) and some of the “Jews” (verse 41). Now it is evident that some of his own 
disciples were present and listening as well. And they did not like what they were hearing. Sklhrov" has the 
idea of being both “hard” and “harsh”; in this context it is not so much “hard to understand” as “difficult to 
accept”. 

It became apparent to some of Jesus’ followers at this point that there would be a cost involved in following 
him. They had taken offense at some of Jesus’ teaching (perhaps the graphic imagery of “eating his flesh” 
and “drinking his blood,” and Jesus now warned them that if they thought this was a problem, there was an 
even worse cause for stumbling in store: his upcoming crucifixion. I take this to be the meaning of verses 
61b-62. Jesus asks, in effect, “Has what I just taught caused you to stumble? [What will you do, then,] if 
you see the Son of Man ascending where he was before?” This ascent is to be accomplished through the 
cross; for John Jesus’ departure from this world and his return to the Father form one continual movement 
from cross to resurrection to ascension. 

 

6:67-71 rJhvmata zwh'" aijwnivou e[cei"  (Peter’s confession) In contrast to the response of some of his 
disciples, we have here the response of the Twelve, whom Jesus then questioned concerning their loyalty to 
him. This is the big test, and the Twelve, with Peter as spokesman, pass with flying colors. The confession 
here differs considerably from the Synoptic accounts (Matt 16:16, Mark 8:29, and Luke 9:20) and concerns 
directly the disciples’ personal loyalty to Jesus, in contrast to those other disciples (6:66) who had deserted 
him. 

 

6:71 This statement is another of the Evangelist’s post-resurrection insights, added for the reader’s help in 
understanding Jesus’ statement in the previous verse. At least six explanations for the name Iscariot have 
been proposed, but it is probably transliterated Hebrew with the meaning “man of Kerioth” (there are at 
least two villages that had that name).79 This is the first mention of Judas in the Fourth Gospel, and he is 
immediately identified (as he is in the synoptic gospels, Matt 10:4, Mark 3:19, Luke 6:16) as the one who 
would betray Jesus. 

                                                           
79 Cf. D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press; Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1991), 304. 
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Chapter 7 
 

OUTLINE: 

[3 A  The Book of the Seven Signs (2:1 -12:50)] 

 [2 B  Selected Highlights from the Later Part of Jesus’ Public Ministry: Conflict and Controversy 
(chapters 5-10)] 

5 C  Jesus teaches openly in the presence of his opponents in Jerusalem (7:1-8:59) 

1 D  Preparation: the attitude of Jesus’ brothers as he delays his departure for the Feast of 
Tabernacles (7:1-13) 

2 D  Jesus at the Feast of Tabernacles in Jerusalem (7:14-52) 

1 E  The Sabbath question renewed (7:14-24) 

2 E  Public response to Jesus’ teaching: who is this One? (7:25-31) 

3 E  The attempt to arrest Jesus (7:32-36) 

4 E  Jesus as the Source of living water (7:37-39) 

5 E  The response of the people (7:40-44) 

6 E  The response of the Jewish leaders (7:45-52) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES:

5 C  Jesus teaches openly in the presence of his opponents in Jerusalem (7:1-8:59) 

1D  Preparation: the attitude of Jesus’ brothers as he delays his departure for the Feast of 
Tabernacles (7:1-13) 

7:1 Again, the transition is indicated by the imprecise temporal indicator metaV tau'ta. Clearly, though, the 
Evangelist has left out much of the events of Jesus’ ministry, because chapter 6 took place near the passover 
(6:4). This would have been the passover between winter/spring of AD 32, just one year before Jesus’ 
crucifixion (see following note). 

 

7:2 Since 7:2 places these incidents at the Feast of Tabernacles (AD 32) there would have been a 6-month 
interval during which no events are recorded. The Evangelist is obviously selective in his approach; he is 
not recording an exhaustive history (as he will later tell the reader in 21:25). 

After healing the paralytic on the Sabbath in Jerusalem (5:1-47) Jesus withdrew again to Galilee because of 
mounting opposition. In Galilee the feeding of the 5,000 took place, which marked the end of the Galilean 
ministry for all practical purposes. 7:1-9 thus marks the final departure from Galilee. 

 

hJ skhnophgiva John’s use of skhnophgiva for the Feast of Tabernacles constitutes the only use of this term 
in the New Testament.  

 

7:3 Jesus’ brothers (really his half-brothers) were mentioned previously by John in 2:12. [See 2:12 for 
discussion of the problem of their relationship to Jesus.] They are also mentioned elsewhere in Matt 13:55 
and Mark 6:3. 

 

“Depart from here [i.e., Galilee] and go into Judea, in order that your disciples may behold your works 
which you are doing” Is this to be understood as a suggestion on the part of Jesus’ brothers that he should 
attempt to win back the disciples who had deserted him in 6:66? Perhaps. But it is also possible to take the 
words as indicating that if Jesus is going to put forward messianic claims [i.e., through miraculous signs] 
then he should do so in Jerusalem, not in the remote parts of Galilee. Such an understanding seems to fit 
better with the following verse. It would also indicate misunderstanding on the part of Jesus’ brothers of the 
true nature of his mission—he did not come as the royal Messiah of Jewish apocalyptic expectation to be 
anointed king at this time. 

 

7:4 “No one does anything in secret when he himself seeks to be publicly recognized.” The phrase amounts 
to this: “if you’re going to perform signs to authenticate yourself as Messiah, you should do them at 
Jerusalem.” (Jerusalem is where mainstream Jewish apocalyptic tradition held that Messiah would appear.)  

 

7:5 Apparently Jesus’ brothers later did come to trust in him—see Acts 1:14. 

 

7:8 Although the word is kairov" here, it parallels John’s use of w{ra elsewhere as a reference to the time 
appointed for Jesus by the Father—the time of his return to the Father, characterized by his death, 
resurrection, and exaltation (glorification). In the Johannine literature synonyms are often interchanged for 
no apparent reason other than stylistic variation. 

 

7:7 Compare 3:19-21, especially concerning the light and darkness imagery.  
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7:8 ejgwV oujk ajnabaivnw eij" thVn eJorthVn tauvthn How are we to reconcile Jesus’ statement to his brothers 
with his later action in 7:10? The major explanations that have been proposed are these:  

(1) The use of the present tense does not exclude later action of a different kind. (It does not say anything 
about the future.) 

(2) Jesus is really denying his brothers’ request to perform signs. He will go up to the feast, but not in their 
way, openly.  

(3) What John means here is that Jesus did not travel up to Jerusalem with the other pilgrims to the feast, an 
act which would have been conspicuously public, and would have drawn undue attention to himself. Jesus 
chose to travel to Jerusalem by himself, privately. 

The problem with all three of these explanations is that they require the reader to supply some understood 
word or expression to mean “not at present,” “not publicly,” or the like. This may well be valid but it is 
difficult to see why the Evangelist left it up to the reader to supply the missing word or phrase. 

(4) One could accept the variant textual reading which substitutes oujpw for oujk. Manuscript evidence is 

very weighty in favor of this reading: [Ì66 Ì75 B L T W Q Y 0105 0180 0250 Ë1 Ë13 ˜ etc.]. It is true that 
the reading with oujk is the more difficult reading, but it is also easy to see how a confusion of letters could 
have occured in uncial script which would have produced the shorter reading: a copyist who saw OUPW 
confused the PW for K and wrote OUK. 

The fourth explanation, on the whole, seems preferable because the variant has excellent manuscript support 
and the reading is consistent with the Johannine tendency to clarify whatever a reader might not easily 
understand. 

 

7:10-13 So Jesus does go up to the feast, but later, in secret (verse 10). Note how John prepares in verses 
12-13 for the later debate about the identity of Jesus in verses 25-36, and also keeps before the reader’s 
mind the question, “Who is Jesus?” 

 

2 D  Jesus at the Feast of Tabernacles in Jerusalem (7:14-53) 

1 E  The Sabbath question renewed (7:14-24) 

7:14 When Jesus does go up to Jerusalem, he makes no attempt to remain hidden once he arrives (in fact he 
makes himself quite conspicuous). This suggests that “going up in secret” (verse 10) meant not so much 
covertly but that he did not go up with the pilgrim procession (as suggested above at verse 8, perhaps to 
avoid a premature “triumphal entry” scene). 

 

7:15-24 Note how the Evangelist, in this section, treats a number of Jewish “objections” to believing in 
Jesus. Verses 15-18 deal with the question of authority. Jesus does not teach from his own authority but 
speaks on behalf of the One who sent him. If Jesus had claimed to be his own authority, or said he did not 
need a teacher, he would have been discredited. Rabbis cited authorities for all significant statements. 
Likewise, Jesus cites his own authority: the Father who sent him. 

There is irony here too: when the Jewish leaders come face to face with the Word become flesh—the pre-
existent Lovgo", creator of the universe and divine Wisdom personified—they treat him as an untaught, 
unlearned person (verse 15)! 

 

7:20 tiv" se zhtei' ajpoktei'nai… Many of the crowd (if they had come in from surrounding regions for the 
feast) probably were ignorant of any plot. The plot was on the part of ‘the Jews’, which for the Evangelist 
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here indicates the Jewish leaders. Note how carefully John distinguishes between the leadership and the 
general populace in their respective responses to Jesus. 

 

7:21 The “one work” must surely refer to 5:1-47, the healing of the paralytic at the pool of Bethesda. (The 
Synoptics record other Sabbath healings, but John does not mention them.) It is significant that after the 
Bethesda incident, the Jewish leaders began seeking to kill Jesus (see 5:18) [although this was probably an 
unplanned emotional response and did not develop until later into an outright plot.] 

 

7:23 ejmoiV cola'te o{ti o[lon a[nqrwpon uJgih' ejpoivhsa ejn sabbavtw/… The Rabbis counted 248 parts to a 
man’s body. In the Talmud, b. Yoma 85b states: “If circumcision, which attaches to one only of the 248 
members of the human body, suspends the Sabbath, how much more shall the saving of the whole body 
suspend the Sabbath?” So absolutely binding did rabbinic Judaism regard the command of Lev 12:3 to 
circumcise on the eighth day, that Mishnah Shabbath 18.3; 19.1, 2; and Nedarim 3.11 all hold that the 
command to circumcise overrides the command to observe the Sabbath. 

This provides insight into Jesus’ relationship to the Mosaic Law (cf. Matt 5:17). “Are you angry with me 
because I made a whole man well on the Sabbath?” Again we see a contrast between Moses and Jesus (cf. 
1:17—”law” versus “grace and truth”). What Moses did in part, Jesus does completely. It is as though Jesus 
were saying, “I have not done a purifying work to one particular part of him, but have restored his whole 
body to health and strength. I have not done a work of necessity to one single member only, but a work of 
necessity and benefit to the whole man.” 

But for Jesus, it is not so much a question of suspension of the Sabbath as fulfillment of it: his actions 
fulfilled the purpose of the original institution. Such deeds of mercy were not just permissable on the 
Sabbath, they were obligatory! They looked forward to the state of affairs which would prevail in the final 
Sabbath rest of the entire world, the messianic Kingdom (see Heb 4:9 and John 2:1). 

 

7:24 In the light of their own practice of circumcising on the Sabbath, Jesus calls on his hearers to stop 
judging (present imperative used in a specific instance) according to outward appearance (in this specific 
instance of his healing the man at the pool), but instead to judge with righteous judgment. (Some 

manuscripts read the aorist krinate for the second reference to judging [a Q 0105 0250 Ë1 Ë13 ˜].) 

 

2 E  Public response to Jesus’ teaching: who is this One? (7:25-31) 

7:25-27 Note the response of the general populace to Jesus’ teaching: it was very favorable. Some of the 
citizens of Jerusalem say, “Isn’t this the one they are seeking to kill? And see, he is speaking openly and 
they are saying nothing to him. Perhaps truly the rulers know that this one is the Messiah?” Some people 
who had heard Jesus were so impressed with his teaching that they began to infer from the inactivity of the 
opposing Jewish leaders a tacit acknowledgment of Jesus’ claims. 

 

oiJ a[rconte" Note how carefully the Evangelist distinguishes the general populace from the “rulers,” 
otherwise known in the Fourth Gospel as “the Jews”. 

 

7:27 oJ deV cristoV" o{tan e[rchtai oujdeiV" ginwvskei povqen ejstivn Further discussion arises, however, 
over the origins of the Messiah. The view of these people (apparently residents of the city as opposed to 
pilgrims in Jerusalem for the feast, note 'Ierosolumitw'n in 7:25, in the NT only here and in Mark 1:5) 
reflects the idea that the origin of the Messiah is a mystery. In Mishnah Sanhedrin 97a Rabbi Zera taught: 
“Three come unawares: Messiah, a found article, and a scorpion.”  
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Apparently Old Testament prophetic passages like Mal 3:1 and Dan 9:25 were interpreted by some as 
indicating a sudden appearance of Messiah.  

Note: It appears that this was not a universal view: the scribes called by Herod at the coming of the Magi in 
Matt 2 knew that Messiah was to be born in Bethlehem. It is important to remember that Jewish messianic 
expectations in the early first century were not monolithic—a considerable variety of viewpoints existed, 
not all of them capable of harmonization with one another. 

The Evangelist apparently did not consider this objection worth answering. The true facts about Jesus’ 
origins were readily available for any reader who didn’t know already. Here is an instance where the 
Evangelist assumes knowledge about Jesus independent from the material he records. 

 

7:28 kajmeV oi[date kaiV oi[date povqen eijmiv Jesus’ response while teaching in the Temple is more 
difficult—it appears to concede too much understanding to Jesus’ opponents. It is best to take the words as 
irony: “So you know me and know where I am from, do you? Indeed I have not come of myself, but the one 
who sent me is true, whom you do not know.” On the physical, literal level, they do know where he was 
from—Nazareth of Galilee (at least they think they know). But on another deeper (spiritual) level, they do 
not: he came from heaven, from the Father. Jesus insists that he has not come on his own initiative (cf. 
5:37), but at the bidding of the one who sent him.  

 

7:29 Note the contrast with the preceding: ejgwv is emphatic. You don’t know him, but I know him. This 
claim to unique, intimate knowledge of the Father is mentioned elsewhere in the Gospel in1:18; 6:46; 8:25; 
and 17:25. Note the two-fold claim: I am from him (origin) and that one sent me (mission). The preposition 
parav + genitive case has the local sense preserved and can be used of one person sending another. This 
does not necessarily imply origin in essence or eternal generation.  

 

7:30 Here the response is on the part of the crowd. They seek to seize Jesus. This is apparently distinct from 
the attempted arrest by the authorities mentioned in 7:32. 

Jesus’ claims to intimate knowledge of the Father, intimate fellowship with him, and ultimately 
identification with him, could not be overlooked. People who are confronted with the claims of Jesus are 
not able to remain neutral: either they must acknowledge and embrace those claims, or reject them utterly. 
In the words of C. S. Lewis: 

I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say 
about Him: “I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His 
claim to be God.” That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man 
and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either 
be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be 
the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of 
God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit 
at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. 
But let us not come with any patronising nonsense about His being a great human teacher. 
He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.80 

 

Note the reason Jesus’ opponents could not touch him: his hour had not yet come. This is the hour 
appointed by God for his death, resurrection and return to the Father. See the discussion on the use of 
w{ra in the Gospel of John at 2:4 above. 

 

                                                           
80 C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: Macmillan, 1943), 55-56. 
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7:31 Some of the crowd, faced with Jesus’ teaching, respond in faith. “Whenever Messiah comes,” they 
say, “will he perform more signs than what this one has done?” This apparently refers again to other 
miracles besides the seven “sign-miracles” selected for inclusion by the Evangelist. Note that even though 
this faith is based on signs, we are given no indication that this is less than genuine faith. It is better to 
believe on the basis of miracles than not to believe at all [compare the statement made to Thomas in 20:29]. 

 

3 E  The Attempt to Arrest Jesus 7:32-36 

7:32 Here John specifies what groups are involved: the High Priests and the Pharisees.  

 

7:33 Note Jesus’ response: “Yet a little time I am with you and I am going to the one who sent me.” Jesus 
again has his return to the Father in view. 

 

7:34 Note the Jews’ misunderstanding of Jesus’ words, as made clear in verses 35-36. They didn’t realize 
he spoke of his departure out of the world. This is another example of the Evangelist’s use of 
misunderstanding as a literary device to emphasize a point. 

When will the events Jesus alluded to in verse 34 take place? Jesus’ words in 7:34 may be compared to 
those of Wisdom in Proverbs 1:24-29 [NASB]: 

“Because I called, and you refused; 
I stretched out my hand, and no one paid attention; 
And you neglected all my counsel,  
And did not want my reproof; 
I will even laugh at your calamity; 
I will mock when your dread comes, 
When your dread comes like a storm, 
And your calamity comes on like a whirlwind, 
When distress and anguish come on you. 
Then they will call on me, but I will not answer; 
They will seek me diligently, but they shall not find me, 
Because they hated knowledge,  
And did not choose the fear of the LORD.” 
 Amos 8:11-12 also states: 
“Behold, days are coming,” declares the Lord GOD, 
When I will send a famine on the land,  
Not a famine for bread or a thirst for water, 
But rather for hearing the words of the LORD. 
“And people will stagger from sea to sea, 
And from the north even to the east; 
They will go to and fro to seek the word of the LORD, 
But they will not find it.” 

Similar themes may also be found in the OT in Job 28:12 ff.; Isaiah 55:6; Deut 4:29; and Hosea 5:6. 

 

7:35 The Evangelist may be using the term oiJ =Ioudai'oi  here to refer to the officers (note uJphrevta", v. 
32) sent out by the Pharisees and chief priests. More likely, however, is that the words of verse 35 are 
spoken by the Jewish authorities among themselves after they receive the report from their servants of 
Jesus’ reply (found in the preceding verse). 

 

4 E  Jesus as the Source of living water (7:37-39) 
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The setting for Jesus’ discourse at the Feast of Tabernacles: 

L. Morris gives an excellent description of the background of Jesus’ words on the last day of the feast: 

Tabernacles was a festival rich in symbolism and popular appeal, and the symbolism 
forms the background to our Lord’s saying. The principal features of the observance, in 
addition to the erection of the leafy bowers in which the people camped out and the 
offering of the sacrifices, appear to have been these. The people carried with them 
bunches of leaves, called lulabs. There was apparently a disagreement between the 
Sadducees and the Pharisees over the correct interpretation of Lev 23:40, “And ye shall 
take you on the first day the fruit of goodly trees, branches of palm-trees, and boughs of 
thick trees, and willows of the brook….” The former took the words to refer to the 
material out of which the booths for the observance of the feast were to be constructed, 
while the latter held them to mean that the worshippers were actually to carry branches of 
the trees named as they entered the temple. The Pharisaic interpretation prevailed among 
the people, and accordingly each worshipper, as he marched in procession, would carry a 
lulab in his right hand and a citron in his left. The lulab symbolized the stages of the 
wilderness journey (marked by different kinds of vegetation), and the fruit the fruit of the 
goodly land that God had given His people. As certain Psalms were recited the 
worshippers shook their lulabs. The rejoicing was marked further by the flute-playing and 
dancing that went on for most of the feast and by bringing in young willow branches and 
arranging them round the altar (Sukk. 4:5). The tops thus were bent over the altar forming 
a leafy canopy for it. The reciting of the words, “Save now, we beseech thee, O Jehovah: 
O Jehovah, we beseech thee, send now prosperity” (Ps 118:25), is probably to be 
understood as a prayer for rain and fruitful season. On each of the seven days of the feast 
a priest drew water from the pool of Siloam in a golden flagon and brought it in 
procession to the temple with the joyful sounding of the trumpet. There the water was 
poured into a bowl beside the altar from which a tube took it to the base of the altar. 
Simultaneously wine was poured through a similar bowl on the other side of the altar. 
These symbolic ceremonies were acted thanksgivings for God’s mercies in giving water 
in past days (probably looking right back to the smiting of the rock in the wilderness and 
then on to the giving of rain in recent years). They were also an acted prayer for rain in 
the coming year. It is also significant that the words of Isaiah are associated with these 
ceremonies, “with joy shall ye draw water out of the wells of salvation” (Isa 12:3). The 
Jerusalem Talmud connects the ceremonies and this scripture with the Holy Spirit: “Why 
is the name of it called, The drawing out of water? Because of the pouring out of the Holy 
Spirit, according to what is said: ‘With joy shall ye draw water out of the wells of 
salvation.’”81 

Jesus’ words are to be understood against this background. Up till now nothing has been recorded of His 
teaching at this feast, for all His words in this chapter hitherto have been replies to the accusations of His 
foes. But now, at the culmination of the greatest feast of the Jewish year, He unfolds its significance in 
terms of the life that He came to bring. He takes the water symbolism of the feast and presses it into service 
as He speaks of the living water that He will bestow. The people are thinking of rain, and of their bodily 
need. He turns their attention to the deep need of the soul, and to the way He would supply it. In chapter 4 
we have had references to the living water, but here only is the explanation given of its significance in terms 
of the Holy Spirit. 

Note: The following verses are particularly important for understanding the symbolism of water in the 
Gospel of John. 

 

7:37 th'/ ejscavth/ hJmevra/ th' / megavlh/ There is something of a problem with this reference to the “last day of 
the feast, the great day”: it appears from Deut 16:13 that the feast went for seven days. Lev 23:36, however, 

                                                           
81 Morris The Gospel According to John, 419-21. 
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makes it plain that there was an eighth day, though it was mentioned separately from the seven. It is not 
completely clear whether the seventh or eighth day was the climax of the feast, called here by the Evangelist 
the “last great day of the feast”. Since according to Mishnah Sukkah 4.1 the ceremonies with water and 
lights did not continue after the seventh day, it seems more probable that this is the day the Evangelist 
mentions. 

Note that once more, coming to Jesus (37b) and believing in him (36a) are the same, cf. 6:35. 

 

7:38 potamoiV ejk th'" koiliva" aujtou' rJeuv sousin u{dato" zw'nto"  These verses have been the subject 
of considerable scholarly debate. Certainly Jesus picks up on the literal water used in the ceremony and 
uses it figuratively. But what does the figure mean? According to popular understanding, it refers to the 
coming of the Holy Spirit to dwell in the believer. There is some difficulty in locating an OT text which 
speaks of rivers of water flowing from within such a person, but Isa 58:11 is often suggested: “And the 
LORD will continually guide you, and satisfy your desire in scorched places, and give strength to your 
bones; and you will be like a watered garden, and like a spring of water whose waters do not 
fail”[NASB]. Other passages which have been suggested are Prov 4:23 and 5:15; Isa 44:3 and 55:1; Exek. 
47:1 ff.; Joel 3:18; and Zech 13:1 and 14:8. 

The meaning in this case is that when any man comes to believe in Jesus the Scriptures referring to the 
activity of the Holy Spirit in a person’s life are fulfilled. “When the believer comes to Christ and drinks 
he not only slakes his thirst but receives such an abundant supply that veritable rivers flow from him.”82 In 
other words, with this view, the believer himself becomes the source of the living water. 

This is the traditional understanding of the passage, often called the “Eastern interpretation” following 
Origen, Athanasius, and the Greek Fathers. It is supported by such modern scholars as Barrett, Behm, 
Bernard, Cadman, Carson, R. H. Lightfoot, Lindars, Michaelis, Morris (see quotation above), Odeberg, 
Schlatter, Schweizer, C. H. Turner, M. M. B. Turner, Westcott, and Zahn. In addition it is represented by 

the following Greek texts and translations: AV, RSV, NASB, UBS4 and NA27. 

Note: Carson has a thorough discussion of the issues and evidence although he opts for the previous 
interpretation.83 

There is another interpretation possible, however, called the “Western interpretation” because of patristic 
support by Justin, Hippolytus, Tertullian, and Irenaeus. Modern scholars who favor this view are Abbott, 
Beasley-Murray, Bishop, Boismard, Braun, Brown, Bullinger, Bultmann, Burney, Dodd, Dunn, Guilding, 
R. Harris, Hoskyns, Jeremias, Loisy, D. M. Stanley, Thüsing, N. Turner, and Zerwick. This view is 
represented by the translations in the NEB and the RSV margin. It is also sometimes called the 
“Christological interpretation” because it makes Jesus himself the source of the living water in verse 38, 
by punctuating as follows: 

37= ejavn ti diya'/ ejrcevsqw prov" me, 

 kaiV pinevtw 

38 oJ pisteuvwn eij" ejmev. 

 KaqwV" ei\pen hJ grafhv, 

 potamoiV ejk th'" koiliva" aujtou' 

 rJeuvsousin u{dato" zw'nto". 

  

37b If anyone thirsts let him come to Me, 

                                                           
82 Morris, The Gospel According to John , 424-25. 
83 Carson, The Gospel According to John, 322-29. 
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 and let him drink 

38 who believes in Me. 

 Just as the scripture says, 

 rivers of living water 

 will flow from His belly. 

Three crucial questions are involved in the solution of this problem: (1) punctuation; (2) determining the 
antecedent of aujtou'; and (3) the source of the scripture quotation. 

With regard to (1), Ì66 does place a full stop after pinevtw, but this may be theologically motivated and 
could have been added later. Grammatical and stylistic arguments are inconclusive. 

More important is (2) the determination of the antecedent of aujtou'. Can any other Johannine parallels be 
found which make the believer the source of the living water? John 4:14 is often mentioned in this regard, 
but unlike 4:14 the water here becomes a source for others also. Neither does 14:12 provide a parallel. 
Furthermore, such an interpretation becomes even more problematic in light of the explanation given in 
verse 39 that the water refers to the Holy Spirit, since it is extremely difficult to see the individual believer 
becoming the ‘source’ of the Spirit for others. On the other hand, the Gospel of John repeatedly places Jesus 
himself in this role as source of the living water: 4:10, of course, for the water itself; but according to 20:22 
Jesus provides the Spirit (cf 14:16). Furthermore, the symbolism of 19:34 is difficult to explain as anything 
other than a deliberate allusion to what is predicted here (and also explains why the Spirit cannot come to 
the disciples unless Jesus “departs” [16:7]). 

As to (3) the source of the scripture quotation, Boismard has argued that John is using a targumic rendering 
of Ps 78:15-16 which describes the water brought forth from the rock in the wilderness by Moses.84 The 
frequency of Exodus motifs in the Fourth Gospel (paschal lamb, bronze serpent, manna from heaven) leads 
quite naturally to the supposition that the Evangelist is here drawing on the account of Moses striking the 
rock in the wilderness to bring forth water (Num 20:8 ff.). That such imagery was readily identified with 
Jesus in the early church is demonstrated by Paul’s understanding of the event in 1 Cor 10:4. Jesus is the 
Rock from which the living water—the Spirit—will flow. Carson (see above) discusses this imagery 
although he favors the traditional or “Eastern” interpretation. 

In summary, it appears that the latter or “Western” interpretation is to be preferred. G. M. Burge has 
summarized well: 

John 7:37 records that Jesus spoke out “on the last day of the feast.” In the Tabernacles 
setting, on this day the water libations were increased significantly. But the Jewish prayers 
for water were answered in an unexpected way. The water which would flow from 
beneath the temple would now flow from Jesus, the new temple (cf. 2:18ff.). R. J. 
McKelvey remarks that “Jesus’ claim to supply living water could not fail to challenge 
Jewish readers. It means that the centre and source of the world’s life was no longer the 
temple of Jerusalem, but himself, the new temple.” The inexhaustible Mosaic supply of 
life-giving water in the wilderness could now be found in Jesus, the new prophet-like-
Moses (7:40). Jesus is the source of the awaited eschatological stream. In the wilderness 
Moses supplied manna: Jesus is the bread from heaven (6:32ff.). Moses gave water: Jesus 
is the living water (7:38). Moses led with a pillar of fire: Jesus is the light of the world 
(8:12). In Jesus’ person one can find the fulfillment of all the Tabernacle expectations.85 

 

                                                           
84 M.-E.Boismard, “Les citations targumiques dans le quatrième évangile,” Revue Biblique 66 

(1959): 374-78. 
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7:39 ou[pw gaVr h\n pneu'ma Since only B (Vaticanus) and a handful of other NT manuscripts supply the 
participle dedomenon [“given”], it would be better to translate this “for the Spirit was not yet”. This is 
expressed from a human standpoint and has nothing to do with the preexistence of the third Person of the 
Godhead. The meaning is that the era of the Holy Spirit had not yet arrived; the Spirit was not as yet at 
work in the world because Pentecost had not yet come.  

 

5 E  The response of the people (7:40-44) 

7:40-44 Note the questions and responses (which the Evangelist does not even comment on). Verse 42 is 
particularly ironic because it was true of Jesus: he was of the lineage of David and had been born in 
Bethlehem (neither of which John records). Here it appears the Evangelist was at least aware that Jesus’ 
birth narrative must have been common knowledge, since he is so thorough about these things elsewhere. 
For the reader who knows these things, the statements by the crowd can be seen as truly ironic.  

Again, the question John holds before the reader’s mind is: “who is this Jesus, who makes these astounding 
claims?” 

 

6 E  The response of the Jewish leaders (7:45-52) 

7:45-47 In response to the question of the high priests and Pharisees, “Why did you not bring him?” the 
officers merely answer, “Never did a man speak as this man speaks.” They offer no further explanation for 
their failure to carry out their assignment. Obviously they were deeply impressed by what Jesus had to say.  

 

7:48-51 At this point, while a few of the rulers or Pharisees may have believed, they had not done so 
openly. An example of this is Nicodemus himself, who speaks up (somewhat dramatically) in defense of 
Jesus (though he does not commit himself to a position). We should not condemn Nicodemus for his lack of 
boldness here; in light of the fact that the leaders were already angered, an open witness might have enraged 
them further. Instead, Nicodemus reminds them of their own law. The question with mhv looks for a negative 
answer; he is sure of his point.  

 

7:52 But these leaders reply brusquely: “You aren’t from Galilee too, are you? Search and see that a 
prophet does not arise from Galilee.” This presents some difficulty, because Jonah had been from 
Gathhepher, in Galilee ( 2 Kings 14:25). Also the Babylonian Talmud later stated, “There was not a tribe in 
Israel from which there did not come prophets” [B. Sukkah 27b]. 

Two explanations are possible:  

(1) In the heat of anger the members of the Sanhedrin overlooked the facts (this is perhaps the easiest 
explanation). 

(2) We are to understand this anarthrous noun as a reference to the prophet of Deut 18:15 (note the reading 

of Ì66 which is articular). In this case the statement is in accord with the facts. Compare also 7:40.  

Either explanation is acceptable. I prefer the latter, but in light of the overwhelming textual evidence for the 
anarthrous reading, it is impossible to be certain (although a reference to the ‘prophet like Moses’ of Deut 
18:15 could still be anarthrous). 

7:53 This verse belongs with the disputed section in chapter 8. Evidence for its omission or inclusion will 
be discussed along with 8:1-11 (see the following chapter). 
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Chapter 8 
 

OUTLINE:

[3 A  The Book of the Seven Signs (2:1 -12:50)] 

 [2 B  Selected Highlights from the Later Part of Jesus’ Public Ministry: Conflict and Controversy 
(chapters 5-10)] 

[5 C  Jesus teaches openly in the presence of his opponents in Jerusalem (7:1-8:59)] 

3 D  Jesus remains in Jerusalem after the Feast (8:1-59) 

1 E  Jesus and the Adulteress: Interpretation of the Mosaic law (8:1-11) 

2 E  Jesus as the Light of the world (8:12-20) 

3 E  Response of the Jewish leaders: Who is Jesus? (8:21-30) 

4 E  Jesus and Abraham (8:31-59) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES:

3 D  Jesus remains in Jerusalem after the Feast (8:1-59) 

1 E  Jesus and the Adulteress: Interpretation of the Mosaic law (8:1-11) 

8:1-11 The Textual Problem: Should 7:53-8:11 be regarded as genuine, and if so, should it be included in 
the Fourth Gospel following 7:52? Among modern commentators and textual critics, it is a foregone 
conclusion that the section is not original but represents a later addition to the text of the Gospel. B. M. 
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Metzger summarizes: “the evidence for the non-Johannine origin of the pericope of the adulteress is 
overwhelming.”86 

External evidence: 

Omit 7:53-8:11: Ì66, Ì75, a, B, L, N, T, W, X, Y, D, Q, Y, 053, 0141, 0211, 22, 33, 124, 157, 209, 565, 
788, 828, 1230, 1241, 1242, 1253, 2193, etc. In addition codices A and C are defective in this part of John, 
but it appears that neither contained the pericope, because careful measurement shows that there would not 
have been enough space on the missing pages to include the pericope 7:53-8:11 along with the rest of the 
text. 

Include 7:53-8:11: D, F, G, H, K, M, U, G, 28, 700, 892, 1009, 1010, 1071, 1079, 1195, 1216, 1344, 1365, 
1546, 1646, 2148, 2174, ˜, etc. In addition E, S, L, and P include part or all of the passage with asterisks or 

obeli, 225 places the pericope after John 7:36, Ë1 places it after John 21:24 or 25, and Ë13 after Luke 21:38 
(!). 

 

In evaluating this manuscript evidence, it should be remembered that in the Gospels A is usually considered 
to be of Byzantine text-type (unlike in the Pauline epistles, where it is Alexandrian), as are E, F, and G 
(which are of Western text-type in the Pauline epistles). This leaves D as the only major Western uncial 
witness in the Gospels. 

Therefore we could summarize the evidence by saying that almost all early manuscripts of Alexandrian text-
type omit the pericope, while most manuscripts of Western and Byzantine text-type include it. But we must 
remember that “Western manuscripts” here refers only to D, a single witness. 

Thus it can be seen that practically all of the earliest and best manuscripts we possess omit the pericope; it 
is found only in manuscripts of secondary importance. But before we conclude that the passage was not 
originally part of the Gospel of John, internal evidence needs to be considered as well. 

Internal evidence in favor of the inclusion of 8:1-11 (7:53-8:11): 

(1) 7:53 fits in the context. If the “last great day of the feast” (7:37) refers to the conclusion of the Feast of 
Tabernacles, then the statement refers to the pilgrims and worshippers going home after living in “booths” 
for the week while visiting Jerusalem. 

(2) The chief priests and Pharisees had just mocked Nicodemus for suggesting that Jesus’ claims might 
possibly be true. In particular they heaped scorn on Jesus’ Galilean origins (7:52). But far more than a 
prophet was to come from Galilee, according to Isa 9:1-2 (NASB): 

But there will be no more gloom for her who was in anguish; in earlier times He treated 
the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali with contempt, but later on He shall make it 
glorious, by the way of the sea, on the other side of Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles. The 
people who walk in darkness will see a great light; those who live in a dark land, the light 
will shine on them. 

In view of John’s observed fondness for Isaiah, it seems impossible that he was unaware of this prophecy. 
But if he was aware of it, we might expect him to work it into the background of the narrative, as he has 
often done before. And that is exactly what we find: 8:12 is the point when Jesus describes himself as the 
Light of the world. But the section in question mentions that Jesus returned to the temple at “early dawn” 
(“Orqrou, 8:2). This is the “dawning” of the Light of the world (8:12) mentioned by Isa 9:2.  

(3) Furthermore, note the relationship to what follows: just prior to presenting Jesus’ statement that he is the 
Light of the world, John presents us with an example that shows Jesus as the light. Once again, this calls to 
mind one of the major themes of the Gospel: light and darkness (compare especially 3:19-21). Here the 
woman “came to the light” (although not at first willingly!) while her accusers shrank away into the 
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shadows, because their deeds were evil. This could be seen as an appropriate setting for Jesus to follow with 
the statement of 8:12, “I am the light of the world.” 

Internal evidence against the inclusion of 8:1-11 (7:53-8:11): 

 In reply to the claim that the introduction to the pericope, 7:53, fits the context, it should also be 
noted that the narrative reads well without the pericope, so that Jesus’ reply in 8:12 is directed 
against the charge of the Pharisees in 7:52 that no prophet comes from Galilee. 

 The assumption that the Evangelist “must” somehow work Isa 9:12 into the narrative is simply 
that—an assumption. The statement by the Pharisees in 7:52 about Jesus’ Galilean origins is 
allowed to stand without correction by the Evangelist, although we might have expected him to 
mention that Jesus was really born in Bethlehem. And 8:12 does directly mention Jesus’ claim to 
be the Light of the world. The Evangelist may well have presumed familiarity with Isa 9:12 on the 
part of his readers because of its widespread association with Jesus among early Christians. 

 The fact that the pericope deals with the light/darkness motif does not inherently strengthen its 
claim to authenticity, because the motif is so prominent in the Fourth Gospel that it may well have 
been the reason why someone felt that the pericope, circulating as an independent tradition, fit so 
well here. 

 In general the style of the pericope is not Johannine either in vocabulary or grammar. According to 
R. Brown it is closer stylistically to Lukan material.87 Interestingly one important family of 

manuscripts, Ë13, places the pericope after Luke 21:38. 

Conclusion: In the final analysis, the weight of evidence in this case must go with the external evidence. 
The earliest and best manuscripts do not contain the pericope. It is true with regard to internal evidence that 
an attractive case can be made for inclusion, but this is by nature subjective. In terms of internal factors like 
vocabulary and style, the pericope does not stand up very well. 

We may go on to ask the question whether this incident, although not an original part of the Gospel of John, 
should be regarded as an authentic tradition about Jesus. It could well be that it is ancient and may indeed 
represent an unusual instance where such a tradition survived outside of the bounds of the canonical 
literature. 

 

Notes on the content of the Pericope Adulterae: 

8:3-5 What was the real motivation for the action of the scribes and Pharisees here? A real concern for the 
Mosaic Law? Probably not, since the statement is made (8:6) that they said this “testing” him, in order that 
they might have grounds to accuse him.  

It is easy to figure out what these grounds would have been. The scribes and Pharisees must have thought 
they had Jesus in the classic “double bind” situation—they could get him no matter what he did or said. If 
he upheld the Law and commanded that the woman be stoned, they could bring accusation before Pilate 
(since the death penalty was not permitted to the Jewish authorities), and this could be combined with the 
popular acclamations of him as King. If, on the other hand, he overturned the Law, he would be discredited 
with the people. 

8:5 It is interesting in light of this to note that the accusers themselves misrepresented the Law. The Law 
states that in the case of adultery, both the man and woman must be put to death (Lev 20:10, Deut 22:22). 
But the Law as quoted by the scribes and Pharisees said, “Moses commanded us to stone such women” 
(toiauvta", feminine pronoun). Why was reference to the adulterer omitted? Perhaps because one of their 
own number had agreed to trap the woman so that the controversy with Jesus could be provoked (how else 
could they have caught this woman so conveniently?) 
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8:6 Certainly Jesus’ response took the accusers by surprise—this was something extremely unanticipated. 
What did he write with his finger? I have no speculation to offer. But then, why mention that he wrote at 
all? Probably because the act of writing itself was regarded as a symbolic act. In Exod 31:19, the first set of 
tablets were inscribed by the finger of God. The first time Jesus stooped to write, it is specifically 
mentioned that he wrote with his finger (8:6). This may well constitute a symbolic allusion to the person of 
Messiah: he writes with the same authority as God, because he is God.  

 

2 E  Jesus as the Light of the world (8:12-20) 

Setting and Place of the Discourse in the Narrative  

The theory proposed by F. J. A. Hort that the backdrop of 8:12 is the lighting of the candelabra in the Court 
of Women, may offer a plausible setting to the proclamation by Jesus that he is the Light of the world 
(8:12).88 The last time that Jesus spoke in the narrative (if the pericope 7:53-8:11 is not part of the original, 
as the textual evidence suggests) is in 7:38, where he was speaking to a crowd of pilgrims in the Temple 
area. This is where we find him in the present verse, and he may be addressing the crowd again. It is more 
probable, however, that aujtoi'" refers to the Pharisees since they are mentioned in the following verse. 
Jesus’ statement to them would then be a sort of rejoinder to the charge the Pharisees made to Nicodemus in 
7:52 that no prophet comes from Galilee.  

Jesus’ remark has to be seen in view of both the Prologue (1:4, 5) and the end of the discourse with 
Nicodemus (3:19-21). The coming of Jesus into the world provokes judgment: a choosing up of sides 
becomes necessary. The one who comes to the light, that is, who follows Jesus, will not walk in the 
darkness. The one who refuses to come, will walk in the darkness. In this contrast, there are only two 
alternatives. So it is with a person’s decision about Jesus. 

Furthermore, this serves as in implicit indictment of Jesus’ opponents, who still walk in the darkness, 
because they refuse to come to him. This sets up the contrast in chapter 9 between the man born blind, who 
receives both physical and spiritual sight, and the Pharisees (9:13, 15, 16) who have physical sight but 
remain in spiritual darkness. 

 

8:12 Note that ejgwv eijmi occurs twice in this section (8:12, 18). On Jesus’ lips in the context it does not 
appear that this amounts to an explicit claim to identification with Yahweh of the Old Testament at these 
points; it is just the emphatic way of making the assertion.  

But this would be suggestive to the Greek reader of the Gospel, who has encountered the phrase before, as a 
reminder of who it is who speaks. And it foreshadows the ejgwv eijmi of 8:24 and 8:58, where in context a 
claim to deity is expressed by these words (and so understood—note the response of Jesus’ opponents in 
8:59). The remainder of chapter 8 shifts from the light/darkness imagery in this verse (resumed in chapter 9) 
to questions over Jesus’ authority. 

 

toV fw'" th'" zwh'" The “life” Jesus refers to in this phrase is surely a reference to “eternal life” (zwhv 
aijwvnio"), cf. 3:15, 16, 36; 4:14, 36; 5:24, 39; 6:27, 40, 47, 54, 68; 10:28; 12:25, 50; 17:2, 3. 

 

8:13 The credibility of Jesus is questioned immediately after his claim to be the Light of the world 
(compare 1:9 of the Prologue with 1:10-11). Because he testifies concerning himself, his testimony cannot 
be true.  
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8:14 Jesus’ response to this is that even if he does testify concerning himself, his testimony is true, because 
of where he came from and where he is going (this recalls the discussion of 7:32-36). (Also compare 3:13—
no one has ascended to heaven except the one who descended, the Son of Man; and 6:38, 6:41.) he has 
come down from heaven, and to the Father who sent him he will return.  

This should be enough to confirm his claims. he does not speak on his own initiative, but with the authority 
of the one who sent him.  

 

8:14b uJmei'" deV oujk oi[date povqen e[rcomai h] pou' uJpavgw But Jesus’ opponents still do not 
acknowledge his heavenly origin, nor do they know where he is headed (first to the cross and then back to 
the Father).  

 

8:15 The Pharisees judge according to appearances (cf. 7:24). Jesus does not judge anything. What was the 
meaning of Jesus’ statement? It is clear that Jesus does judge (even in the next verse). The point is that he 
doesn’t practice the same kind of judgment that the Pharisees do. Their kind of judgment is condemnatory. 
They seek to condemn people. Jesus did not come to judge the world, but to save it (3:17).  

Nevertheless, and not contradictory to this, the coming of Jesus does bring judgment, because it forces 
people to make a choice. Will they accept Jesus or reject him? Will they come to the light or shrink back 
into the darkness? As they respond, so are they judged—just as 3:19-21 previously stated. One’s response 
to Jesus determines one’s eternal destiny. 

 

8:16 But even if Jesus does judge, his judgment is true, because he does not make it alone. His judgment 
would be in perfect accord with the Father who sent him.  

 

8:17 ejn tw'/ novmw/ The reference is to Deut 17:6, 19:15. 

 

8:19 Here we have another example of misunderstanding in the Gospel of John: the Pharisees are still 
taking all this on the wrong level—they understood it as a reference to Jesus’ earthly father, while he was 
speaking of his Father in heaven. If they had known who Jesus really was, they would have known his 
Father also. The Son, for the Evangelist, is the only way to know the Father (as mentioned previously in 
1:18; later again in 14:6). 

 

8:20 ejn tw'/ gazofulakivw/ This was in the Temple treasury, adjoining the Court of the Women. See the 
following note on the setting of these sections for a description of the treasury. No one was able to seize 
Jesus because his hour had not yet come. 

 

3 E  Response of the Jewish leaders: Who is Jesus? (8:21-30) 

Setting of the Discourse: 

The previous section closed with the note: “These words he spoke in the treasury, while he was teaching in 
the Temple.” The word does not refer to the storage room, but to the part of the Court of the Women where 
people came to cast offerings. Thirteen trumpet-shaped collection boxes were located here, each with an 
inscription denoting the use to which those offerings placed in it would be put.  

This is significant in view of the statement in 20b: “No one arrested him, because his hour had not yet 
come.” This part of the Temple was quite close to the hall where the Sanhedrin met. Yet even here no one 
dared to touch him, because the hour appointed for his glorification and return to the Father had not yet 
arrived. 
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8:21 ou\n pavlin This expression indicates some sort of break in the sequence of events, but we cannot say 
how long. We are not told the interval between 8:12-20 and this next recorded dialogue. We know the Feast 
of Tabernacles is past, and next reference to time is 10:22, where the Feast of the Dedication is mentioned. 
The interval is 2 months, and these discussions could have taken place at any time within that interval, as 
long as one assumes something of a loose chronological framework. However, if the material in the Fourth 
Gospel is arranged theologically or thematically, such an assumption would not apply. 

This section recalls 7:33-36, where Jesus also talked about his departure to a place where he could not be 
found. 

The words were a mystery to the Jews who heard them (note verse 22); but the reader of the Gospel will 
realize that Jesus is referring to his forthcoming departure to be with the Father once more.  

The expression ejn th'/ aJmartiva/ uJmw'n ajpoqanei'sqe is found in the LXX at Ezek 3:18 and Prov 24:9. Note 
the singular of aJmartiva/ (the plural occurs later in v. 24). To die with one’s sin unrepented and unatoned 
would be the ultimate disaster to befall a man. Jesus’ warning is stern but to the point. 

 

The Place of This Discourse in the Narrative: 

Now we can see the crucial position in the theme of the entire Gospel which this section occupies: Once 
more Jesus challenges his hearers to a decision before it is too late. He has identified himself as the Light of 
the world (8:12), and the coming of the light forces people to take the option of seeing, by coming to that 
light, or of becoming blind by turning away and remaining in the darkness (3:19-21 again). But now there is 
a note of urgency: for the Jews, there is but a short time to see Jesus, to look for him and find him. A unique 
opportunity is being given to them and it will not be given again. 

Jesus has offered living water (7:38) and the light of life (8:12). If people refuse this gift of eternal life, they 
will die in their sin. In John’s thought there is only one radical sin (what we might call unforgivable sin). 
This is the one sin of which one’s many sins (note the plural in verse 24) are merely reflections. This radical 
sin is to refuse to believe in Jesus and thus to refuse life itself, the free gift of eternal life which God offers.  

 

A Note on Johannine Theology: 

From John’s perspective, a person does not go to hell because he/she is a sinner. The death of Christ has 
changed all of that (1 John 2:2). All sin is atoned for except the one (unforgiveable) sin of unbelief. A 
person goes to hell because he/she does not possess the life of heaven—eternal life. And this person does 
not possess it because he/she has rejected it as God’s free gift. To reject Jesus is to reject this gift of eternal 
life, which is (in other words) to commit the (unforgiveable) sin of unbelief. 

 

8:23 kavtw…a[nw Jesus is the one who has come down from above, from heaven, to enable men to be born 
from above, and thus to enable them to possess eternal life. The contrast here is between heaven, where 
Jesus is from, and earth, where his opponents are from. 

 

8:24-30 These verses explain the urgency of Jesus’ insistence that, when he goes away, there will be no 
other possibility of delivering them from sin. When Jesus is lifted up (8:28) in crucifixion, resurrection, and 
ascension, he will draw all people to himself (cf. 12:32), and in that moment it will be clear to those who 
have eyes to see that he truly bears the divine Name, I AM, and that he has the power of raising people to 
the Father. But if they refuse to believe—refuse to see—then there is no other way (cf. 14:6) that leads to 
the Father above, and people will go to their graves permanently separated from the gift and Giver of 
eternal life.  
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8:27 oujk e[gnwsan Note again the Evangelist’s comment that they didn’t understand that he was speaking 
about the Father to them. This type of comment, intended for the benefit of the reader, is typical of the 
“omniscient author” convention adopted by the Evangelist, who is writing with a post-resurrection point of 
view. 

 

8:30 polloiV ejpivsteusan eij" aujtovn The section concludes with the summary statement that “when he 
had spoken these things many believed (pisteuvw + eij") in him.” 

 

4 E  Jesus and Abraham (8:31-59) 

8:31 There is a major problem with the context of verse 31: Jesus apparently speaks to those who trusted 
him in 8:30, yet it becomes apparent that these are not genuine believers in the Johannine sense. They seek 
to kill Jesus (8:37, 59); Jesus even says their father is Satan (8:44). There is no obvious change in subject: 
oiJ =Ioudai'oi appears in 8:22, 8:31, 8:48. How can this apparent contradiction be reconciled? 

This is one passage that is sometimes used to support the view that the pisteuvw + eij" construction in the 
Fourth Gospel does not always refer to genuine faith (along with 2:23ff). 

However, we need not be forced to this interpretation. Note that “many” (polloiv) trusted in him (pisteuvw 
+ eij") in 8:30.  

8:30 does not state that these are the same individuals as oiJ =Ioudai'oi of 8:22. Certainly whenever Jesus 
confronted the Jewish authorities it is virtually certain that it did not take place in private. Thus we might 
expect a large number of bystanders heard his words, and many trusted in him as a result of what they 
overheard (8:30). 

But some of the Jewish authorities also “professed” to trust in him. Note that the Evangelist is careful at this 
point to avoid the pisteuvw + eij" construction (8:31). The phrase is pisteuvw + dative. While we might 
draw the superficial conclusion that the group addressed by Jesus in 8:31 is coextensive with the people 
who trusted Jesus in 8:30, this is not necessarily so.  

Sometimes the Evangelist’s use of the two phrases overlap, but not necessarily always. This does not affect 
conclusions regarding the use of pisteuvw + eij". 

In what sense did the Jewish leaders trust Jesus? It is perhaps better to translate this “believe” than “trust”. 
They had believed his messianic claims (8:25) which he had spoken to them from the beginning. But they 
had insisted on believing Jesus to be the type of Messiah they had anticipated—chiefly political. This is 
suggested by their refusal to admit that anyone had ever enslaved them (8:33) in spite of the Roman 
occupation (not to mention the Babylonian captivity). 

 

8:32 gnwvsesqe thVn ajlhvqeian But what did Jesus mean by the statement in 8:32, “you shall know the 
truth”? This is often taken as referring to truth in the philosophical (or absolute) sense, or in the intellectual 
sense, or even (as the Jews apparently took it) in the political sense. In the context of John’s Gospel 
(particularly in light of the Prologue) this must refer to truth about the person and work of Jesus. It is saving 
truth. As L. Morris says, “it is the truth which saves men from the darkness of sin, not that which saves them 
from the darkness of error (though there is a sense in which men in Christ are delivered from gross error).”89 

Note: For the Evangelist, the contrast between light and darkness is not epistemological, it is moral—the 
moral choice between good and evil (cf. 3:19-21 again). 

 

                                                           
89 Morris, The Gospel According to John, 457. 
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8:33 spevrma =Abraavm ejsmen The Jewish leaders claimed kinship with Abraham as the basis for their 
privileged position. Note the irony of spevrma =Abraavm on the lips of the Jewish authorities, who happen to 
be addressing the True Seed of Abraham! 

 

8:34 pa'" oJ poiw'n thVn aJmartivan… “Everyone who practices (present participle) sin is a slave of sin.” 
Here repeated, continuous action is in view. The one whose lifestyle is characterized by repeated, 
continuous sin is a slave to sin. That one is not free; sin has enslaved him. To break free from this bondage 
requires outside (divine) intervention. Although the statement is true at the general level (the person who 
continually practices a lifestyle of sin is enslaved to sin) the particular sin of the Jewish authorities, 
repeatedly emphasized in the Fourth Gospel, is the sin of unbelief. The present tense in this instance looks 
at the continuing refusal on the part of the Jewish leaders to acknowledge who Jesus is, in spite of mounting 
evidence. 

 

8:35-37 spevrma =Abraavm ejste: Compare the discussion in verses 33 ff. of the seed (descendant[s]) of 
Abraham. This is picked up in verses 37, 39, 40 and 48-59. Given this context we might look for an Old 
Testament allusion here, and the one that most readily comes to mind is that of Ishmael and Isaac (Gen 
21:9) (Compare Gal 4:30 for the similar Pauline thought). The free son, Isaac, remains in the household; 
while the slave-born son, Ishmael, is driven out. The Jews now claim to be the free sons of Abraham, but in 
truth they are not, being slaves (not of Abraham but of sin). Hence their status is lost, forfeit. 

 

8:35 oJ uiJoV" mevnei eij" toVn aijw'na Who then is the son who remains forever? Jesus, the true spevrma 
=Abraavm and the Son of God. 

 

8:38 But Jesus does not stop here with the analogy of the son and the slave. Here and in 39-47 Jesus brings 
out the end of the contrast between himself and the Jews in their lines of descent: 

(1) To say that the Jews are descendants of Abraham (spiritually) is false; they are seeking to kill a man, 
Jesus, who has spoken to them the truth he heard from God (40). This Abraham would not have done. Their 
father is the devil (44).  

(2) To say that Jesus is the descendant of Abraham is true; but it is inadequate; he is more: his Father is God 
(42, 47). 

(3) As J. N. Sanders (The Fourth Gospel in the Early Church) well said, “Conduct is the clue to paternity.” 
Compare Rom 9:6-9 for similar ideas.  

 

8:41b Although the Jewish authorities have not yet caught on to what Jesus is saying about their true father, 
they realize he is saying it was someone other than God. In effect, they reply: “who are you to talk about 
paternity? We (emphatic hmei'") were not born of fornication! This implies, of course, that Jesus was. 
Interestingly the Evangelist allows this charge concerning Jesus’ paternity to stand uncorrected—obviously 
he assumes that the reader knows Jesus’ true geneology; thus the statement by the Jewish authorities 
becomes highly ironic. 

The Jewish authorities now trace their own ancestry to God.  

 

8:42 Jesus’ reply to the authorities is: “If you were truly children of God, you would love his Son”. 

Note the forcefulness of the word order: ejxh'lqon, the departure of Jesus from the presence of God (ejk tou' 
Qeou'); h{kw, the arrival of Jesus in the world (cf. Eph 2:17). 
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oujdeV gavr, k.t.l. Again, we have a reference to Jesus’ mission. Note the absence of any self-seeking or 
self-will on the part of Jesus. It is the Father who sent him, and it is the Father’s will he seeks to do. 

 

8:43 thVn laliaVn…toVn lovgon Jesus asks his opponents, “Why do you not understand my words 
(laliavn,”speech”)? Because you are not able to hear my message (lovgon)”. In this chapter alone note 
misunderstandings at verses 19, 22, 25, 33, etc. Of course there is irony here; the Jewish authorities cannot 
understand the message (lovgon) of the incarnate Word (Lovgo"). 

 

8:44 uJmei'" ejk tou' patroV" tou' diabovlou ejsteV Note the contrast: the Father of Jesus is God; the father 
of these Jews is the devil, who  

(1) destroys the life God creates (ajnqrwpoktovno") and 

(2) denies the truth God reveals (yeuvsth"). In particular here the articular toV yeuvdo" and the singular 
pronoun aujtou' could be a reference to a denial of the person and work of Christ, ultimately propounded by 
Antichrist himself—compare 1 John 2:21-23. 

 

8:46 ejlevgcei This term may mean either “convict” or “expose”; the context involves confrontation and 
thus strongly supports the meaning “convict” here. 

 

8:47 Only the one who is from God hears (= “obeys”) the words of God. These Jews are not able to hear the 
words of God that Jesus speaks because they are not from God but from the devil.  

 

8:48 Samarivth" ei\ suV kaiV daimovnion e[cei" It is not clear what is meant by the charge. The meaning 
could be “you are a heretic and are possessed by a demon.” Note that the dual charge gets one reply (8:49). 
Perhaps the phrases were interchangeable: Simon Magus (Acts 8:14-24) and in later traditions Dositheus, 
the two Samaritans who claimed to be sons of God, were regarded as mad, that is, possessed by demons. 

The charge of being demon-possessed is levelled at Jesus in 7:20, 8:48 (here), 8:52, and 10:20. 

 

8:49 Jesus’ reply to the charge is this: the claims Jesus makes for himself are not demented, but mere 
obedience to his Father. “You fail to give me, as the Son of the Father, the honor due him.” 

 

8:51 Those who keep Jesus’ words will not see death because they have already passed from death to life 
(compare 5:24). In Johannine theology eternal life begins in the present rather than in the world to come. 

 

8:52 Again the Jews take Jesus’ words literally rather than figuratively (i.e., spiritually) and are convinced 
that he is demon-possessed. This is a further occurrence of the misunderstood statement in the Fourth 
Gospel. 

 

8:53 mhV suV meivzwn ei\ tou' patroV" hJmw'n =Abraavm This question expects a negative answer, like the 
question of the Samaritan woman (4:12). It is ironic, because John’s readers know that the true answer is the 
reverse of the answer presumed by the Jewish authorities.  
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8:54 ejaVn ejgwV doxavsw ejmautovn… In answer to the last question of 8:53 (tivna seautoVn poiei'"…), once 
more Jesus’ opponents invert the truth: Jesus does not make himself someone, he empties himself of all 
personal dignity and emphasizes his obedience to the Father and dependence on him. 

 

8:56 =AbraaVm oJ pathVr uJmw'n hjgalliavsato i{na i[dh/ thVn hJmevran thVn ejmgvn What is the meaning of 
Jesus’ statement that the patriarch Abraham ‘saw’ his day and rejoiced? The use of past tenses would seem 
to refer to something that occurred during the patriarch’s lifetime. Genesis Rabbah 44:25ff, (cf. 59:6) states 
that Rabbi Akiba, in a debate with Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai, held that Abraham had been shown not this 
world only but the world to come (this would include the days of the Messiah). More realistically, I would 
suggest Gen 22:13-15 lies behind Jesus’ words. This passage, known to rabbis as the Akedah (“Binding”), 
tells of Abraham finding the ram which will replace his son Isaac on the altar of sacrifice—an occasion of 
certain rejoicing. Especially note the reference to the hwhy Jalm in Gen 22:15. 

 

8:57 =AbraaVm eJwvraka"… This is an instance of misunderstanding again. 

 

8:58 priVn =AbraaVm genevsqai ejgwV eijmiv The meaning of Jesus’ statement is: “Before Abraham came into 
existence I, the “I AM,” eternally was, am now, and shall be.” Here is an explicit claim to deity, consistent 
with the Johannine force of ejgwV eijmiv in its fullest (non-predicated) sense. Although each occurrence of the 
phrase in the Fourth Gospel needs to be examined individually in context to see if an association with Exod 
3:14 is present, it seems clear that such is the case at this point—note the response of the Jewish authorities 
in the following verse. 

 

8:59 The significance of Jesus’ words finally comes home to the Jewish authorities, and they undertake to 
stone him. This clearly shows that they understood Jesus’ words as a claim to deity, although they did not 
accept the claim. They were not able to stone Jesus, of course, since no one could touch him before his hour 
had come.  
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Chapter 9 
 

OUTLINE:

[3 A  The Book of the Seven Signs (2:1 - 12:50)] 

[2 B  Selected highlights from the later part of Jesus’ public ministry: conflict and controversy (5:1 
-10:42)] 

6 C  The sixth Sign, in Jerusalem: the healing of the man born blind (9:1-41) 

1 D  The miraculous healing (9:1-7) 

2 D  The response by neighbors and acquaintances (9:8-12) 

3 D  The investigation by the Pharisees (9:13-34) 

4 D  Jesus leads the man born blind to spiritual sight (faith); the Pharisees remain in their 
spiritual blindness (9:35-41) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES:

6 C  The sixth Sign, in Jerusalem: the healing of the man born blind (9:1-41) 

Introduction: The opening words of chapter 9, kaiV paravgwn, convey only the vaguest indication of the 
circumstances. Since there is no break with chapter 8, Jesus is presumably still in Jerusalem, and 
presumably not still in the Temple area. The events of chapter 9 fall somewhere between the Feast of 
Tabernacles (7:2) and the Feast of the Dedication (10:22). 

But in the Evangelist’s narrative the connection exists—the incident recorded in chapter 9 (along with the 
ensuing debates with the Pharisees) serves as a real-life illustration of the claim Jesus made in 8:12, “I am 
the Light of the world”. This is in fact the probable theological motivation behind the juxtaposition of these 
two incidents in the narrative. The second serves as an illustration of the first, and as a concrete example of 
the victory of light over darkness. 

(Note: This is Jesus’ first explicit claim to be the light in the Gospel of John, although the light/darkness 
motif was introduced in the Prologue (1:4-5) and mentioned in 3:19-21.) 

The contextual link between chapter 9 and 8:12 (as well as 3:19-21) occurs in Jesus’ statement in 9:5: 
“When I am in the world, I am the light of the world”.  

C. K. Barrett summarizes the chapter this way: 

This…chapter expresses perhaps more vividly and completely than any other John’s 
conception of the work of Christ. On the one hand, he is the giver of benefits to a 
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humanity which apart from him is in a state of complete hopelessness: it was never heard 
that one should open the eyes of a man born blind (v. 32). The illumination is not 
presented as primarily intellectual (as in some of the Hermetic tractates) but as the direct 
bestowal of life or salvation (and thus it is comparable with the gift of living water (4.10, 
7.37 f.) and of the bread of life (6.27)). On the other hand, Jesus does not come into a 
world full of men aware of their own need. Many have their own inadequate lights (e.g. 
the Old Testament, 5.39 f.) which they are too proud to relinquish for the true light which 
now shines. The effect of the true light is to blind them, since they wilfully close their 
eyes to it. Their sin abides precisely because they are so confident of their righteousness.90 

At the same time, chapter 9 provides an introduction for Jesus’ teaching about the Good Shepherd in 
chapter 10, where a sharp contrast is made between the good shepherd who gives his life for his sheep and 
the religious leaders of the day who are nothing but thieves and hirelings and abandon the flock when 
danger threatens. 

One other thing which we should point out about the miracle recorded in chapter 9 is its messianic 
significance. In the OT it is God himself who is associated with the giving of sight to the blind (Exod 4:11, 
Ps 146:8). In a number of passages in Isaiah (29:18, 35:5, 42:7) it is considered to be a messianic activity: 

Isa 29:17,18—”Is it not yet just a little while before Lebanon will be turned into a fertile field, and the 
fertile field will be considered as a forest? And on that day the deaf shall hear words of a book, and out of 
their gloom and darkness the eyes of the blind shall see…” 

Isa 35:4-5—”Say to those with anxious heart, ‘Take courage, fear not. Behold, your God will come with 
vengeance; the recompense of God will come, but he will save you.’ Then the eyes of the blind will be 
opened, and the ears of the deaf will be unstopped.” 

Isa 42:6,7—”I am the LORD, I have called you in righteousness, I will also hold you by the hand and watch 
over you, and I will appoint you as a covenant to the people, as a light to the nations, to open blind eyes, to 
bring out prisoners from the dungeon, and those who dwell in darkness from the prison.” 

It is in fulfillment of these prophecies that Jesus gives sight to the blind. As the Light of the world he has 
defeated the darkness (cf. 1:5). Thus the miracle recorded here has significance for John as one of the seven 
“sign-miracles” which he employs to point to Jesus’ identity and messiahship. Because light and darkness is 
such an important theme in the Fourth Gospel, the imagery here is particularly significant. 

 

1 D  The miraculous healing (9:1-7) 

9:1 ejk geneth'" This particular phrase does not occur anywhere else in the New Testament, but it is good 
Greek for “from the hour of birth.” In light of the placement of this account in the narrative, it appears 
that the Evangelist wants to suggest that this man is representative of all humanity. The fact is that mankind 
is not by nature receptive to the light (1:5,10). Rather all mankind is spiritually blind from birth. It is the 
role of the Light who comes into the world to enlighten every man (cf. 1:9). 

 

9:2 rJabbiv, tiv" h{marten The disciples assume that sin (regardless of who committed it) is the cause of the 
man’s blindness. This was a common belief in Judaism; the rabbis used Ezek 18:20 to prove there was no 
death without sin, and Ps 89:33 to prove there was no punishment without guilt (see the Talmud, b. Shabbat 
55a, which, although later than the NT, illustrates this). Thus in this case the sin must have been on the part 
of the man’s parents, or during his own foetal existence. Midrash Rabbah on Song of Songs 1:41 (another 
later rabbinic work) states that when a pregnant woman worships in a heathen temple the fetus also 
commits idolatry. This is only one example of how, in rabbinic Jewish thought, an unborn child was 
capable of sinning. 

 

                                                           
90 C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 354. 
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i{na is one of the clearest examples of a i{na indicating result in the New Testament. No one would have 
deliberately wanted this to come about.  

 

9:3 i{na here can indicate either purpose or result. The question is of grammatical interest but not much 
theological importance, because from our knowledge of Johannine theology we would not suppose in any 
case that the man’s birth and blindness took place outside the control (and therefore the purpose) of God. 
(Compare John’s use of the impersonal dei' with respect to Jesus.) The ultimate idea is the manifestation of 
the works of God (and through them, the Son of God who does them—compare 9:16, 31). 

 

9:4 hJma'" dei' ejrgavzesqai taV e[rga tou' pevmyantov" me e{w" hJmevra ejstivn  Note the divine necessity 
implicit in dei' again. Also note the contrast between day and night, that is, light and darkness. What does 
the saying mean? For John, in view of the identification of Jesus as the Light of the world, night involves 
the departure of Jesus from the world. That departure is drawing near—note the connection with 7:34, 
8:21 ff. The Light will soon be withdrawn, and darkness will reign again for a time, but not forever (cf. 
Prologue, 1:5,10). 

 

9:5 o{tan ejn tw'/ kovsmw/ w\ , fw'" eijmi tou' kovsmou  We may paraphrase: “as long as I am here on my 
mission of salvation (3:17) upon which I was sent by the Father (tou' pevmyantov", 9:4), I am the Light of 
the world.” 

This verse connects the present account with 8:12. Here, seen more clearly than at 8:12, it is obvious what 
John sees as the significance of Jesus’ statement. “Light” is not a metaphysical definition of the person of 
Jesus but a description of his effect upon the kovsmo"—compare 3:19-21 .  

 

9:6 ejpoivhsen phloVn  It is impossible to say with certainty why he chose to make clay of the spittle. Spittle 
was recognized in ancient times as having medicinal (and even magical) value but this hardly explains 
Jesus’ use here. To make the clay was definitely work and thus in violation of the Sabbath (cf. 9:19, also 
the Mishnah, m. Shabbat 7:2, where kneading dough or other substances on the Sabbath was prohibited). 

Note: The textual variant preserved in the Syriac text of Ephraem’s commentary on the Diatessaron (“he 
made eyes from his clay”) probably arose from the interpretation by Irenaeus in Against Heresies: “that 
which the Artificer, the Word, had omitted to form in the womb, he then supplied in public”! This involves 
taking the clay as an allusion to Gen 2:7, which in my judgment is unlikely. 

 

9:7 Silwavm (Siloam) Why does the 
Evangelist comment on the meaning of 
the name of the pool? John generally uses 
ajpostevllw and pevmpw synonymously. 
Here, the significance is: the Father sent 
the Son, and the Son sends the man born 
blind. The name of the pool is applicable 
to the man, but also to Jesus himself, who 
was sent from heaven.  

The pool’s name in Hebrew is jLV 
(shiloah) from jlv, “to send.” In Gen 
49:10 the somewhat obscure hlyv (shiloh) 
was interpreted messianically by Jews, and 
some have seen a lexical connection 
between the two names (although this is 
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somewhat dubious). We do know, however, that it was from the Pool of Siloam that the water which was 
poured out at the altar during the Feast of Tabernacles was drawn.91 

 

2 D  The response by neighbors and acquaintances (9:8-12) 

9:8-9 Those who knew the man formerly have difficulty recognizing him as the same individual. 

Note: The Evangelist’s use of ejgwv eijmi here means simply “I am he” and obviously has no connection with 
Jesus’ claims. This should be taken as indication that John has not made the phrase a technical term. 
The context of each instance must determine the significance of the phrase and whether an allusion to Exod 
3:14 is in view.  

 

9:10-12 Note that all the man knew about Jesus at this point was his name. He didn’t even know where 
Jesus was (9:12). At this point the man seems to have no understanding of who Jesus really was, but his 
insight will grow as the narrative progresses. 

 

3 D  The investigation by the Pharisees (9:13-34) 

9:13-14 h\n deV savbbaton The Evangelist now inserts a note (9:14) that it was the Sabbath, the first 
indication of this we have been given in the account (cf. 5:9 where a similar note is given). Jesus has again 
done something which is about to cause controversy—he has performed ‘work’ on the Sabbath. 

 

9:15 Note the subtlety here: on the surface, the man is being judged. But through him, Jesus is being 
judged. But in reality (as the discerning reader will realize) it is ironically the Pharisees themselves who 
are being judged by their response to Jesus who is the Light of the world! 

 

9:16 The initial response to the man’s answers: the Pharisees are divided in their opinion. Some assume 
automatically that since the Sabbath has been broken, this man Jesus cannot be from God. But some 
others are troubled by the facts: how can a man who is a sinner perform such miraculous signs? This group 
must have been fairly small, since we hear no more from them in the narrative, and the account proceeds on 
the premise of the former group, that a man who breaks the Sabbath cannot be from God. 

 

9:17 The second o{ti is usually rendered as causal. But Liddell-Scott-Jones offers the meaning “with 
regard to the fact that…” which fits well here.92 

 

profhvth" ejstivn —At this point the man, pressed by the Pharisees, admits there was something special 
about Jesus. But here, since profhvth" is anarthrous and in his initial reply in 9:11-12 the man shows no 
particular insight into the true identity of Jesus, it is probable that this does not refer to the prophet of Deut 
18:15, but merely to an unusual person who is capable of working miracles. The Pharisees have put this 
man on the spot, and he feels compelled to say something about Jesus, but he still doesn’t have a clear 
conception of who Jesus is. So he labels him a “prophet.” 

 

9:18 Note again the interchangeability of oiJ =Ioudai'oi (here) with “oiJ Farisaivoi” (9:13). At this point 
there does not seem to be open hostility; rather the dilemma represented in 9:16 was real: a man who was 

                                                           
91 For further discussion see Carson, The Gospel According to John, 365. 
92 LSJ 1265 s.v. o{ti IV. 
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good enough to perform the miracle would not have performed it on the Sabbath. There must 
therefore be a mistake somewhere, and it was probably in the man’s story. So the next step was to 
interrogate the man’s parents. Probably the man was not really born blind in the first place. 

 

9:19-23 The parents respond to the pressure of the Pharisees quite differently than their son. The parents, 
fearing that they will be “put out of the synagogue,” refuse to have anything to do with the matter. They 
insist that their son is old enough to speak for himself.  

 

ajposunavgwgo" gevnhtai  This reference to excommunication from the Jewish synagogue for those who 
had made some sort of confession about Jesus being the Messiah is dismissed as anachronistic by some 
(e.g., Barrett) and non-historical by others. In later Jewish practice there were at least two forms of 
excommunication: the ywdn, a temporary ban for thirty days, and the <rh, which was a permanent ban. But 
whether these applied in NT times is far from certain. We have no substantial evidence for a formal ban on 
Christians until later than this Gospel could possibly have been written. I suspect we have reference here to 
some form of excommunication adopted as a contingency to deal with those who were proclaiming Jesus to 
be the Messiah. If so, we have no other record of the procedure than here. It was probably local, limited to 
the area around Jerusalem. 

 

9:24 Deciding that their interrogation of the man’s parents was fruitless, the Pharisees switch back to the 
man himself.  

 

doV" dovxan tw'/ qew'/  —As often noted (cf. Josh 7:19) this is equivalent to “Admit the truth.” 

Technically, the Jews were correct, there was no doubt that Jesus had transgressed their law, and was a 
“sinner”. Whether they were correctly interpreting that law was entirely another matter. But the emphatic 
hJmei'" shows their self-assurance: they know they are right. We should not miss another example of irony 
here: the Jewish religious leaders, who thought of themselves as enlightened, are trying to pressure the man 
who was born blind into denying his certainty that he had received light (sight)! 

 

9:25 But the man born blind, an admirably tenacious sort, won’t give up the other side of the dilemma. It is 
beyond question that he had received sight at the hands of Jesus.  

 

9:26-29 When pressed even further, the man sticks to his story. The Jews are reduced to mocking him (v. 
28), and the argument on their part becomes completely ad hominem (v. 34). 

But the significant thing here is the question the man asks of his accusers: mhV kaiV uJmei'" qevlete aujtou' 
maqhtaiV… The expected answer of a question asked with mhv is “no,” but the key word here is kaiv: by the 
way he asks the question the man betrays that he already numbers himself among Jesus’ followers. 

 

4 D  Jesus leads the man born blind to spiritual sight (faith); the Pharisees remain in their 
spiritual blindness (9:35-41) 

9:35 The story is not over yet. The Light has shone and it has created division between those who come 
to it and those who shrink back (compare especially 3:19-21). The Jews have thrown out the man (and 
thus have also rejected Jesus); however, the man displays admirable tenacity when he refuses to deny the 
light. 

But the man who was healed has not yet understood the full significance of what has taken place. Jesus, as 
he must, takes the initiative in finding the man.  
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Note the emphatic pronoun suv (verse 35): Jesus is interested in the man’s belief, having seen the disbelief 
of the Pharisees. “You saw what they think; now what do you think?” 

 

9:38 After Jesus’ statement of verse 37 the man’s response is extremely significant: he worshipped Jesus. 
In the Johannine context the word connotes its full sense: this was something due God alone. Note that 
Jesus does not prevent him. The verb proskunevw is used in John 4:20-25 of worshipping God, and again 
with the same sense in 12:20. This is the only place in the Gospel of John where anyone is said to have 
worshipped Jesus using this term. As such, it forms the climax of the entire story of the man born blind.93 

 

9:39-41 Jesus now summarizes: for judgment he has come. There is a contradiction, but only a superficial 
one, with 3:17. Jesus’ mission is to save the world. He did not come with the mission of condemming it. 
But (as 3:19-21 goes on to explain, as well as the examples of 8:1-11 and here) by the very fact of the Light 
coming into the world, judgment is provoked. As men respond, so they are judged. The presence of the 
Light necessitates a choice—to come to it or to shrink back—and this choice is one’s judgment. 

Jesus’ words recall Isaiah’s: the blind receive sight (Isa 29:18, 35:5, 42:7, 42:18) while the seeing are 
blinded (6:10, 42:20). 

The blind man received sight physically; this led him to see spiritually as well. But the Pharisees, who 
claimed to possess spiritual sight, are spiritually blinded. The reader might recall Jesus’ words to 
Nicodemus in 3:10, “Are you the teacher of Israel and do not understand these things?” 

In other words, to receive Jesus is to receive the Light of the world, to reject him is to reject the light, close 
one’s eyes, and become blind. This is the dire sin of which Jesus had warned before (8:21-24). The 
blindness of such people is incurable since they have rejected the only cure that exists.  

 

Summary: R. Brown (AB 29, 376-77) sums up chapter 9 as follows: 

The internal construction of the story shows consummate artistry; no other story in the 
Gospel is so closely knit. We have here Johannine dramatic skill at its best. …Before 
narrating the miracle, the evangelist is careful to have Jesus point out the meaning of the 
sign as an instance of light coming into darkness. This is a story of how a man who sat in 
darkness was brought to see the light, not only physically but spiritually. On the other 
hand, it is also a tale of how those who thought they saw (the Pharisees) were blinding 
themselves to the light and plunging into darkness. The story starts in vs. 1 with a blind 
man who will gain his sight; it ends in vs. 41 with the Pharisees who have become 
spiritually blind.  

The care with which the evangelist has drawn his portraits of increasing insight and 
hardening blindness is masterful. Three times the former blind man, who is truly gaining 
knowledge, humbly confesses his ignorance (12, 25, 36). Three times the Pharisees, who 
are really plunging deeper into abysmal ignorance of Jesus, make confident statements 

                                                           
93 Some significant early witnesses (Ì75 Í* W et pauci itb,(l) sams ac2 mf) lack the words, “He said, 

‘Lord, I believe,’ and he worshiped him. Jesus said,” (vv. 38-39a). The omission may have been an 
accidental error of sight on the part of a copyist (both vv. 37 and 39 begin with “Jesus said to him”). The 
inclusion of the words may have been motivated by use of the passage in liturgy (see Brown, The Gospel 
According to John, 375), since the verb proskunevw (proskunew, “I worship”) is used in John 4:20-25 of 
worshiping God, and again in 12:20 with the same sense. Even if these words are not authentic, such an 
omission does not lessen John's high christology (cf. 1:1; 5:18-23; 14:6-10; 20:28) nor the implicit worship 
of him by Thomas (20:28). Nevertheless, it is difficult to decide whether the words are original or not. The 
NET Bible retains the words but places them in square brackets to indicate the degree of doubt as to 
whether they should be included in the original text of John. 
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about what they know of him (16, 24, 29). The blind man emerges from these pages in 
John as one of the most attractive figures of the Gospels. Although the Sabbath setting 
and the accusation against Jesus create a similarity between this miracle and the healing of 
the man at the pool of Bethesda in ch. v, this clever and voluble blind man is quite 
different from the obtuse and unimaginative paralytic of ch. v… . The blind man’s 
confutation of the Pharisees in verses 24-34 is one of the most cleverly written dialogues 
in the NT.94 

                                                           
94 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 376-77. 
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Chapter 10 
 

OUTLINE:

[3 A  The Book of the Seven Signs (2:1 - 12:50)] 

[2 B  Selected highlights from the later part of Jesus’ public ministry: conflict and controversy (5:1 
-10:42)] 

7 C  Jesus as the Good Shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep (10:1-21) 

1 D  The parable of the sheepfold (10:1-6) 

2 D  Jesus as the Door of the sheep (10:7-10) 

3 D  Jesus as the Good Shepherd (10:11-18) 

4 D  The response of the Jewish leaders (10:19-21) 

8 C  Jesus at the Feast of the Dedication in Jerusalem (10:22-39) 

1 D  Jesus as the Messiah (10:22-31) 

2 D  Jesus as the Son of God (10:32-39) 

9 C  Conclusion to Jesus’ public ministry: Jesus withdraws across the Jordan to the place where 
his ministry began (10:40-42) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES:

7 C Jesus as the Good Shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep (10:1-21) 

The Place of 10:1-21 in the Narrative: 

The location of this story has often disturbed commentators who fail to see links with what precedes and 
what follows. Recall that we mentioned at 9:1 that Jesus was still in Jerusalem in the 2-month period 
between the Feast of Tabernacles and the Feast of the Dedication (10:22). It seems very clear that 10:1-21 is 
to be related to the preceding: no new audience is mentioned or suggested; it seems evident (10:1) that 
Jesus is continuing his remarks to the Pharisees with whom he had been speaking in 9:41. This is further 
indicated by 10:21, where some in the audience even recall the healing of the blind man, while others repeat 
the charges of demon-possession that have been made of Jesus in chapter 8. 

It is true that there is an abrupt change of topic between chapters 9 and 10, from “light” to “sheep and 
shepherd,” but although the imagery has changed, 10:1-21 is still a polemic against the Jewish leaders, who 
are to be identified with the “thieves and robbers” of 10:1 and following. In fact, chapter 9 has provided a 
perfect illustration of these very actions: instead of properly caring for the man born blind, the Pharisees 
have thrown him out (9:34). Jesus, in contrast, as the good Shepherd, found him (9:35) and led him to safe 
pasture. Just like the sheep in 10:4-5 will not follow a stranger because they do not know his voice, so the 
man born blind refused to listen to the Pharisees, but turned to Jesus, an illustration of the sheep who 
recognize the voice of their true master.  

But what about the relationship of 10:1-21 to the incidents at the Feast of the Dedication following 
(10:22-31)? Note that 10:26-27, spoken by Jesus at the Feast of the Dedication, recall this section. Also, the 
Feast itself recalled the rededication of the Temple by Judas Maccabeus in 165-164 BC when he drove out 
the Syrians who had for 3 years profaned the temple by erecting the idol of Baal Shamem in it. Some of the 
high priests of that time, like Jason and Menelaus, had betrayed their office by contributing to the Syrian 
desecration. These, too, may have been suggested by Jesus’ references in 10:1-21 to thieves, robbers, and 
hirelings who are false shepherds. Finally (and most importantly) however, 10:1-21 serves as a bridge 
between the Feast of Tabernacles (and its aftermath) and the Feast of the Dedication because of the 
messianic allusions involved. The basic proclamations Jesus makes concerning himself at the Feast of 
Dedication concern his identity as Messiah (10:22-31) and Son of God (10:32-39). 

Aileen Guilding argued that all the regular readings on the Sabbath nearest Dedication were concerned with 
the theme of the sheep and the shepherds.95 In particular Ezek 34, which is the most important Old 

                                                           
95 Aileen Guilding, The Fourth Gospel and Jewish Worship: A Study of the Relation of St. John’s 

Gospel to the Ancient Jewish Lectionary System (Oxford: Clarendon, 1960). Later scholars have called her 
work into question, however, due to problems dating the materials of the Jewish lectionary. 
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Testament background passage, served as the reading from the prophets at the time of Dedication in the 
second year of the cycle. 

Thus 10:1-21 has a 2-fold function: as a bridge it looks back to chapters 8-9; at the same time it looks 
forward to 10:22-39. 

 

1 D The Parable of the sheepfold (10:1-6) 

10:1 J. H. Bernard maintained that the double ajmhvn never introduces a totally new topic in the Fourth 
Gospel.96 In both 3:11 and 5:19 it represents only a new stage in Jesus’ comments on the same topic already 
under discussion. This would support our view (discussed above) that the parable and following discussion 
serves as a bridge between the events of chapters 8-9 and the events at the Feast of the Dedication in 
chapter 10.  

 

eij" thVn aujlhVn There were several types of sheepfolds in use in Palestine. Here it seems to be a 
courtyard in front of a house (note the word aujlhv), surrounded by a stone wall (often topped with briars 
for protection). 

 

10:2-3 diaV th'" quvra"  If a man does not enter the sheepfold by the door but climbs over the wall, it is 
clear that he does not belong there. He is a thief and a robber. But the man who enters by the door is 
recognized as the shepherd, and he does have a right to be there. The doorkeeper opens the door for him 
because he is known to him. There have been many attempts to identify the doorkeeper, none of which are 
convincing. It seems more likely that there are some details in this parable which are there for the sake of 
the story, necessary as parts of the overall picture but without symbolic significance. 

Palestinian shepherds, according to Bernard, frequently have pet names for their favorite sheep based on 
individual characteristics: “Long-ears,” “White nose,” “Blackie,” etc. The sheep recognize their shepherd’s 
voice and respond to his call. 

 

10:4 Bernard and others have suggested that there is more than one flock in the fold, and there would be a 
process of separation where each shepherd calls out his own flock. This may also be suggested by the 
mention of a doorkeeper in verse 3 since only the larger sheepfolds would have such a guard. But the 
Gospel of John never mentions a distinction among the sheep in this fold; in fact (10:16) there are other 
sheep which are to be brought in, but they are to be one flock and one shepherd. 

 

10:5 ajllotrivw/ When a stranger attempts to take the sheep out, however, they will not follow him because 
they do not recognize his voice. In fact, the opposite is true; the sheep run away from him. 

 

10:6 Note that the ones to whom the parable is addressed, presumably “the Jews”—the Pharisees of 9:40—
do not understand it. Jesus responds with further explanation, first of himself as the Door (10:7-10), then as 
the good Shepherd (10:11-18). 

 

paroimivan John uses this word again in 16:25, 29. This term does not occur in the synoptic gospels, where 
parabolhv is used. Nevertheless it is similar, denoting a short narrative with figurative or symbolic 
meaning. Jesus’ opponents do not understand it (providing another example of the Fourth Evangelist’s use 

                                                           
96 J. H. Bernard, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel according to St. John (ICC; 

Edinburgh: Clark, 1928), 2:348. 
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of misunderstanding as a literary technique). But how could Jesus’ opponents understand, when they were 
not of his sheep (cf. 10:26)? 

 

Primary Old Testament passages related to the parable:  

(1) The prayer of Moses in Num 27:15-18: “May the LORD, the God of the spirits of all flesh, appoint a 
man over the congregation, who will go out and come in before them, and who will lead them out and 
bring them in, that the congregation of the LORD may not be like sheep which have no shepherd.” So 
the LORD said to Moses, ‘Take Joshua the son of Nun, a man in whom is the Spirit, and lay your hand on 
him…’“. Note the significance of the name Joshua. 

(2) Ezek 34:1-31. Note especially verses 2-5, 8-10, and 11-16. Verses 11-12 state: “For thus says the Lord 
GOD, ‘Behold, I myself will search for my sheep and seek them out. As a shepherd cares for his herd in the 
day when he is among his scattered sheep, so I will care for my sheep and will deliver them from all the 
places to which they were scattered on a cloudy and gloomy day.’“ The messianic context in Ezekiel 
chapter 35 talks about the rebirth of national Israel and chapter 36 the new covenant. 

 

2 D  Jesus as the Door of the sheep (10:7-10) 

In response to the lack of understanding by his audience (verse 6) Jesus goes on. His remarks do not 
constitute an explanation of what he has previously said so much as an expansion.  

 

10:7 ejgwv eijmi hJ quvra tw'n probavtwn  The statement is unusual; we would have expected “I am the 
Shepherd of the sheep.” Verse 9 clarifies the meaning: the point is that Jesus is the door through which the 
sheep pass as they go in and out of the fold.  

 

10:8 pavnte" o{soi h\lqon proV ejmou' The reference to “all who go before me” is a little difficult to 
understand, since the first and most obvious reference would be to Jesus’ predecessors, the prophets and 
saints of the OT. But Jesus could hardly be saying this of them; his attitude toward such people is clear in 
John 5:46 and 8:56. The use of the present tense eijsivn is an important clue to the most likely meaning: the 
religious leaders of Jesus’ own day, who came in the darkness before the Light. 

 

10:9 ejgwv eijmi hJ quvra:  Here Jesus clarifies the meaning of his statement in verse 7. He is the Door 
through which the sheep pass in and out of the fold and find pasture. But if Jesus is the Door, we may ask, 
what does the “going forth and entering in” of the sheep refer to? Note the last phrase, nomhVn euJrhvsei—
”they shall find pasture”. In Ezek 34:13-14, a millennial context, “pasture” refers to the mountain heights 
of Israel after the restoration of the nation. Ezek 34:15 refers to the rest of the Kingdom. The implication is 
that Jesus here alludes to the fact that he is the means of entry into the Kingdom. Through him, through 
his person and work, his sheep will find sustenance (nourishment—cf. 21:15-17) and rest (in the 
Kingdom). 

 

10:10 Note: Verse 10 has sometimes been taken to imply that there are various levels of experience within 
“eternal life”; it seems much more likely, however, that what is being emphasized is merely the abundant 
and overflowing quality of the life which Jesus came to give. Cf. Rom 5:20. 

 

3 D  Jesus as the Good Shepherd (10:11-18) 

10:11 Here, the figure changes. Jesus, who in verses 7-10 was the Door, now becomes the Shepherd. 
(Compare Ezek 34:11-12, where Yahweh himself is the Shepherd.) At the very mildest Jesus’ statement 
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would constitute a messianic claim; at the strongest, it would amount to a claim to identification with 
God—that is, a claim to deity. 

Jesus speaks openly of his vicarious death twice in this section (10:11,15). Note the contrast: the thief takes 
the life of the sheep (10:10), the good Shepherd lays down his own life for the sheep. Jesus is not 
speaking generally here, but specifically: he has his own substitutionary death on the cross in view. For a 
literal shepherd with a literal flock, the shepherd’s death would have spelled disaster for the sheep; in this 
instance it spells life for them (Compare the worthless shepherd of Zech 11:17, by contrast). 

 

10:12-13 oJ misqwtov" Jesus contrasts the behavior of the shepherd with that of the hired servant. This is 
one who is simply paid to do a job; he has no other interest in the sheep and is certainly not about to risk his 
life for them. When they are threatened, he simply runs away.  

Note the unusual use of the negative oujk with the participle, which seems to add emphasis (the normal 
negative with participles is mhv). 

 

10:14-15 Here Jesus identifies himself again as the Good Shepherd, but he also compares the relationship 
and mutual knowledge he shares with the sheep to the relationship and intimate knowledge he shares with 
his heavenly Father. 

 

10:16 a[lla provbata e[cw  This statement almost certainly refers to Gentiles. Jesus has sheep in the fold 
who are Jewish; there are other sheep which, while not of the same fold, belong to him also. This recalls the 
mission of the Son in 3:16-17, which was to save the world—not just the nation of Israel. Such an emphasis 
would seem particularly appropriate to the Evangelist if he is writing to a non-Palestinian and primarily 
non-Jewish audience. 

 

“There shall be one flock, one shepherd” For John, the unity of the one flock is not a given unity, 
naturally existing, but a unity created in and by Jesus. It is the end result of what Jesus has done (cf. Eph 
2:11-22). 

 

10:17 The Father loves the Son because the Son is completely obedient to the will of the Father, even up to 
the point of death. The use of i{na here should probably go as far as purpose. Jesus’ death, as the i{na-clause 
indicates, is completed by resurrection (i{na pavlin lavbw aujthvn). This reflects the Johannine cycle of 
suffering, death, resurrection, and glorification which is viewed comprehensively as Jesus’ return to 
the Father. 

 

10:18 oujdeiV" ai[rei aujthVn ajp= ejmou'  Jesus explains that his death is voluntary. He could not possibly be 
harmed if it were not [compare 19:11]. Authority to lay down his life and take it up again was given to him 
by the Father [compare a[nwqen, 19:11]. 

 

4 D  The response of the Jewish leaders (10:19-21) 

10:19-21 In 10:6 the response of the listeners was lack of understanding. This time it is division (scivsma). 
These verses recall previous reactions to Jesus where there was division (7:12, 7:25-27, 7:31, 7:40-41, and 
9:16) as well as the charge of demon-possession (7:20, 8:48). Also, it provides a transition to Jesus’ 
teaching at the Feast of the Dedication, where again he will meet opposition to his messianic claims. Once 
more, we see the judgment precipitated by the presence of the Light (cf. 3:19-21). 
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8 C  Jesus at the Feast of the Dedication in Jerusalem (10:22-39) 

Background and Setting: 

As mentioned before in the discussion of the parable of the sheepfold and the discourse on the Good 
Shepherd in relation to the following material, the Feast of the Dedication (or Hanukkah) was a feast 
celebrating annually the Maccabean victories of 165-164 BC when Judas Maccabeus drove out the Syrians, 
rebuilt the altar, and rededicated the Temple on 25 Chislev (1 Macc. 4:41-61). From a historical standpoint, 
it was the last great deliverance the Jewish people had experienced, and it came at a time when least 
expected. Josephus ends his account of the institution of the festival with the following statement: “And 
from that time to the present we observe this festival, which we call the festival of Lights, giving this name 
to it, I think, from the fact that the right to worship appeared to us at a time when we hardly dared hope for 
it.”97 

The Place in the Narrative: 

As far as the Gospel of John is concerned, we are nearing the end of Jesus’ public ministry; the final scenes 
are being played out. In them we see the ultimate and final rejection by the Jewish authorities of Jesus and 
all that he stood for. There is a two-fold emphasis in 10:22-39 on the revelation of who Jesus is: he is 
Messiah (22-31) and Son of God (32-39). 

 

1 D  Jesus as the Messiah (10:22-31) 

10:22 taV ejgkaivnia  The Greek name for the Feast literally means “renewal” and was used to translate 
Hanukkah which means “dedication.” The Greek noun, with its related verbs, was the standard term used in 
the LXX for the consecration of the altar of the Tabernacle (Num 7:10-11), the altar of the Temple of 
Solomon (I Kgs 8:63; 2 Chr 7:5), and the altar of the Second Temple (Ezra 6:16). The word is thus 
connected with the consecration of all the houses of God in the history of the nation of Israel. 

 

ceimwVn h\n The feast began on 25 Chislev, in November-December of our modern calendar.  

 

10:23 ejn th'/ stoa'/ tou' Solomw'no" This was a portico or colonnade. It was a roofed structure supported 
on columns or pillars, and would have given shelter from the wind in the winter weather. 

 

10:24 thVn yuchVn hJmw'n ai[rei"…  The primary point this section is found in 10:24: the Jewish authorities 
gathered around Jesus and said to him, “How long (literally) will you ‘take away our life’? If you are the 
Messiah, tell us plainly.” The use of the phrase thVn yuchVn hJmw'n ai[rei"… meaning “to keep in suspense” is 
not well attested, although it certainly fits the context here. In modern Greek the phrase means “to annoy, 
bother.” Hoskyns suggests that John here may intend a word-play on the literal sense (which the speakers, 
of course, are not aware of)—although Jesus lays down his own life for those who follow him (cf. 
10:11,15) He also provokes judgment and thus takes away the life of those who reject him.  

The basic question the Jewish authorities were asking concerned whether Jesus was indeed the Messiah.  

 

10:25 Note Jesus’ response to their question in two parts in this and the following verse: 10:25 (here) “I 
told you and you do not believe.” 

 

                                                           
97 Antiquities 12. 316-325. 
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10:26 Jesus’ reply continues: “the reason you do not believe is because you are not of my sheep” (cf. 
10:14). 

 

10:27 The sheep hear (ajkouvw, in the sense of “obey”) their shepherd’s voice: this aspect of the sheep-
shepherd relationship has already been stressed in 10:3, 4, 5, and 16. 

 

10:28 zwhVn aijwvnion The gift which Jesus gives to those who are his own is “eternal life”. This is not a 
new concept for the reader of the Gospel, who will have encountered it before. Note the strength of the 
negative in the phrase ouj mhV ajpovlwntai eij" toVn aijw'na—”they shall not possibly perish for ever”. We 
are not told who it is who might try to snatch the believer out of Jesus’ hand, but the implication is that the 
forces of evil are actively at work: aJrpavzw has the idea of grabbing or snatching violently.98 The believer 
has Jesus’ assurance, however, that this attempt will not succeed. 

 

10:29 ejk th'" ceiroV" tou' patrov"  Now the image changes slightly: the flock is no longer in Jesus’ hand, 
but in the Father’s hand. This gives added assurance, because the Father is greater still. Those in the flock 
are eternally secure, kept by the Father’s power. 

 

10:30-31 Jesus’ identification with the Father in verse 30 seems to be understood clearly by the Jewish 
authorities—note their response in verse 31: they took up stones to stone him for blasphemy. They had 
done this once before, in 8:59. 

 

e{n ejsmen This is a significant assertion with trinitarian implications. e{n is neuter, not masculine, so the 
assertion is not that Jesus and the Father are one person, but one ‘thing’. Identity of the two persons is not 
being asserted, but essential unity (unity of essence) is. 

Jesus’ identification with the Father also provides the transition to the second phase of Jesus’ self-revelation 
at the feast (see the following section). 

 

2 D  Jesus as the Son of God (10:32-39) 

10:32 diaV poi'on aujtw'n e[rgon ejmeV liqavzete…  In the past (5:17-18, 8:58-59) statements of Jesus 
intimately associating himself with God have provoked the Jewish authorities to attempt to kill him. Jesus 
here answers [ajpekrivqh] their attempt by recalling the works he has been doing; however, their objection is 
not to his works but to his blasphemous words (verse 33).  

 

10:33 periV blasfhmiva"  This is the first time the official charge of blasphemy is voiced openly in the 
Gospel (although it was implicit in 8:59). 

 

10:34 The problem in this verse concerns Jesus’ quote from Psalm 82:6. It is important to look at the Old 
Testament context: the whole line reads, “I say, you are gods, sons of the Most High, all of you.” Jesus 
will pick up on the term “sons of the most high” in 10:36, where he refers to himself as the Son of God. 
The psalm was understood in rabbinic circles as an attack on unjust judges, who, though they have been 
given the title “gods” because of their quasi-divine function of exercising judgment, they will die just like 
other men.  

                                                           
98 BDAG 134 s.v. aJrpavzw. 
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What is the argument here? It is often thought to be as follows: if it was an Old Testament practice to refer 
to men like the judges as gods, and not blasphemy, why do the Jews object when this term is applied to 
Jesus? This really doesn’t seem to fit, since if that were the case, Jesus would not be making any claim 
for “divinity” for himself over and above any other man. It seems more likely that this is a case of 
arguing from the lesser to the greater. The reason the Old Testament judges could be called gods is 
because they were vehicles of the word of God (cf. 10:35). But granting that premise, Jesus deserves much 
more than they to be called God. He is the Word incarnate, whom the Father sanctified and sent into the 
world to save the world (10:36). In light of the prologue to the Gospel of John, it seems this interpretation 
would have been most natural for the Evangelist. If it is permissable to call men “gods” because they were 
the vehicles of the word of God, how much more permissable is it to use the word “god” of him who is the 
Word of God? This type of argument from the lesser to the greater was a common form of rabbinic 
argument. 

 

10:35 ouj duvnatai luqh'nai hJ grafhv Not only does Jesus appeal to the OT to defend himself against the 
charge of blasphemy, but he also adds that the Scripture cannot be “broken”. In this context he does not 
explain precisely what is meant by “broken,” but it is not too hard to determine. Jesus’ argument depends 
upon the exact word used in the context of Ps 82:6. If any other word for “judge” had been used in the 
psalm, his argument would have been meaningless. Since the Scriptures do use this word in Psalm 82:6, the 
argument is binding, because they cannot be “broken” in the sense of being shown to be in error. This is an 
important text in the discussion of the inerrancy of the Bible. 

 

10:36 ajpevsteilen eij" toVn kovsmon  Once again Jesus refers to his divinely-appointed mission: it was the 
Father who “set him apart” (hJgivasen) and “sent” him into the world (compare 3:16-17). 

 

10:37-38 ka]n ejmoiV mhV pisteuvhte, toi'" e[rgoi" pisteuvete  Jesus says that in the final analysis, the 
works he does should indicate whether he is truly from the Father. If the authorities cannot believe in him, 
it would be better to believe in the works he does than not to believe at all. Note the double use of ginwvskw 
in the phrase i{na gnw'te kaiV ginwvskhte: the aorist is best taken as ingressive, with the meaning “come to 
know,” while the present is progressive— “and keep on knowing.” 

 

10:39 =Ezhvtoun ou\n aujtoVn pavlin piavsai  Once again we have the response: the Jewish authorities 
sought to seize Jesus. It is not clear whether they simply sought to “arrest” him, or were renewing their 
attempt to stone him (cf. 10:31) by seizing him and taking him out to be stoned. In either event, Jesus 
eluded their grasp. Nor is it clear whether we are to understand Jesus’ escape as a miracle. If so, the text 
gives little indication and even less description. What is clear is that until his “hour” comes, Jesus is 
completely safe from the hands of men: his enemies are powerless to touch him until it is permitted them. 

 

9 C Conclusion to Jesus’ public ministry: Jesus withdraws across the Jordan to the place where 
his ministry began (10:40-42) 

10:40 eij" toVn povpon o{pou h\ n =Iwavnnh" toV prw'ton baptivzwn  This refers to Bethany which was 
beyond the Jordan River (cf. 1:28). The author of the Gospel goes to some length to describe the location 
as the same one where John was baptizing at the first. These verses deliberately form an inclusion with the 
opening scene of Jesus’ ministry in 1:19-29. 

 

10:41 pavnta deV o{sa ei\pen =Iwavnnh" periV touvtou ajlhqh' h\ n The statement is interesting in light of 
the fact that Jesus had not yet shown himself to be the Lamb who takes away the sin of the world (1:20) or 
baptized with the Holy Spirit (1:33) since the Spirit was not yet (7:39). Possibly this is still proleptic, 
looking ahead to the hour of Jesus’ glory which will soon begin. More likely, the things the multitude 
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remembers that John bore witness to should be limited to Jesus’ messianic claims. That is, John testified 
that “after me comes one whose sandal-thong I am not worthy to untie (1:27).” Note again how John’s role 
was entirely one of bearing witness to who Jesus is. 

 

10:42 kaiV polloiV ejpivsteusan eij" aujtoVn ejkei'  Note the response. Many of these people (in contrast to 
the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem) trusted in him there. After coming to his own and being rejected (cf. 
1:11) Jesus returns once more “across the Jordan” and ironically finds the faith that was lacking in his 
own country. 

Furthermore, for the Evangelist, this section serves to show how completely Jesus controlled his own 
destiny. He would not be killed by mob violence; when he would return to Jerusalem he would do so of his 
own accord and with the certain knowledge he was going up to Jerusalem to die. It was not until the final 
Passover that the hour appointed by the Father would come.  
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Chapter 11 
 

OUTLINE: 

[3 A  The Book of the Seven Signs (2:1 - 12:50)] 

3 B  Days of Preparation: Jesus advances toward the hour of death and glory (11:1-12:36) 

1 C  The seventh Sign, in Bethany: Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead (11:1-44) 

1 D  Jesus hears of and responds to the sickness of his friend Lazarus (11:1-10) 

2 D  Jesus reveals that Lazarus has died (11:11-16) 

3 D  Jesus and his disciples arrive at Bethany (11:17-19) 

4 D  Martha comes out to meet Jesus: Jesus reveals himself as the Resurrection and the Life 
(11:20-27) 

5 D  Mary comes out to meet Jesus: Jesus weeps (11:28-37) 

6 D  The miracle at the tomb: Lazarus is raised from the dead (11:38-44) 

2 C  The response: the Sanhedrin condemns Jesus to death (11:45-57) 

1 D  The meeting of the Jewish leaders (11:45-48) 

2 D  Caiaphas addresses the Sanhedrin (11:49-53) 

3 D  Jesus withdraws to Ephraim (11:54) 

4 D  The crowds in Jerusalem seek Jesus (11:55-57) 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY: 

Albright, W. F., “The Ephraim of the Old and New Testament,” Journal of the Palestine Oriental Society 3 
(1923): 36-40. 

Bammel, E., “Joh 11,45-47,” in The Trial of Jesus: Cambridge Studies in honour of C. F. D. Moule, ed. E. 
Bammel (Napierville, IL: Allenson, 1970): 11-40. 

Cadman, W. H., “The Raising of Lazarus,” Studia Evangelica 1 [= Texte und Untersuchungen zur 
Geschichte der altchristlichen Literatur 73] (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1959): 423-34. 

Dodd, C. H., “The Prophecy of Caiaphas: John 11:47-53,” in his More New Testament Studies (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968): 58-68. 

Dunkerley, R., “Lazarus,” New Testament Studies 5 (1958/59): 321-27. 

Martin, J. P., “History and Eschatology in the Lazarus Narrative, John 11.1-44,” Scottish Journal of 
Theology 17 (1964): 332-43. 

McNeil, B., “The Raising of Lazarus,” Downside Review 92 (1974): 269-75. 

Osborne, B., “A Folded Napkin in an Empty Tomb: John 11:44 and 20:7 Again,” Heythrop Journal 14 
(1973): 437-40. 

Reiser, W. E., “The Case of the Tidy Tomb: The Place of the Napkins of John 11:44 and 20:7,” Heythrop 
Journal 14 (1973): 47-57. 

Romaniuk, K., “I am the Resurrection and the Life,” Concilium 60 (1970): 68-77. 



© The Biblical Studies Foundation (www.bible.org) Winter 2001 

Sanders, J. N., “Those Whom Jesus Loved: St. John 11,5,” New Testament Studies 1 (1954/55): 29-76. 

Trudinger, P., “A ‘Lazarus Motif’ in Primitive Christian Preaching,” Andover Newton Quarterly 7 (1966): 
29-32. 

Trudinger, P., “The Raising of Lazarus—A Brief Response,” Downside Review 94 (1976): 287-90. 

Wilcox, M., “The ‘Prayer’ of Jesus in John XI,41b-42,” New Testament Studies 24 (1977/78): 128-32. 

 

DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES:

3 B  Days of Preparation: Jesus advances toward the hour of death and glory (11:1-12:36) 

1 C  The seventh Sign, in Bethany: Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead (11:1-44) 

Introduction: R. Brown gives an excellent summary of the significance of the miracle in chapter 11 for the 
Evangelist and its place in the structure of the narrative:  

We suggest that here we have another instance of the pedagogical genius of the Fourth 
Gospel. The Synoptic Gospels present Jesus’ condemnation as a reaction to his whole 
career and to the many things that he had said and done. In the triumphal entry of Jesus 
into Jerusalem, we are told in Luke xix 37 that, much to the discontent of the Pharisees, 
the people were praising Jesus because “of all the mighty miracles they had seen.” The 
Fourth Gospel is not satisfied with such a generalization. It is neither sufficiently dramatic 
nor clear-cut to say that all Jesus’ miracles led to enthusiasm on the part of some and hate 
on the part of others. And so the writer has chosen to take one miracle and to make this 
the primary representative of all the mighty miracles of which Luke speaks. With a superb 
sense of development he has chosen a miracle in which Jesus raises a dead man. All 
Jesus’ miracles are signs of what he is and what he has come to give man, but in none of 
them does the sign more closely approach the reality than in the gift of life. The physical 
life that Jesus gives to Lazarus is still not in the realm of the life from above, but it is so 
close to that realm that it may be said to conclude the ministry of signs and inaugurate the 
ministry of glory. Thus, the raising of Lazarus provides an ideal transition, the last sign in 
the Book of Signs leading into the Book of Glory. Moreover, the suggestion that the 
supreme miracle of giving life to man leads to the death of Jesus offers a dramatic 
paradox worthy of summing up Jesus’ career. And finally, if a pattern of sevens had any 
influence…, the addition of the Lazarus miracle gave the seventh sign to the Book of 
Signs.99 

Note also another effect that the sequence of the sign miracles chosen by the Evangelist has produced. In 
11:37 the Jews recall the healing of the man born blind (chapter 9). There are some interesting parallels 
between the two miracles. In chapter 9 the healing of the blind man was a dramatization of Jesus as the 
Light of the world (8:12); the raising of Lazarus in chapter 11 is a dramatization of Jesus as the Life (cf. 
14:6). Note that these two themes, light and life, were both used in the Prologue (1:4) to describe the 
relationship of the Word to men. Just as the preincarnate Word gave physical life and light to men in 
creation (1:2), so Jesus as the Word incarnate gives spiritual life and light to men who come to him.  

 

1 D  Jesus hears of and responds to the sickness of his friend Lazarus (11:1-10) 

11:1 There is no specific time note at the beginning of 11:1. I suspect the incident described here took place 
some time before the final Passion week, which would help to explain its absence from the synoptic 
accounts (which deal primarily with the Passion week). Since Peter is not mentioned between John 6:68 and 
13:6, some have suggested that he remained behind in Galilee and did not arrive in Jerusalem until just 

                                                           
99 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 429-30 [emphasis his]. 
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before the week of the Passion. Peter’s absence from the scene may also be suggested by the observation 
that Thomas, not Peter, serves as spokesman for the Twelve in 11:16. If Peter were absent, it may further 
explain the absence of this miracle from the synoptic accounts, especially if we take Mark to be the personal 
reminiscences of Peter, and Matthew to be dependent on Mark at this point. This still does not explain the 
absence of the miracle from Luke’s account, but Luke is probably giving us selected episodes like John 
rather than a full account. I do not think this answers all the questions over the absence of the raising of 
Lazarus from the synoptic gospels, but it helps. 

 

Lavzaro" ajpoV Bhqaniva"  R. Brown thinks Lazarus is probably symbolic of all Christians, that is, all 
whom Jesus love (11:3, also 11:11).100 He points out that 3 John 15 uses this title (oiJ fivloi) for Christians 
in general. (This does not mean that he denies the basic historicity of the account, however, as some do who 
take the account to be fictional.) There may be something to be said for this idea. In fact, from the 
beginning the author of the Gospel points out the symbolic significance of the miracle—to insure that 
none of his readers will miss it. Just as he pointed out in 9:3 that the blindness of the man was for the 
purpose of having God’s works revealed in him, so in 11:4 Jesus points out that Lazarus’ sickness is for 
God’s glory; God’s glory will be manifested only when the Son is glorified (note how this prepares for the 
Book of Glory, chapters 13 -20). Note the Johannine wordplays: The reason the sickness is not to end in 
death (11:9) is because Jesus will give life, that is, physical life as a sign of eternal life. The miracle will 
glorify Jesus, not so much in that people will praise him for it, but in the sense that it will lead to his death, 
which is a stage in his glorification (12:23-24; 17:1). To the extent that Jesus gives eternal life to all whom 
he loves, i.e., Christians, Lazarus can be seen as representative in that Jesus gives him physical life. 

 

11:2 h\n deV MariaVm hJ ajleivyasa toVn kuvrion muvrw/ … It is a bit surprising that John here identifies 
Mary as “the one who anointed the Lord with ointment and wiped his feet with her hair,” since this event is 
not mentioned until later in 12:3. Many see this “proleptic” reference as indication that John expected his 
readers to be familiar with the story already, and go on to assume that in general the Evangelist in writing 
the Fourth Gospel assumed his readers were familiar with the other three. Whether the Evangelist assumed 
actual familiarity with the synoptic gospels or not, it is probable that he did assume some familiarity with 
Mary’s anointing activity. 

 

11:3 ajpevsteilan ou\n aiJ ajdelfaiV The sisters sent word to Jesus that their brother was ill. They do not 
specifically ask him to come, perhaps because they realize the danger involved in coming so close to 
Jerusalem at this time (cf. 11:8). But it seems clear that this is a request for some sort of help, even though it 
is not specific. 

 

11:4 au{th hJ ajsqevneia oujk e[stin proV" qavnaton  Here Jesus plainly states the purpose of Lazarus’ 
illness in the plan of God: the end of the matter would not be death, but the glorification of the Son. 
Johannine double-meanings abound here: death will not be the end of the matter, but Lazarus is going to 
die; and ultimately his death and resurrection will lead to the death and resurrection of the Son of God 
(11:45-53). And furthermore, the glorification of the Son is not praise that comes to him for the miracle, 
but his death, resurrection, and return to the Father which the miracle precipitates (note the response of 
the Jewish authorities in 11:47-53). 

 

11:6 tovte meVn e[meinen ejn w/| h\n tovpw/ duvo hJmevra" We are told that when Jesus heard that Lazarus was 
sick, he remained in the place where he was two days. Some have suggested that the ou\n indicates that 
Jesus deliberately waited for Lazarus to die. But we are told in 11:39 that when Jesus had reached Bethany, 

                                                           
100 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 431. 
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Lazarus had been dead for four days. So he may have been dead already by the time the messengers 
reached Jesus. It may be that Jesus waited longer so that it would be unmistakeably clear that a miraculous 
resurrection, rather than simply a resuscitation, had taken place; but there is nothing in the narrative that 
implies this was the reason for the delay. Perhaps it is better to understand this simply as an indication that 
Jesus’ timing was always deliberate and in the will of God. 

 

11:7-8 e[peita metaV tou'to  These words put a bit more emphasis on the time delay discussed in the 
preceding verse. 

 

11:9-10 toV fw'" tou' kovsmou touvtou blevpei  “…if anyone walks in the day, he does not stumble, 
because he sees the light of this world.” What is the “light of this world” (11:9)? Literally, of course, it is 
the sun, but the reader of the Gospel would recall 8:12 and understand Jesus’ symbolic reference to himself 
as the Light of the world. There is only a limited time left (dwvdeka w|raiv eijsin th'" hJmevra") until the 
Light will be withdrawn, and the one who walks at night will stumble (compare the departure of Judas by 
night in 13:30). 

Several things in verses 7-10 (also verse 16) tie the story to the preceding chapters, particularly the attempts 
to stone Jesus (compare especially 10:31), and his taking refuge by leaving Judea and going across the 
Jordan. Compare 11:9-10 with 9:4, where there is the same emphasis on taking advantage of the light 
while it is available.  

 

2 D  Jesus reveals that Lazarus has died (11:11-16) 

11:11 The disciples misunderstand Jesus’ reference to Lazarus’ sleep (11:11) and to a journey to wake him 
(that is, raise him from death). As usual, the misunderstanding leads Jesus to explain “plainly” what he 
means (11:14) and to give more of the theological significance of what is taking place (11:15). The 
explanation is the same as 11:4, but in verse 4 the relation of the miracle to God and to the Son of God is 
emphasized (glory to God and the glorification of the Son) while in verse 15 the relation of the miracle to 
the disciples is pointed out: belief. Note how this relates to the miracle at Cana (2:11): “This beginning of 
signs Jesus performed in Cana of Galilee, and manifested his glory, and his disciples believed in him. Thus, 
within the structure of the narrative there is an inclusion: the first sign and the seventh sign are related. 

 

11:14 Lavzaro" ajpevqanen  Jesus’ open statement to the disciples about the death of Lazarus is best 
understood as another example (compare 2:25 and 4:18) of his supernatural knowledge, since the 
messengers only brought word that Lazarus was sick.  

 

11:15 kaiV caivrw  Jesus’ statement that he “rejoices” over the death of his friend still comes as something 
of a shock, as it must certainly have been for his disciples. Yet he rejoices on their behalf, because he knows 
that the outcome of Lazarus’ death, the miracle which he is going to perform, will become the occasion of 
the disciples’ belief.  

 

i{na pisteuvshte Why does Jesus make this statement? It seems necessary to understand the disciples’ 
belief here in some developmental sense, because there are numerous references to the disciples’ faith 
previous to this in the Gospel, notably 2:11. Their concept of who Jesus is is continually being expanded 
and challenged; they are undergoing spiritual growth; the climax is reached in the confession of Thomas in 
20:28, which involves not just messiahship or kingship, but Jesus’ deity. 
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11:16 a[gwmen kaiV hJmei'" i{na ajpoqavnwmen met= aujtou'  One gets the impression from Thomas’ 
statement that he is something of a pessimist resigned to his fate. And yet his dedicated loyalty to Jesus and 
his determination to accompany him at all costs is commendable. Nor is the contrast between this statement 
and the confession of Thomas in 20:28, which forms the climax of the entire Fourth Gospel, to be 
overlooked; certainly Thomas’ concept of who Jesus is has changed drastically between 11:16 and 20:28. 

 

3 D  Jesus and his disciples arrive at Bethany (11:17-19) 

11:17 =ElqwVn ou\n oJ =Ihsou'" There is no description of the journey itself. We are simply told that when 
Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days. He was buried some time 
before this but probably not very long (cf. Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5:6,10 who were buried 
immediately after they died, as was the common practice of the time). There is some later evidence (early 
3rd century) of a rabbinic belief that the soul hovered near the body of the deceased for three days, 
hoping to be able to return to the body. But on the fourth day it saw the beginning of decomposition and 
finally departed (Leviticus Rabbah 18.1). If this belief were as old as the first century, it might suggest the 
significance of the four days: after this time, resurrection would be a first-order miracle, an unequivocal 
demonstration of the power of God. It is not certain if the tradition is this early, but it is suggestive. 
Certainly the Evangelist does not appear to attach any symbolic significance to the four days in the 
narrative. 

 

11:18 wJ" ajpoV stadivwn dekapevnte  Here we find a typical Johannine note to the reader: the location of 
this Bethany is given precisely as 15 stadia from Jerusalem. This would be about 1.75 miles (2.7 km). 

 

11:19 polloiV deV ejk tw'n =Ioudaivwn  The nearness of Bethany to Jerusalem also explains why “many of 
the Jews” came out to console Mary and Martha upon their bereavement. At least some of these would have 
probably been opponents of Jesus.101 

 

4 D  Martha comes out to meet Jesus: Jesus reveals himself as the Resurrection and the Life 
(11:20-27) 

11:20 Mavrqa…Mariavm  Notice the difference in the response of the sisters: Martha comes out to meet 
Jesus, while Mary stays in the house. It is similar to the incident in Luke 10:38-42. Here again we find 
Martha occuppied with the responsibilities of hospitality; she is the one who greets Jesus. 

 

11:21 kuvrie, eij h\" w|de Martha’s statement to Jesus is a commendable expression of faith: she believed 
that had Jesus been there, he would have healed her brother. We are not told whether Martha knew of the 
two days Jesus delayed in coming, but she would have known approximately how long it took for the 
message to reach him. Still, there appears to be no indication of rebuke in the statement, but only genuine 
regret. 

 

11:22 ajllaV kaiV nu'n oi\da o{ti o{sa a]n aijthvsh/ toVn qeoVn dwvsei soi oJ qeov"  This statement by 
Martha presents something of a dilemma, because she seems to be suggesting here (implicitly at least) the 
possibility of a resurrection for her brother. Martha’s statement in 11:39, “Lord, he already smells (i.e., his 
body is already decomposing) because he has been dead four days,” makes it clear that she had no idea that 
a resurrection was still possible. How then are we to take the words in 11:22? It seems best to take them as 

                                                           
101 See however R. G. Bratcher, “‘The Jews’ in the Gospel of John,” Bible Translator 26 (1975): 

401-409. 
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a confession of Martha’s continuing faith in Jesus even though he was not there in time to help her 
brother. She means, in effect, “Even though you weren’t here in time to help, I still believe that God grants 
your requests.” 

 

11:23 Jesus’ remark to Martha that Lazarus would rise again is another example of the misunderstood 
statement. Martha apparently took it as a customary statement of consolation, and joins Jesus in professing 
belief in the general resurrection of the body at the end of the age. However, as Jesus goes on to point out in 
25-26, Martha’s general understanding of the resurrection at the last day is inadequate for the 
present situation, for the gift of life that conquers death is a present reality to Jesus. This is consistent with 
the Evangelist’s perspective on eternal life in the Fourth Gospel: it is not only a future reality, but 
something to be experienced in the present as well. It is also consistent with the so-called ‘realized 
eschatology’ of the Fourth Gospel. 

 

11:25a ejgwv eijmi hJ ajnavstasi" kaiV hJ zwhv  Note in particular: first Jesus says “I am the resurrection”—
this is the direct answer to Martha’s profession of 24 and (while not excluding the final resurrection) tells 
her of the present realization of what she expects on the last day. Second, Jesus says, “I am the life” (cf. 
14:6). It is probably not too much to see significance in the use of ejgwv eijmi  here (cf. 6:35, 8:58). Jesus does 
not simply say that he gives resurrection and life, but that he is resurrection and life. In him the life of the 
age to come, after the resurrection, is already present and available. 

 

11:25b-26 These two statements are expanded in 25b and 26. Jesus is the resurrection in the sense that 
whoever believes in him, although he dies physically, will live spiritually. Jesus is the life in the sense that 
whoever lives spiritually—whoever has received the gift of life through belief in Jesus—will never die a 
spiritual death.  

Note: Some have understood 25-26 otherwise, notably Bultmann, Lagrange, and Hoskyns: 

11:25 Belief, despite physical death, will lead to eternal life; 

11:26 physical life combined with belief will not be subject to death.  

More accurately, though, in light of John’s consistent use of zwhv to refer to spiritual life: 

11:25 The one who believes, even if he dies physically, will live spiritually. 

11:26 The one who believes, who is alive spiritually, will never die spiritually.  

The second interpretation is held by Bernard, Dodd, Brown, and Carson. This seems to fit much better in 
the framework of Johannine thought. As such, it is a powerful statement of the believer’s security (cf. 
10:28).  

 

11:27 kuvrie, ejgwV pepivsteuka … Here we have Martha’s response: She has believed Jesus to be the 
Messiah, the Son of God. Probably we are to understand this to be a significant but still inadequate 
concept of who Jesus is: it is good for a beginning, but Martha doesn’t realize the full force of “the One 
who comes into the world”—that in the person of Jesus the incarnate Word, the Life and Light have 
already come into the world (cf. Prologue 1:4,9). Eternal life, instead of being something remote in the 
world to come, is here now in the person of Jesus! So Jesus, to make Martha (and the others) understand 
that he has the power to give life now, will act out a drama of the gift of life by raising Lazarus. He is not 
rejecting her traditional titles, but demonstrating the deeper truth that lies behind them concerning his own 
person and work. 

 

5 D  Mary comes out to meet Jesus: Jesus weeps (11:28-37)  
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11:30 ou[pw deV ejlhluvqei  The Evangelist here gives us another parenthetical note: Jesus had not yet 
entered the village of Bethany proper, but was still in the place where Martha went out to meet him (11:20) 
while the preceding conversation took place. 

 

11:31 When Mary heard that Jesus was calling for her, she got up and left quickly (tacevw"). The Jews who 
were with her consoling her, thinking that she was going to the tomb to weep there, followed her. The effect 
of their action was to ensure that the following miracle had many witnesses and would therefore be 
publicized widely. 

 

11:32 Note the similarity of Mary’s words to Jesus to those of her sister (11:21). 

 

11:33 ejnebrimhvsato tw'/ pneuvmati  How do we explain the reaction of Jesus? The verb ejnebrimhvsato 
(repeated in 11:38) indicates a strong display of emotion, somewhat difficult to translate—”shuddered, 
moved with the deepest emotions.” In the LXX, the verb and its cognates are used to describe a display of 
indignation (Dan 11:30, for example—see also Mark 14:5). Jesus displayed this reaction to the afflicted in 
Mark 1:43, Matt 9:30. Was he angry at the afflicted? No, but he was angry because he found himself 
face-to-face with the manifestations of Satan’s kingdom of evil.102 Here, the realm of Satan was 
represented by death.  

 

kaiV ejtavraxen eJautovn  The verb taravssw (11:33) also occurs in similar contexts to that of 
ejnebrimhvsato. John uses it in 14:1 and 27 to describe the reaction of the disciples to the imminent death of 
Jesus, and in 13:21 the verb describes how Jesus reacted to the thought of being betrayed by Judas, into 
whose heart Satan had entered. 

 

11:35 ejdavkrusen oJ =Ihsou'"  The word used here for Jesus’ weeping is different from the one used to 
describe the weeping of Mary and the Jews in verse 33 which indicated loud wailing and cries of lament. 
This word simply means “to shed tears” and has more the idea of quiet grief. But why did Jesus do this? 
Not out of grief for Lazarus, since he was about to be raised to life again. Morris (558) thinks it is grief over 
the misconception of those round about. But it seems to me that in the context the weeping is triggered by 
the thought of Lazarus in the tomb: this was not personal grief over the loss of a friend (since Lazarus was 
about to be restored to life) but grief over the effects of sin, death, and the realm of Satan. It was a 
natural complement to the previous emotional expression of anger (11:33). It is also possible that Jesus 
wept at the tomb of Lazarus because he knew there was also a tomb for himself ahead. 

 

6 D  The miracle at the tomb: Lazarus is raised from the dead (11:38-44) 

Introduction: Note how the stage has been set: 11:36 recalls that Lazarus is the beloved. 11:37 calls to 
mind the healing of the blind man—and the theme of Jesus as the Light of the world. 11:40 ties together 
the theme of belief which Jesus spoke to Martha about in 11:25-26, and the theme of glory from 11:4. This 
mention of glory gives an inclusion within the chapter. But it also forms (together with 11:4) an inclusion 
with the Cana miracle (2:11) bringing together the first and last of the signs. And it serves as a transition 
to the Book of Glory, the second half of the Gospel. 

After his prayer of thanksgiving, Jesus calls Lazarus out. Characteristically, John’s account is brief 
(compare the account of the wedding feast at Cana, 2:1-11); the details of the miracle itself are unimportant. 

                                                           
102 For those familar with the works of C. S. Lewis, it is instructive to compare Ransom’s reaction 

to the mutilated animals in chapter 9 of Perelandra (New York: Macmillan, 1944), 108-111. 
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What is important is that Jesus has given physical life as a sign of his power to give eternal life in the 
present (realized eschatology) and as a promise that on the last day he will raise the dead (final 
eschatology). 

Compare chapter 11 with 5:26-30 — 

11:17 Lazarus is in the tomb  

11:43 Jesus cries out in a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” 

11:25 “I am the resurrection, and the life.” 

5:28-29 - “An hour is coming when those who are in the tombs will hear his voice and will come forth, 
those who have done what is right to a resurrection of life…” 

Although there is a sense in which the raising of Lazarus could be seen as the fulfillment of 5:28-29, it is 
important to remember that the miracle in chapter 11 is but a preliminary and limited demonstration of 
that which will be universally true in the future. To conceive of Johannine ‘realized eschatology’ in such 
a way that chapter 11 represents the total fulfillment of 5:28-29 is to misunderstand the significance of the 
miracle as a proleptic ‘sign-miracle’ designed to point out who Jesus is by demonstrating that he can do 
what only God can do. 

 

11:39 h[dh o[zei, tetartai'o" gavr ejstin  Although all the details of the miracle itself are not given, those 
details which are mentioned are important. The statement made by Martha is extremely significant for our 
understanding of what actually took place. We are left in no doubt that Lazarus had really died, because the 
decomposition of his body had already begun to take place since he had been dead for four days. 

 

11:40 o[yh/ thVn dovxan tou' qeou' Note Jesus’ reference to the revelation of the glory of God. For him (as 
for the Evangelist) this is the primary purpose of the miracle. Compare 11:4—it appears that this statement 
recalls the words of Jesus to the messengers who brought word of Lazarus’ illness. There Jesus linked the 
glory of God with the glorification of the Son which the miracle is going to precipitate (see notes on 11:4). 

 

11:41-42 h[kousav" mou  It appears that when Jesus prays audibly, he refers to a prayer already made and 
answered (eujcaristw' soi o{ti h[kousav" mou). The audible prayer of thanksgiving is for the benefit of the 
bystanders—in order that they might believe that God had sent him. 

 

11:43 fwnh'/ megavlh/ ejkrauvgasen:  The purpose of the “loud voice” was probably to ensure that all in the 
crowd could hear—compare the purpose of the prayer of thanksgiving in verses 41-42. 

 

11:44 ejxh'lqen oJ teqnhkwV"  Many have wondered how Lazarus got out of the tomb if he was still bound 
with the graveclothes. The Evangelist does not tell us, and with a miracle of this magnitude, it is of no 
importance that we know. If Lazarus’ decomposing body was brought back to life by the power of God, 
then it could certainly have been moved out of the tomb by that same power. Others have suggested that the 
legs were bound separately, which would remove the difficulty, but the account gives no indication of this. 
What may be of more significance for the Evangelist is the comparison which this picture naturally evokes 
with the resurrection of Jesus, where the graveclothes stayed in the tomb neatly folded (20:6-7). Jesus, 
unlike Lazarus, would never have need of graveclothes again. 

 

2 C  The Response: The Sanhedrin condemns Jesus to death (11:45-57) 

1 D  The meeting of the Jewish leaders (11:45-48) 
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11:45-46 The response to the miracle is mixed. We are told that many of those Jews who witnessed it 
believed in Jesus (ejpivsteusan eij" aujtovn). But others went to the Pharisees and reported the things which 
Jesus had done. In the context there can be no doubt that they did so out of hostility to Jesus. The result 
(ou\n, vs. 47) was a gathering of the chief priests and Pharisees to consider what to do about Jesus. 

 

11:47 sunevdrion The sunevdrion which they gathered was probably an informal meeting rather than the 
official Sanhedrin. This is the only occurrence of the word sunevdrion in the Gospel of John, and the only 
anarthrous singular use in the NT. There are other plural anarthrous uses which have the general meaning 
“councils”. The fact that Caiaphas in 11:49 is referred to as “a certain one of them” supports the unofficial 
nature of the meeting; in the official Sanhedrin he, being high priest that year, would have presided over the 
assembly. Thus it appears that an informal council was called to discuss what to do about Jesus and his 
activities. 

 

11:48 The consensus of those meeting together was that if Jesus were left alone, “all will put their trust in 
him” (pisteuvsousin eij" aujtovn). This was probably an exaggeration on their part, but it indicates the 
Jewish leaders’ fear. And if a majority of the general populace were caught up in a frenzy of messianic 
expectations, the Romans would not stand idly by. 

 

2 D  Caiaphas addresses the Sanhedrin (11:49-53) 

11:49-50 ajrciereuV" w]n tou' ejniautou' ejkeivnou  Some (e.g. Bultmann) have held that the reference to 
Caiaphas being high priest “that year” betrays a lack of knowledge about Palestinian customs, since the 
high priest was appointed for life, and the statement in this verse sounds as if he were appointed to a yearly 
term of office. But the genitive phrase tou' ejniautou' ejkeivnou is better understood as a genitive of the time 
“during which” he was high priest.103 It was during that fateful year that Caiaphas was the high priest. 

 

sumfevrei uJmi'n i{na ei|" a[nqrwpo" ajpoqavnh/ … Caiaphas’ words constitute a case of “unconscious 
prophecy” —as the author’s explanatory note in 11:51-52 points out. In his own mind Caiaphas was giving 
voice to a common-sense statement of political expediency. Yet he was unconsciously echoing a saying of 
Jesus himself (cf. Mark 10:45). Caiaphas was right; the death of Jesus would save the nation from 
destruction. Yet Caiaphas could not suspect that Jesus would die, not in place of the political nation Israel, 
but on behalf of the true people of God; and he would save them not from physical destruction but from 
eternal destruction (cf. John 3:16). The understanding of Caiaphas’ words in a sense Caiaphas could not 
possibly have imagined at the time he uttered them serves as a clear example of the way in which the 
Evangelist understands that words and actions can be invested retrospectively with a meaning not 
consciously intended or understood by those present at the time. 

 

11:52 oujc uJpeVr tou' e[qnou" movnon  The Evangelist in his comment expands the prophecy to include the 
Gentiles as well—this is a confirmation that the Fourth Gospel was directed, at least partly, to a Gentile 
audience. There are echoes of Pauline concepts here (particularly Eph 2:11-22) in the stress on the unity of 
Jew and Gentile (sunagavgh/ eij" e{n). 

 

11:53 ejbouleuvsanto The parenthetical remark by the Evangelist concludes at the end of 11:52. Now the 
Evangelist returns to the decision of the council: from that day forward they sought for ways and means of 
putting Jesus to death, as a way to resolve the problem. 

                                                           
103 See BDF § 186.2. 
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3 D  Jesus withdraws to Ephraim (11:54) 

11:54 eij" =EfraiVm legomevnhn povlin  There is no certain identification of the location to which Jesus 
withdrew in response to the decision of the Jewish authorities. Many have suggested the present town of Et-
Taiyibeh, identified with ancient Ophrah (Joshua 18:23) or Ephron (Joshua 15:9). If so, this would be 12-
15 miles (19-24 km) northeast of Jerusalem. Jesus apparently did spend some time there (e[meinen) with his 
disciples. 

 

4 D  The crowds in Jerusalem seek Jesus (11:55-57) 

These verses form the transition to the scenes of chapter 12.  

 

11:55 toV pavsca tw'n =Ioudaivwn  This is the final passover of Jesus’ ministry. We are now on the eve of 
the week of the Passion. Some time prior to the feast itself, Jerusalem would be crowded with pilgrims from 
the surrounding districts (ejk th'" cwvra") who had come to purify themselves ceremonially before the 
feast. 

 

11:56 ouj mhV e[lqh/ eij" thVn eJorthvn…  Questions asked with mhv anticipate a negative response, while the 
Greek double negative ouj mhv indicates strong negation. The force of the question here is, “Surely he 
[Jesus] won’t be so foolish as to come to the Feast, will he?” 

 

11:57 dedwvkeisan…ejntolaV" The danger for Jesus is underscored by the order which the religious 
authorities had given: anyone who knew anything of where Jesus was must report it, so that he might be 
arrested. 

 

We are now practically at the close of Jesus’ public ministry. Many of the events of the Passion week took 
place privately, in the Upper Room, and are recorded in chapters 13-17. The transition to these events takes 
place in chapter 12. 
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Chapter 12 
 

OUTLINE:

[3 A  The Book of the Seven Signs (2:1 - 12:50)] 

[3 B  Days of Preparation: Jesus advances toward the hour of death and glory (11:1-12:36)] 

3 C  Final preparations for the hour of death and glory (12:1-36) 

1 D  Jesus is anointed for burial at Bethany (12:1-8) 

2 D  The Jewish leaders plot to kill Lazarus (12:9-11) 

3 D  Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem (12:12-19) 

4 D  The coming of the Gentiles (Greeks) marks the coming of the hour (12:20-26) 

5 D  Jesus predicts his upcoming death by crucifixion (12:27-36) 

4 B  Conclusion to the Book of Signs (12:37-50) 

1 C  The response to Jesus by his own people (12:37-43) 

2 C  Jesus summarizes his mission and message (12:44-50) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL Notes:

3 C  Final preparations for the hour of death and glory (12:1-36) 

A Note on the Place in the Narrative of the Incidents in Chapter 12:  

We have now come to the end of Jesus’ public ministry. Notice the temporal reference in 12:1: we are told 
that Jesus came to Bethany, where he had raised Lazarus from the dead, “6 days before the Passover.” Of 
the final events of that public ministry before the Passion week, the Evangelist has selected three: (1) 
Mary’s anointing of Jesus at Bethany, (2) the triumphal entry into Jerusalem, and (3) the coming of some 
Greeks to visit Jesus. Each has significance within the narrative. The ‘Book of Signs’ then concludes with 
an appeal to Isaiah 53 to explain why some did not believe, followed by a summarization of the mission and 
message of Jesus in his own words. The events of chapters 13-17 which follow are not public but private, 
intended for Jesus’ disciples. 

 

1 D  Jesus is anointed for burial at Bethany (12:1-8) 

12:1-2 proV e}x hJmerw'n tou' pavsca  The scene is set in these two verses. Jesus, acting precisely 
according to his own timetable, which is to say according to the Father’s timetable, arrives back in 
Bethany six days prior to the Passover. This village of Bethany was located about 1.75 miles (2.75 km) 
from Jerusalem (cf. 11:18), near enough to bring Jesus into danger from the religious authorities there. But 
Jesus knew exactly what he was doing. 

 

o{pou h\n Lavzaro" We are reminded in verse 1 that Bethany was the village of Lazarus, whom Jesus 
raised from the dead—recalling the last of the seven Signs, the miraculous resurrection of ch. 11. This is 
significant because 11:47-53 gave the response of the religious authorities in Jerusalem to this miracle: 
unbelief leading to the plan to put Jesus to death. In contrast to their response, we have the response of 
Mary’s faith in 12:1-8. Both events foreshadow Jesus’ death in the week ahead. 

We find Martha in her usual capacity of serving in 12:2 (cf. Luke 10:40). Lazarus is present as well. 

 

12:3 livtran muvrou navrdou pistikh'"  This is actually when the incident mentioned previously at 11:2 
takes place. Muvron is usually made of myrrh (from whence the word derives) but here John uses it in the 
sense of ointment or perfume, since he tells us this muvron was made of nard. Nard or spikenard is a 
fragrant oil from the root and spike of the nard plant of northern India. The adjective pistikh'"  is difficult 
with regard to its exact meaning; some have taken it to derive from pivsti" and relate to the purity of the oil 
of nard. More probably it is something like a brand name, “pistic nard,” the exact significance of which has 
not been discovered. 

The Evangelist also goes out of his way to indicate the quantity and the cost. Livtra is a Latin loan-word, 
libra , the word for a Roman pound, which weighed 12 ounces (327.45 grams). The word also occurs in 
rabbinic literature. This was a large amount of ointment. 

 

ejxevmaxen tai'" qrixiVn aujth'"touV" povda" tou' =Ihsou'  Wiping Jesus’ feet with her hair is probably 
indicative of Mary’s abject humility and personal commitment. It would be a bit unusual for the oil to be 
wiped off, but we are given no explanation for this by the Evangelist. 

 

hJ deV oijkiva ejplhrwvqh ejk th'" ojsmh'" tou' muvrou  With a note characteristic of someone who was there 
and remembered, the Evangelist adds that the house was filled with the fragrance of the oil. In the later 
rabbinic literature, Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7.1.1 states “The fragrance of good oil is diffused from the 
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bedroom to the dining hall, but a good name is diffused from one end of the world to the other.” If such a 
saying were known in the first century, this might be John’s way of indicating that Mary’s act of devotion 
would be spoken of throughout the entire world (compare Mark 14:9). 

 

12:4-5 oJ mevllwn aujtoVn paradidovnai:  We are told in verse 4 that Judas Iscariot, one of Jesus’ disciples, 
was the one who was about to betray him. Again we see John using the “omniscient author” convention, 
writing from the perspective of one who knows the end from the beginning, and having access to 
information that he as an eyewitness on the scene would not have known. 

 

triakosivwn dhnarivwn  The cost of the oil was 300 denarii—very costly indeed! This amounted to almost 
a year’s wages for an average laborer of the time.  

 

12:6 klevpth" h\n The Evangelist now gives a parenthetical note concerning the character of Judas. This 
is one of the indications in the gospels that Judas was of bad character before the betrayal of Jesus. John 
tells us that he was a “thief” and had responsibility for the finances of the group. More than being simply a 
derogatory note about Judas’ character, the inclusion of this note at this particular point in the 
narrative may be intended to link the frustrated greed of Judas here with his subsequent decision to 
betray Jesus for money. The parallel accounts in Matthew and Mark seem to indicate that after this 
incident Judas went away immediately and made his deal with the Jewish authorities to deliver up Jesus. 
Losing out on one source of sordid gain, he immediately went out and set up another. 

 

12:7-8 eij" thVn hJmevran tou' ejntafiasmou' mou  This incident, along with the interwoven references to 
Judas, forms part of the foreshadowing of the passion narrative to follow in chapters 18-19. Mary’s action 
in anointing Jesus’ feet is interpreted by Jesus as preparation for his burial. In this regard it is 
interesting that John is careful to point out in verse 3 that it was Jesus’ feet that she anointed. Normally one 
would not anoint the feet of a living person (rather the head—cf. Mk 14:3) but one could anoint the feet of a 
corpse while preparing it for burial. Thus Mary performed (unconsciously) a prophetic or symbolic 
action—one which Jesus understood but which the disciples almost certainly did not at the time. 

 

2 D  The Jewish leaders plot to kill Lazarus (12:9-11) 

12:9 oJ o[clo" This could be the crowd who witnessed the raising of Lazarus in chapter 11, but more likely 
includes others who had merely heard about it. The implication is that Lazarus had become something of a 
celebrity, and those who had heard about the miracle were eager to get a look at him. 

 

12:10-11 oiJ ajrcierei'"…polloiv…tw'n =Ioudaivwn  On account of the raising of Lazarus many of “the 
Jews”—the Evangelist’s usual description for those who were opposed to Jesus—were going over to Jesus 
and believing in (ejpivsteuon eij") him. This provokes the “high priests” (oiJ ajrcierei'" ) to plan drastic 
action (notice that the Pharisees are not mentioned in regard to this particular decision). Not only did they 
want to put Jesus to death, but they plotted that they might also (kaiv) have Lazarus killed. This plot against 
Lazarus apparently never got beyond the planning stage, however, since no further mention is made of it by 
the Evangelist.  

 

3 D  Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem (12:12-19) 

12:12 Th'/ ejpauvrion  is a typical Johannine note of time; it refers to the previous note in 12:1. When the 
crowd of pilgrims who were coming to Jerusalem for the passover (cf. 11:55) heard that Jesus was coming 
to Jerusalem, they hurried out to meet him. By this time Jesus’ reputation was well known. 
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12:13 taV bai?a tw'n foinivkwn  The Mosaic law stated (Lev 23:40) that palm branches were to be used to 
celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles. Later on they came to be used to celebrate other feasts as well (1 Macc. 
13:51, 2 Macc. 10:7). 

 

'Wsannav in the quotation from Ps 118:25-26 was probably by this time a familiar liturgical expression of 
praise, on the order of “Hail to the king,” although the underlying Aramaic expression (aN uvw)h) and the 
Hebrew (aN huyvw)h) meant “O Lord, save us.” As in Mark 11:9 the introductory wJsannav is followed by 
the words of Ps 118:25, eujloghmevno" oJ ejrcovmeno" ejn ojnovmati kurivou , although in the Fourth Gospel 
the Evangelist adds for good measure kaiV oJ basileuV" tou' =Israhvl . In words familiar to every Jew 
the Evangelist is indicating that at this point every messianic expectation is now at the point of 
realization. 

It is clear from the words of the Psalm shouted by the crowd that Jesus is being proclaimed as messianic 
King.104 

 

12:14-15 euJrwVn deV oJ =Ihsou'" ojnavrion  The Evangelist does not repeat the detailed accounts of the 
finding of the donkey recorded in the synoptic gospels. He does, however, see the event as a fulfillment of 
Scripture, which he indicates by quoting Zech 9:9. For the significance of the quotation, see the discussion 
below of the significance of the triumphal entry in the narrative. 

 

12:16 tau'ta oujk e[gnwsan aujtou' oiJ maqhtaiV toV prw'ton  Here we have another note by the Evangelist 
to inform us that Jesus’ disciples did not at first associate the prophecy from Zechariah with the events as 
they happened. This came with the later (post-resurrection) insight which the Holy Spirit would provide 
after Jesus’ resurrection and return to the Father. Note the similarity with John 2:22, which according to our 
understanding follows another allusion to a prophecy in Zechariah (14:21). 

 

12:17-18 ejmartuvrei ou\n oJ o[clo"  Now a different segment of the crowd is mentioned. At this point those 
people from Jerusalem who had been in Bethany mourning the death of Lazarus and had seen Jesus perform 
the miracle speak up, testifying to what they had seen (note the use of marturevw). The testimony of this 
group of eyewitnesses appears to provoke further people to go out to meet Jesus as he enters the city. This 
latter group, referred to as oJ o[clo" in verse 18, are probably not the pilgrims mentioned in verse 12, but 
residents of Jerusalem itself. 

 

12:19 i[de oJ kovsmo" ojpivsw aujtou' ajph'lqen  The response of the religious authorities (in this case the 
Pharisees) is one of pessimism. Their statement, while an exaggeration, is warranted by the diverse groups 
of people who have joined in the multitudes welcoming Jesus at the triumphal entry, as indicated in verses 
12, 17, and 18. 

 

The Significance of the Triumphal Entry in the Narrative: 

Note that many of the details given by the synoptic gospels—such as the sending of the disciples to find the 
donkey—are omitted by John. John does not mention the crowd casting their garments before him, or the 
casting of the palm-fronds—apparently they just hold them in hand. This suggests, however, the procession 
at the Feast of Tabernacles where the worshippers carried the lulabs as they went up to the temple—a very 
appropriate (and suggestive) setting! 

                                                           
104 See E. Lohse, “wJsanna,” TDNT 9:682-84. 
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This leads to the next question: what does the triumphal entry signify for John? The coming of Messiah, 
yes, but not the nationalistic Messiah the people expected! It is instructive to look at Zech 9:9-11 (NASB, 
note that Zech 9:9 is quoted in verse 15):  

“Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! 

Shout [in triumph], O daughter of Jerusalem! 

Behold, your king is coming to you; 

He is just and endowed with salvation,  

Humble, and mounted on a donkey,  

Even on a colt, the foal of a donkey. 

And I will cut off the chariot from Ephraim, 

And the horse from Jerusalem; 

And the bow of war will be cut off. 

And he will speak peace to the Gentiles [or, nations]; 

And his dominion will be from sea to sea,  

And from the River to the ends of the earth. 

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

I have set your prisoners free from the waterless pit.” 

Notice that in 9:10 the king who comes proclaims peace to the Gentiles, and his dominion is from sea to 
sea. The next section of chapter 12 (vss. 20-26) deals with the coming of the Gentiles!. One of the major 
emphases of John’s Gospel is that Jesus came on a mission of salvation not to the Jewish people only, but to 
the entire world (from sea to sea; to the ends of the earth). Zech 9:11 goes on to relate this to the blood 
of the covenant, which suggests the blood of the new covenant. And the prisoners are set free from a 
waterless pit—just as Jesus offers the ‘living water’ of the Spirit which flows freely from himself (7:38-
39). Recall that the Evangelist has alluded to messianic prophecies in Zechariah before (Zech 14:20-21 with 
John 2:16) and note that he will do so again (Zech 13:7 with John 16:32, Zech 12:10 with John 19:37). 

Finally, compare Rev 7:9-10: “After these things I looked, and behold, a great multitude, which no one 
could count, from every nation and tribes and peoples and tongues, standing before the throne and 
before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, and palm branches in their hands; and they cry out with a loud 
voice saying, ‘Salvation to our God who sits on the throne and to the Lamb’.” 

 

4 D  The coming of the Gentiles (Greeks) marks the coming of the hour (12:20-26) 

John’s use of Zech 9:9 is suggestive in light of this incident which immediately follows and the way Jesus 
responds to it. According to Zech 9:10, Messiah would proclaim peace to the Gentiles—and here they 
come (representatively, of course). Jesus has said that he would lay down his life (10:17) and that he had 
other sheep not of the fold (10:16). The appearance of these Gentiles wishing to see Jesus indicate that it 
is time for him to lay down his life—the hour of his glory has come (i.e., his return to the Father through 
death, resurrection, and exaltation). This point is so important for the Evangelist that we are never 
actually told if the Greeks get to see Jesus or not! 

 

12:20 ”Ellhnev" tine"  These Greeks who had come up to worship at the feast were probably “God-
fearers” rather than proselytes in the strict sense. Had they been true proselytes, they would probably not 
have been referred to as Greeks any longer. Many came to worship at the major Jewish festivals without 
being Jewish proselytes, for example, the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8:27, who could not have been a 
proselyte if he were physically a eunuch. 
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12:21 ou|toi ou\n prosh'lqon Filivppw/  These Greeks approached Philip, although it is not clear why 
they did so. Perhaps they identified with his Greek name (although a number of Jews from border areas had 
Hellenistic names at this period). By “see” it is clear they meant “speak with,” since anyone could “see” 
Jesus moving through the crowd. We are not told what they wanted to speak with Jesus about. 

 

12:22 tw'/ =Andreva/ Philip appears to have been uncertain how to handle their request, so he approached 
Andrew. Together they both spoke to Jesus. 

 

12:23 ejlhvluqen hJ w{ra i{na doxasqh'/ oJ uiJoV" tou' ajnqrwvpou  Jesus’ reply is a bit puzzling. As far as 
the Evangelist’s account is concerned, Jesus totally ignores these Greeks and makes no further reference to 
them whatsoever. It appears that his words are addressed to Andrew and Philip, but in fact they must have 
had a wider audience, including possibly the Greeks who had wished to see him in the first place. The 
words ejlhvvluqen hJ w{ra recall all the previous references to “the hour” throughout the Fourth Gospel (see 
the notes on 2:4). There is no doubt, in light of the following verse, that Jesus refers to his death here. On 
his pathway to glorification lies the cross, and it is just ahead. 

 

12:24 ejaVn mhV oJ kovkko" tou' sivtou peswVn eij" thVn gh'n ajpoqavnh/  As Augustine stated, “He spoke of 
himself. He himself was the grain that had to die, and be multiplied; to suffer death through the unbelief of 
the Jews, and to be multiplied in the faith of many nations.”105 

 

12:25 oJ filw'n thVn yuchVn aujtou' ajpolluvei aujthvn … Jesus himself is the supreme example of the 
person who does not “love his own life” but “hates it in this world.” The saying itself has broader 
application, however, to everyone. Note the use of ajpolluvei (usually translated “loses”): the person who 
loves his life, seeking to retain it, really destroys it. Self-interest and self-preservation are ultimately self-
defeating. The harder one tries to live for self, the less of life one really has, until at the end there is nothing 
left of it at all, and one has nothing to show for it. As C. S. Lewis well stated, 

There is no safe investment. To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything, and your 
heart will certainly be wrung and possibly be broken. If you want to make sure of keeping 
it intact, you must give your heart to no one, not even to an animal. Wrap it carefully 
round with hobbies and little luxuries; avoid all entanglements; lock it up safe in the 
casket or coffin of your selfishness. But in that casket—safe, dark, motionless, airless—it 
will change. It will not be broken; it will become unbreakable, impenetrable, 
irredeemable. The alternative to tragedy, or at least to the risk of tragedy, is damnation. 
The only place outside Heaven where you can be perfectly safe from all the dangers and 
perturbations of love is Hell.106 

 

12:26 ejaVn ejmoiv ti" diakonh'/, ejmoiV ajkolouqeivtw  This is really the point of the saying in 12:24-25. The 
one who serves Jesus is the one who gives up his claim to life in the present world out of love for and 
allegiance to Jesus: to serve Jesus is in effect to “hate” one’s own life. In the latter part of verse 26 Jesus 
makes it clear that such a person will be where he is, participating in his glory, and will receive honor from 
the Father. This is what Jesus’ servants will receive for following him. 

 

                                                           
105 Homilies on the Gospel of John 51.9. 
106 C. S. Lewis, The Four Loves (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1960), 169. 
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5 D  Jesus predicts his upcoming death by crucifixion (12:27-36) 

12:27 sw'sovn me ejk th'" w{ra" tauvth"  We are now told that Jesus’ hour has come—the hour of his 
return to the Father through crucifixion, death, resurrection, and ascension (see 12:23). This will be 
reiterated in 13:1 and 17:1. Jesus states (employing words similar to those of Ps 6:4) that his soul is 
troubled. What shall his response to his imminent death be? A prayer to the Father to deliver him from that 
hour? No, because it is on account of this very hour that Jesus has come. His sacrificial death has always 
remained the primary purpose of his mission into the world. Now, faced with the completion of that 
mission, shall he ask the Father to spare him from it? The expected answer is no. 

 

12:28 h\lqen ou\n fwnhV ejk tou' oujranou'  In response to Jesus’ prayer that the Father glorify his name 
came the Voice from heaven. It was the very Voice of God himself. Why are both the aorist and the future 
tenses together used for the two occurrences of doxavzw? Some have suggested a reference to Jesus’ baptism 
by John, or to the transfiguration. In both of these instances the synoptics record a voice from heaven, as 
here. The problem is that John records neither event. I would suggest the aorist refers to the entire earthly 
ministry of Jesus, including the coming of the “hour,” which has just taken place. Everything Jesus did 
and said while on earth glorified the Father—cf. the Prologue, 1:14. The future glory will be 
accomplished by the death, resurrection, and exaltation of Jesus—that part of his earthly ministry which still 
lies ahead at this point.  

 

12:31a nu'n krivsi" ejstiVn tou' kovsmou touvtou  What is the judgment of this world which Jesus says is 
at hand? Compare 3:19-21. As it is the response of men to the Light which has come into the world that 
provokes judgment, so the actions of men in crucifying him who was that Light constitute the judgment of 
this world. What they are about to do to him will confirm their judgment. 

 

12:31b nu'n oJ a[rcwn tou' kovsmou touvtou ejkblhqhvsetai e[xw  This must refer to Satan’s loss of 
authority over this world. This must be in principle rather than in immediate fact, since 1 John 5:19 states 
that the whole world (still) lies in the power of the evil one. In an absolute sense the reference is proleptic. 
The coming of Jesus’ hour (his crucifixion, death, resurrection, and exaltation to the Father) marks the end 
of Satan’s domain and brings about his defeat, even though that defeat has not been ultimately worked out 
in history yet and awaits the consummation of the age. 

 

12:32 pavnta" eJlkuvsw proV" ejmautovn  This verse must be taken with 6:44. There no one comes unless 
the Father draws them; here, Jesus says he will draw all men (but of course, not all will come). What are 
we to make of the statement? In what sense does Jesus draw all men, since not all come? It seems there are 
two possibilities: 

(1) “all” does not really mean “all,” but only “those who are to be drawn by the Father” (6:44); 

(2) “all” means “all men” but since not all come to Jesus, then not all respond to the “drawing” which Jesus 
speaks of here. In this latter case the “drawing” does not correspond to the efficacious call, but rather speaks 
of a “potential” open to anyone who will. 

Which of these is the more probable? I am inclined to prefer the former view, because I see the “all” as a 
reference not to every single individual person (as in Rom 8:29-30), but as a reference to “all classes of 
men”—men from “every nation and tribe and people and tongue” (cf. Rev 7:9-10). See also the notes on the 
significance of the triumphal entry at 12:19 and 4 D The coming of the Gentiles (Greeks) (12:20-26), both 
of which suggest that it is classes of individuals that are responding to Jesus. Note how this interpretation 
fits with the mention in 12:23 of the coming of Jesus’ hour, which was also the subject of 12:27, 28, 29, 30, 
31, and the present verse. 
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12:33 shmaivnwn poivw/ qanavtw/  This is an explanatory note by the Evangelist. The words uJywqw' ejk th'" 
gh'" in the previous verse are explained as a reference to Jesus’ crucifixion. 

 

12:34 hJmei'" hjkouvsamen ejk tou' novmou … In contrast to what Jesus has just said, we have the answer of 
the crowd in verse 34. The force of their statements is along these lines: “You have just said…but we have 
heard…”. It is difficult to pinpoint the passage in the Mosaic law to which the crowd refers. The ones most 
often suggested are Ps 89:36, Ps 110:4, Isa 9:7, Ezek 37:25, and Dan 7:14. None of these passages are in 
the Pentateuch per se, but “law” could in common usage refer to the entire OT (compare Jesus’ use in 
10:34). Of the passages mentioned, Ps 89:36 is the most likely candidate. This verse speaks of David’s 
“seed” remaining forever. Later in the same Psalm verse 51 speaks of the “anointed” (Messiah), and the 
Psalm was interpreted messianically in both the NT (Acts 13:22, Rev 1:5, 3:14) and in the rabbinic 
literature (Midrash Rabbah 97 on Genesis). 

What the crowd made of Jesus’ reference to being “lifted up” is not entirely clear either. They may have 
understood it to refer to his death, which would of course be an obvious contradiction to the teaching in the 
law that Messiah was to remain forever. But I am not sure it is necessary that they understood the reference 
to being “lifted up” as a reference to death; they may have taken it as an ascension to heaven of some sort, 
like Elijah or Enoch. This would still create a contradiction with the idea that Messiah was to remain 
forever. 

The last question, “Who is this Son of Man?,” presents the crowd’s dilemma. If Jesus (whom they believe 
to be the Messiah—recall that this occurs just after the triumphal entry) identifies himself with this Son of 
Man who is to be taken up or taken away, how can this be reconciled with their belief that Messiah, when he 
comes, remains forever? Notice how the Son of Man imagery corresponds to the Son of Man in Daniel 7 
who is taken up in the clouds and presented before the Ancient of Days (an exaltation/enthronement motif) 
and given a kingdom. This Jesus is about to fulfill through his glorification/exaltation on the cross. 

 

12:35 toV fw'" ejn uJmi'n ejstin  Notice the stress on “light” in verses 35-36. The noun fw'" occurs five times 
in these two verses. The phrase e[ti mikroVn crovnon recalls 7:33, and the ideas are similar, since Jesus is 
speaking here (as he was there) of his physical presence in the world. The reference to light recalls 8:12, 
where Jesus identified himself as the Light of the world, and especially 3:19-21, where the judgment 
consists of the Light coming into the world and provoking a response from men, who either come to the 
light or shrink back into the darkness. Here that same imagery is amplified, because we are now reminded 
that the Light is in the world only for a limited time (i.e., there is a limited time in which to respond by 
coming to the light, or as here, by walking in that light). Those who refuse or delay will be overtaken by 
the darkness which is coming after the light is taken away. The person who tries to walk in the darkness is 
unable to see and thus does not know where he is going. 

This warning operates on at least two different levels. (1) To the Jewish people in Jerusalem to whom 
Jesus spoke, the warning is a reminder that there is only a little time left for them to accept him as their 
Messiah. (2) To those later individuals to whom the Fourth Gospel was written, and to every person since, 
the words of Jesus are also a warning: there is a finite, limited time in which each individual has opportunity 
to respond to the Light of the world (i.e., Jesus); after that comes darkness. One’s response to the Light 
decisively determines one’s judgment for eternity. 

 

12:36 pisteuvete eij" toV fw'"  Here it becomes even clearer that Jesus is speaking of himself under the 
imagery of the previous verse. Now his hearers are exhorted to “believe in the light” which is a reference to 
trusting in him. Those who do will become “sons of light” (cf. Luke 16:8, Eph 5:8, and 1 Thess 5:5). The 
phrase is a semitic idiom for someone who is characterized by the quality in question (cf. the explanation of 
Barnabas’ name in Acts 4:36). 

The final part of verse 36 mentions that when Jesus had spoken these things he departed and was hidden 
from them. It is clear from this that the response of those whom Jesus had just addressed was unbelief—
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the people Jesus had addressed chose to remain in the darkness, and the Light was withdrawn from 
them. The Evangelist will see in the following section the reason for that response. 

 

4 B  Conclusion to the Book of Signs (12:37-50) 

1 C  The response to Jesus by his own people (12:37-43)  

The unbelief of the Jews is here seen to be predicted by the prophet Isaiah (53:1, 6:10). This response of 
unbelief resulting in the rejection of Jesus has been a recurring theme throughout the Fourth Gospel, as 
foreshadowed in 1:11 of the Prologue.  

 

12:37 oujk ejpivsteuon eij" aujtovn  In spite of the many sign-miracles (shmei'a) which Jesus had performed 
before them, the response of the Jews is still hardened unbelief. They were not believing in him (note the 
progressive, continuing aspect of the imperfect tense here: they were continuing in their unbelief). 

 

12:38 i{na oJ lovgo" =Hsai?ou tou' profhvtou plhrwqh'/  This response of unbelief is interpreted by the 
Evangelist as a fulfillment of the prophetic words of Isaiah (Is. 53:1). The phrase oJ bracivwn kurivou  is a 
figurative reference to God’s activity and power which has been revealed in the sign-miracles which Jesus 
has performed (compare the previous verse). 

 

12:39-40 diaV tou'to oujk hjduvnanto pisteuvein  The Evangelist explicitly states here that the Jews were 
not able to believe, and quotes Isaiah 6:10 to show that God had in fact blinded their eyes and hardened 
their hearts. This OT passage was used elsewhere in the NT to explain Jewish unbelief: Paul’s final words 
in Acts (28:26-27) are a quotation of this same passage, which he uses to explain why the Jewish people 
have not accepted the gospel he has preached. A similar passage (Is. 29:10) is quoted in a similar context in 
Rom 11:8.  

 

12:41 ei\den thVn dovxan aujtou'  The glory which Isaiah saw in 6:3 was the glory of Yahweh. Here John 
speaks of the prophet seeing the glory of Jesus since the next clause “and he [Isaiah] spoke concerning 
him” can hardly refer to Yahweh, but must refer to Jesus. On the basis of statements like 1:14 in the 
Prologue, the Evangelist probably puts no great distinction between the two. Since for the Evangelist Jesus 
is fully God, it presents no problem to him to take words originally spoken by Isaiah of Yahweh himself and 
apply them to Jesus. 

 

12:42-43 polloiV ejpivsteusan eij" aujtovn  Having said that the Jews persisted in their unbelief, the 
Evangelist now adds as a clarification that some of them did in fact believe: o{mw" mevntoi  functions as a 
strong adversative (“nevertheless”). These were ajrcovntwn which probably indicates members of the 
Sanhedrin (cf. Nicodemus in 3:1 and 7:50; according to Mark 15:43, Joseph of Arimathea was also a 
member, and Luke 18:18 probably refers to another). On account of the Pharisees these were not willing to 
admit their faith in Jesus publicly. 

 

hjgavphsan gaVr th'n dovxan tw'n ajnqrwvtwn  The Evangelist’s evaluation of these men is given in verse 
43: the reason they would not confess their belief in Jesus publicly was because they loved the glory of 
men rather than the glory of God. Here “glory” has the meaning “praise”—these members of the 
Sanhedrin were more interested getting praise from men than getting praise from God—but there is also in 
the context the reference to Jesus’ own glory (vs. 41) and its connection with God’s glory. This is a case of 
truly mistaken priorities. 
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2 C  Jesus summarizes his mission and message (12:44-50) 

12:44-45 eij" toVn pevmyantav me  To believe in Jesus, to place one’s trust in him, is also to place one’s trust 
in the Father who sent him. Likewise, to look upon the Son is to look upon the Father who sent him (cf. 
1:18 of the Prologue and Jesus’ reply to Philip in 14:9). 

 

12:46 ejgwV fw'" eij" toVn kovsmon hjjlhvluqa  Once again we have the contrasting imagery of light and 
darkness. For Jesus’ identification of himself as the Light of the world see 8:12, 9:5, and 12:46. The 
contrasting imagery goes back to 1:4-5 in the Prologue. And there are links in the context to the passage 
which is to some extent the key to the entire Fourth Gospel, 3:16-21. Jesus as the Light has come into the 
world, and this provokes judgment, because the way a person responds to him determines the person’s 
destiny. But as here, the purpose of Jesus as the Light in coming into the world was not to judge the world 
but to save it (here, “that everyone who trusts in me should not remain in darkness”). 

 

12:47 ouj gaVr h\lqon i{na krivnw toVn kovsmon … Here we find even further analogies to 3:16-21. The 
mission of Jesus in coming into the world is the same: he did not come to judge (i.e., condemn) the world, 
but to save it.  

 

tw'n rJhmavtwn  is a reference to the spoken sayings of Jesus, including the “I am” statements of the Fourth 
Gospel, “I am the Bread of Life,” “I am the Light of the world,” “I am the Good Shepherd,” “I am the Way, 
the Truth, and the Life,” etc. 

 

12:48 oJ ajqetw'n ejmeV This is a strong expression, referring to the one who “rejects” or “refuses to 
recognize” Jesus deliberately. Again we see the polarizing emphasis of the Evangelist in his recounting of 
these words—a person either accepts Jesus, trusting in him, or a person rejects him utterly, leading to 
eternal ruin. 

 

12:49 ejgwV ejx ejmautou' oujk ejlavlhsa Jesus states that he is not the originator of the message. he is on a 
mission from the Father and it is the Father’s words he speaks. 

 

12:50 hJ ejntolhV aujtou' zwh aijwvniov" ejstin  Note that Jesus does not say here that keeping the Father’s 
commandment leads to eternal life, but that the commandment itself is eternal life. This is the 
commandment concerning what he is to say (verse 49) that the Father has given to Jesus. The words and 
works of Jesus that result from the commandment the Father has given him are the source of eternal life in 
the world. 

 

This brings to a close the public ministry of Jesus. Nothing more is said in the Fourth Gospel of 
anything spoken by Jesus to the people at large. The majority of the remainder of the Gospel concerns 
Jesus’ words to his disciples in the Upper Room in preparation for his departure and return to the Father and 
the account of his arrest, trials, crucifixion, and resurrection. 
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Chapter 13 
 

OUTLINE:

4 A  The Book of Glory: Jesus accomplishes his return to the Father (13:1-20:31) 

1 B  Introduction to the Book of Glory (13:1) 

2 B  The Last Supper: Jesus prepares his disciples for his departure (13:2-17:26) 

1 C  The Meal (13:2-30) 

1 D  Jesus washes the feet of his disciples as an example of humble service (13:2-20) 

2 D  Jesus predicts his betrayal by Judas Iscariot (13:21-30) 

2 C  The Last Discourse (13:31-17:26) 

1 D  Jesus speaks of his departure and the disciples’ future (13:31-14:31) 

1 E  The arrival of the hour of Jesus’ glorification (his departure) (13:31-33) 

2 E  The new commandment: love one another (13:34-35) 

3 E  Jesus predicts Peter’s denial (13:36-38) 

4 E  Jesus presents himself as the Way to the Father for those who believe in him (14:1-14) 

5 E  Jesus promises to send the Holy Spirit to his disciples after his departure (14:15-31) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES:

4 A  The Book of Glory: Jesus accomplishes his return to the Father (13:1-20:31) 

Introduction. The previous major section of the Fourth Gospel, which we have labelled The Book of Signs 
(1:19-12:50) following R. Brown and others, was primarily concerned with the seven sign-miracles which 
the author of the Fourth Gospel has selected as representative of Jesus’ ministry and demonstrative of who 
he is. Included were the public discourses and debates with his opponents which followed from the sign-
miracles. Although there were a few private conversations (Nicodemus in ch. 3, the Samaritan woman in ch. 
4), most of the words and works of Jesus were aimed at a wider audience in both Galilee and Judea. Central 
to the Book of Signs was the idea (found especially in 3:16-21) that the coming of Jesus into the world 
provokes judgment: a person’s destiny is determinate upon one’s response to Jesus. His coming provokes a 
crisis in the truest sense of the word. And over and over in chapters 1-12 we saw this happening in the way 
people responded: some “came to the Light” and believed, while others “shrank back into the darkness” and 
refused to believe in him, thus confirming their judgment.  

However, the second book of the Fourth Gospel, The Book of Glory, is addressed only to those who 
believed. This book chronicles the coming of Jesus’ “hour,” the hour of his crucifixion, death, resurrection, 
and exaltation to the Father. Why then should we include as part of the Book of Glory chapters 13-17, the 
so-called “Upper Room Discourse,” containing the accounts of the Last Supper and Jesus’ Farewell 
Discourse? In the previous Book of Signs, the discourses of Jesus generally followed the sign-miracles and 
interpreted them. But in the Book of Glory, the Last Supper and the Last Discourse which precede the hour 
of Jesus’ glorification serve to interpret for the disciples (and for us) that hour with its events from God’s 
perspective. 

 

1 B  Introduction to the Book of Glory (13:1) 

13:1 ProV deV th'" eJorth'" tou' pavsca According to the Evangelist, the events of this discourse including 
the meal itself take place before the Passover (in spite of J. Jeremias, who tried very hard to prove 
otherwise).107 Thus the meal, for John, was not the Passover meal proper. The evening of this meal (from 
6:00 p.m. Thursday evening) and the next day (Friday) on which Jesus will die, are the Passover eve.  

                                                           
107 Joachim Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, 3rd rev. ed. (New York: Scribner’s, 1966). 
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eijdwV" oJ =Ihsou'" Jesus was not taken by surprise by the coming of the “hour.” The circumstantial participle 
eijdwv" may be understood either temporally or causally, but in either case the fact remains that Jesus knew. 
The time for his departure from this world to the Father had arrived. This led him to act on behalf of his 
disciples. 

 

eij" tevlo" hjgavphsen aujtouv" For the Evangelist, this has a double meaning: the obvious “utterly, 
completely,” but also “to the very end of life itself,” that is, up to the point of death. Note the phrase 
tetevlestai (“it is ended”) spoken by Jesus from the cross in 19:30. This statement in 13:1 foreshadows 
Jesus’ sacrificial death on the cross. He loved his own enough to die for them. This is what it meant to love 
them “to the uttermost” (eij" tevlo") (compare 15:13). 

 

2 B  The Last Supper: Jesus prepares his disciples for his departure (13:2-17:26) 

1 C  The Meal (13:2-30) 

1 D Jesus washes the feet of his disciples as an example of humble service (13:2-20) 

13:2 tou' diabovlou h[dh beblhkovto" eij" thVn kardivan i{na paradoi' aujtoVn At this point the devil 
(tou' diabovlou) had already “cast into the heart” (beblhkovto" eij" thVn kardivan) of Judas son of Simon 
Iscariot, that he should betray Jesus. Barrett thinks this is a reference to the idea entering the devil’s own 
heart, but this does not seem likely.108 More probably Judas’ heart is meant, since the use of the Greek 
article (rather than a possessive pronoun) is a typical idiom when a part of one’s own body is indicated. 
Judas’ name is withheld until the end of the sentence for dramatic effect (emphasis). This action must be 
read in light of 13:27, and appears to refer to a preliminary idea or plan. 

 

13:3 eijdwv"… The subject of verses 2-4 is never expressed, but in context it can only be Jesus. His 
knowledge of the situation and of his mission and destiny are clearly indicated. For Jesus, not one of these 
events happened by accident, nor did any take him by surprise. 

 

13:4 ejgeivretai ejk tou' deivpnou Note that ejgeivretai is a historical present, adding vividness to the scene 
which is about to take place. The plural taV iJmavtia is probably a reference to more than one garment (cf. 
19:23-24). If so, this would indicate that Jesus stripped to a loincloth, like a slave. He would have wrapped 
the towel (levntion) around his waist (dievzwsen eJautovn) for use in wiping the disciples’ feet. Levntion is a 
Latin loanword (linteum) which is also found in the rabbinic literature.109 It would have been a long piece 
of linen cloth, long enough for Jesus to have wrapped it about his waist and still used the free end to wipe 
the disciples’ feet. 

 

13:6 e[rcetai ou\n proV" Sivmwna Pevtron It appears there was complete silence until Jesus came to Peter. 
It is probable that Peter was the last, since in v. 10 Jesus, after finishing Peter’s feet, pronounces them all 
clean. Peter’s being last also heightens the dramatic effect of the exchange between him and Jesus, since he 
has been watching all that has gone on up to this point (probably with increasing agitation). 

 

13:7 gnwvsh/ deV metaV tau'ta Jesus made it plain to Peter that what he was doing Peter would not 
understand at the time, but that at some later time (metaV tau'ta is an indefinite reference) Peter would come 

                                                           
108 Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 365. 
109 Cf. BAGD 471 s.v. levntion. 
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to understand the significance of what Jesus had done (compare 12:16). This is an allusion to the post-
resurrection insight that would come to all the disciples when Jesus had been raised from the dead. 

 

13:8 ejaVn mhV nivyw se, oujk e[cei" mevro" met= ejmou' Peter’s protest brought Jesus’ response that unless 
Peter allowed him to wash his feet, he had no share (mevro", “heritage,” “inheritance”) in Jesus. As we 
might expect, wash in the context has a deeper significance than the literal washing of the disciples’ feet 
might indicate. Verse 10 seems to imply that cleansing from sin is ultimately in view. 

 

13:10 ajll= e[stin kaqaroV" o{lo" Thayer’s lexicon (a translation of Grimm’s revision of Wilke’s work) 
offers the following explanation of v. 10: 

…the idea which Christ expresses figuratively is as follows: ‘he whose inmost nature has 
been renovated does not need radical renewal, but only to be cleansed from every several 
fault into which he may fall through intercourse with the unrenewed world’.110 

The inference is that the “bath” Jesus referred to is the initial cleansing from sin, which necessitates only 
“lesser, partial” cleansings from sins after conversion. This makes a fine illustration from a homiletical 
standpoint, but is it the meaning of the passage? To me this seems highly doubtful. Jesus stated that the 
disciples were “already clean” except for Judas (verses 10b, 11). What they needed was to have their feet 
washed by Jesus. In the broader context of the Gospel the significance of the foot-washing seems to point 
not just to an example of humble service (as most understand it) but something more—Jesus’ self-
sacrificial death on the cross (see the discussion of this below at 13:20 under “Significance of the 
Footwashing in the Narrative”). If this is correct, then the foot-washing which they needed to undergo 
represented their acceptance of this act of self-sacrifice on the part of their master. This makes Peter’s 
initial abhorrance of the act of humiliation by his master all the more significant in context; it also explains 
Jesus’ seemingly harsh reply to Peter (above, verse 8; compare Matt 16:21-23 where Jesus says to Peter, 
“Get behind me, Satan”). 

 

13:11 oujciV pavnte" kaqaroiv ejste The “exception clause” at the end of v. 10 refers to Judas Iscariot who 
was about to betray Jesus, as the Evangelist explains in verse 11. 

 

13:15 uJpovdeigma gaVr e[dwka uJmi'n Jesus tells his disciples after he has finished washing their feet that 
what he has done is to set an example for them. In the previous verse he told them they were to “wash one 
another’s feet”. What is the point of the example? If it is simply an act of humble service, as most interpret 
the significance, then Jesus is really telling his disciples to serve one another in humility rather than 
seeking preeminence over one another. If, however, the example is one of self-sacrifice up to the point 
of death, then Jesus is telling them to lay down their lives for one another (see note on eij" tevlo" in 13:1 
and compare 15:13). 

 

13:18 ejgwV oi\da tivna" ejxelexavmhn Jesus again speaks of his betrayer Judas as he did at the end of verse 
10. Jesus knew whom he had chosen, and the choosing was the important thing. Once again the divine 
initiative is in view here. The words of Psalm 41:9 are seen to be fulfilled in the betrayal of Jesus by Judas. 

 

13:19 levgw uJmi'n proV tou' genevsqai Jesus has told the disciples of his betrayal beforehand, in order that 
when it happens their faith may be strengthened. (That they already believe seems clear from numerous 
previous statements in the Gospel, like 2:11.) What they will believe when they look back upon the 
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prediction of betrayal is given by the concluding o{ti- clause—o{ti ejgwv eijmi. The expression here is almost 
certainly to be taken as an absolute statement without predicate, as in 8:28. Upon later (post-resurrection) 
reflection concerning Jesus’ prediction of his betrayal, the disciples will come to see that he was in 
complete control of the situation as only God himself could be. 

 

13:20 oJ lambavnwn a[n tina pevmyw ejmeV lambavnei The section concludes with Jesus’ statement 
identifying his followers whom he sends with himself, and himself with the Father who sent him. 

 

Significance of the Footwashing in the Narrative: 

Many who approach this passage are satisfied with the symbolism of humility suggested in 13:12-20, and 
see no further meaning in the incident (e.g., Chrysostom, Theodore-Mopsuestia, Bernard, Michl).  

But we should consider the following points:  

(a) According to 13:6-10 what Jesus has done in the footwashing is essential if the disciples are to gain a 
heritage (mevro") with him (13:8), and the action seems in context to refer to the cleansing of their sin 
(13:10). 

(b) Verse 7 states that they will only understand later (i.e., after the resurrection) but verses 12 and 17 
imply that understanding is possible now (as we would expect if only an example of humility is involved). 

Thus we suggest the following: in humiliating himself to wash the disciples’ feet, Jesus was acting out 
beforehand his humiliation in death, just as Mary in 12:1-8 acted out beforehand the anointing of his body 
for burial.  

The footwashing is an act of humble service for others, symbolic of the humiliating service Jesus will 
render in laying down his life for others—which is why the footwashing is necessary if the disciples are to 
have a share in him (13:8). Naturally, though, the disciples would not have understood the full significance 
of this until after his death. This throws new light, too, on 13:14-15—the example Jesus has given is not 
just one of humble service, but of humble service to the point of death. This is expected of his followers 
as well: compare, for example, the parallel statements in 1 John 3:16, 4:11. 

 

Mevro" (13:8) is used by the LXX to translate the Hebrew qlj, used to describe the heritage of national 
Israel. Each tribe had its “share” (mevro") in the promised land (except Levi)—Num 28:20, Deut 12:12, 
14:27. Jesus’ death (which the washing symbolized) was a prerequisite for the disciples having a share 
(mevro") in the kingdom. Their inheritance in the kingdom was secured by his sacrificial death. 

 

2 D  Jesus predicts his betrayal by Judas Iscariot (13:21-30) 

13:21 ei|" ejx uJmw'n paradwvsei me Jesus has alluded to his betrayal twice before in chapter 13 (vss. 10, 
18). These were more general references. Now he tells his disciples specifically that one of them is about 
to betray him. Jesus says that his spirit is troubled—the verb (taravssw) is the same one used in 12:27 
used to describe his reaction to the coming of the “hour”. Jesus is in complete control of the situation (cf. 
13:3), yet he is not emotionally oblivious to the events which have come upon him. 

 

13:22 ajporouvmenoi The disciples, taken by surprise, began looking at one another, uncertain as to whom 
Jesus meant. Certainly we may expect they were surprised by Jesus’ explicit reference to his betrayal. 

 

13:23 o}n hjgavpa oJ =Ihsou'" Here we are introduced for the first time to the Beloved Disciple. This 
individual also is mentioned in 19:26, 20:2, 21:7, and 21:20. Some have suggested that this disciple is to be 
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identified with Lazarus, since the Fourth Gospel specifically states that Jesus loved him (11:3, 5, 36). From 
the terminology alone this is a possibility; the Evangelist is certainly capable of using language in this way 
to indicate connections. But there is nothing else to indicate that Lazarus was present at the Last Supper; 
Mark 14:17 seems to indicate it was only the Twelve who were with Jesus at this time, and we have had no 
indication in the Fourth Gospel to the contrary. Nor does it appear that Lazarus ever stood so close to Jesus 
as the later references in chapters 19, 20 and 21 seem to indicate. When this is coupled with the omission of 
all references to John son of Zebedee from the Fourth Gospel, it seems far more likely that we should 
understand the references to the Beloved Disciple as references to him. 

 

ejn tw'/ kovlpw/ tou' =Ihsou' People taking part in such a meal reclined on the left side. The left arm was used 
to support the body, leaving the right arm free for use in eating. The disciple on Jesus’ right would have his 
head immediately in front of Jesus and could be described as “lying in his bosom”. The position of highest 
honor would, however, have been to the left of the host according to Roman custom (see also 13:24 
below).111 

The only other use of this phrase in the Fourth Gospel is in 1:18. This suggests that we are to compare the 
intimacy shared by Jesus and the Beloved Disciple with that shared by Jesus and the Father. However, 
Barrett’s comment that “the specially favoured disciple is represented as standing in the same relation to 
Christ as Christ to the Father” is probably pressing this comparison a bit too far.112 

 

13:24 Sivmwn Pevtro" It is not clear where Peter was seated. If he were on Jesus’ left, in the place of 
highest honor, it is difficult to see why he would not have asked the question himself. It would also have 
been difficult to beckon to the Beloved Disciple, on Jesus’ right, from such a position. So apparently Peter 
was seated somewhere else. It is entirely possible that Judas was seated to Jesus’ left in the position of 
highest honor. Matt 26:25 seems to indicate that Jesus could speak to him without being overheard by the 
rest of the group. Judas is evidently in a position where Jesus can hand him the morsel of food (13:26). It 
may well be that Jesus gave the position of highest honor to Judas as a last appeal to him—which 
would heighten the irony of Judas’ betrayal even further. 

 

13:25-26 ejkei'nov" ejstin w|/ ejgwV bavyw toV ywmivon kaiV dwvsw aujtw'/ In response to Peter’s gesture, the 
Beloved Disciple asks Jesus who it is who will betray him, and Jesus replies that he will indicate by an 
action who the traitor is. It seems likely that these words were not spoken loudly to the entire group, but 
only to the Beloved Disciple. It also appears that Jesus preferred that the group as a whole not know at this 
time the identity of the betrayer. The others who had not overheard the question and the remark by Jesus 
would have interpreted the giving of the morsel as a sign of honor, if anything. This would be further 
heightened if Judas actually was seated in the most honored position (see above on verse 24). 

 

13:27 oJ satana'" This is the only time in the Fourth Gospel that Satan is mentioned by name. Luke 22:3 
uses the same terminology of Satan “entering into” Judas but indicates it happened before the Last Supper 
at the time Judas made his deal with the authorities. This is not necessarily irreconcilable with the Johannine 
account, however, because John 13:2 makes it clear that Judas had already come under satanic influence 
prior to the Supper itself. We are probably to understand the statement here to indicate that Judas at this 
point came under the influence of Satan even more completely and finally. It marks the end of a process 
which, as Luke indicates, had begun earlier. 

 

                                                           
111 Pliny (the Younger), Epistle 4.22.4. 
112 Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 446. 



© The Biblical Studies Foundation (www.bible.org) Winter 2001 

13:28-29 tou'to deV oujdeiV" e[gnw tw'n ajnakeimevnwn proV" tev ei\pen aujtw'/ At this point the Evangelist 
explains to the reader that none of the disciples at the Supper understood at that time the true meaning 
of Jesus’ words to Judas at the end of verse 27. To illustrate this further the Evangelist includes verse 29, 
where two of the disciples’ speculations concerning the meaning of Jesus’ words to Judas are given. Some 
of them thought that since Judas was treasurer for the group and kept the common purse, Jesus was 
indicating that he should buy what was necessary for the feast, or give alms to the poor. 

 

13:30 h\n deV nuvx “Therefore after he had taken the morsel, that one [Judas] departed immediately. And it 
was night.” These details are indicative of an eyewitness account. Notes about the time certain events 
occurred are common throughout the Fourth Gospel. But h\n deV nuvx is more than a simple note of time—it 
recalls all the light—darkness imagery of the Gospel, starting with the Prologue (1:5). Judas has become 
one of those who walks by night and stumbles, because the Light is not in him (11:10).  

R. Brown summarizes the significance of the coming of night thus: 

With Jesus’ permission to Judas and the solemn entrance of Satan into the drama, the hour 
of darkness (night) has come. In the closing days of his ministry Jesus had warned: “Night 
is coming” (ix 4); “If a man goes walking at night, he will stumble because he has no light 
in him” (xi 10). Judas is one of those who “have preferred darkness to light because their 
deeds were evil” (iii 19). John’s “It was night” is the equivalent of the words of Jesus 
reported in Gethsemane by Luke xxii 53: “This is your hour and the power of darkness.” 
Yet even at this tragic moment in Jesus’ life as the darkness envelops him, there is the 
assurance of the Prologue: “The light shines on in the darkness, for the darkness did not 
overcome it” (i 5). If this optimistic note was true of the situation caused by the first sin in 
the world, it was also true in the night of Jesus’ passion. The long night that now descends 
upon the earth would have its dawn when “early on the first day of the week, while it was 
still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb” (xx 1).113 

 

2 C  The Last Discourse (13:31-17:26) 

A Note on Literary Genre: The Farewell Speech  

The farewell speech is well-established as a literary genre in the OT and the apocryphal books of the 
intertestamental period. There are numerous examples, like the blessings of Jacob to his children in Gen 
47:29-49:33, the farewell of Joshua to the nation of Israel in Josh 22-24, and David’s farewell speech in 1 
Chr 28-29. In the OT apocrypha we have the farewell speech of Tobit from his deathbed in Tobit 14:3-11. 
The entire Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs are farewell speeches patterned after Jacob’s in Genesis. 
The book of Jubilees gives farewell speeches for Noah (ch. 10), Abraham (chs. 20-22), and Rebecca and 
Isaac (chs. 35-36). Josephus includes a farewell address for Moses.114 

In the NT Paul makes a farewell speech to the elders at Ephesus in Acts 20:17-38, and the Pastoral Epistles 
in their entirety might be thought of as farewells, especially 2 Timothy. Correspondingly, 2 Peter is Peter’s 
farewell discourse. 

T. F. Glasson pointed out that Deuteronomy is the farewell discourse of Moses, and that in these chapters of 
the Fourth Gospel there are many allusions 
to Deuteronomy.115 This is one way in 
which the Evangelist sees Moses as a 
helpful way of understanding the 
significance of Jesus. 
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The common situation in almost all of these instances is that of a prominent person who gathers his 
followers (children, disciples, or the entire nation of Israel) just before his death or departure to give them 
final instructions which will help them after he is gone. 

R. Brown (AB 29A, 598-601) has listed thirteen features of major OT and intertestamental farewell 
speeches which are shared in common with the Last Discourse in the Gospel of John.116 It seems conclusive 
that the Evangelist has given us in chapters 13-17 the farewell speech of Jesus to his disciples. 

 

1 D  Jesus speaks of his departure and the disciples’ future (13:31-14:31) 

1 E  The arrival of the hour of Jesus’ glorification (his departure) (13:31-33) 

13:31 nu'n ejdoxavsqh oJ uiJoV" tou' ajnqrwvpou This is a repetition of the statement in 12:23, but there is no 
contradiction. The coming of the Greeks marked the beginning of Jesus’ glorification, since they 
foreshadowed all the men who would be drawn to Jesus once he had been lifted up to the Father (12:32). 
But on the other hand, the betrayal of Judas (13:27) actually inaugurated the process of Jesus’ return to the 
Father.  

 

13:32 eujquV" doxavsei aujtovn Notice the imminent nature of this act of glorification to which Jesus refers: 
it is to take place immediately (eujquvV"). The departure of Judas indicates that the death, resurrection, and 
return of Jesus to the Father are at hand. 

 

13:33 o{pou ejgwV uJpavgw uJmei'" ouj duvnasqe ejlqei'n Jesus makes plain the reference to his impending 
return to the Father (verse 32) by telling his disciples that he is going where they cannot follow. Just as this 
statement puzzled the Jews to whom Jesus had said it in 7:33 and 8:21, so now it puzzles the disciples. In 
their current state they are not able to follow him in death nor to his resurrection and ascension (this does 
not rule out, however, that they will later be able to do so). 

 

2 E  The new commandment: love one another (13:34-35) 

13:34-35 =EntolhVn kainhVn The idea that love is a commandment is interesting. In the Old Testament the 
Ten Commandments have a setting in the covenant between God and Israel at Sinai; they were the 
stipulations that Israel had to observe if the nation were to be God’s chosen people. In speaking of love as 
the new commandment for those whom Jesus had chosen as his own (13:1, 15:16) and as a mark by which 
they could be distinguished from others (13:35), John shows that he is thinking of this scene in covenant 
terminology.  

But note that the disciples are to love “just as I have loved you” (13:34). The love Jesus has for his 
followers cannot be duplicated by them in one sense, because it effects their salvation, since he lays down 
his life for them: it is an act of love that gives life to men. But in another sense they can follow his example 
(recall eij" tevlo", 13:1; also 1 John 3:16, 4:16 and the interpretation of Jesus’ washing of the disciples’ 
feet). Thus are Jesus’ disciples to love one another: they are to follow his example of sacrificial service to 
one another, to death if necessary. 

 

13:35 ejn touvtw/ The love of Christians for one another should be the distinguishing mark by which the 
world recognizes them as followers of Jesus. This kind of sacrificial love is what F. A. Schaeffer has 
referred to as “the final apologetic.”117 
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3 E  Jesus predicts Peter’s denial (13:36-38) 

13:36-38 kuvrie, pou' uJpavgei"… Note the contrast with the preceding statement by Jesus in verse 33 that 
where he is going the disciples will not at present be able to follow. Peter makes a hasty statement that he is 
willing to die—to”lay down his life” (verse 37). The words Peter uses, thVn yuchvn mou uJpeVr sou' qhvsw, 
are almost identical to those used by Jesus in 10:11 when he spoke as the Good Shepherd. This may well be 
another example of Johannine irony: Peter is not yet ready to follow this path on behalf of his Lord, 
although one day he will be (u{steron, compare 21:18). Instead, before this can happen, Peter will deny 
Jesus three times, as Jesus tells him. The fulfillment of this prediction is recorded in 18:27. Furthermore, 
ironically, it is not Peter who is about to die for Jesus, but Jesus who is about to die for Peter, as the reader 
of the Gospel well knows. 
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Chapter 14 
 

OUTLINE: 

[4 A  The Book of Glory: Jesus accomplishes his return to the Father (13:1-20:31)] 

[2 B  The Last Supper: Jesus prepares his disciples for his departure (13:2-17:26)] 

[2 C  The Last Discourse (13:31-17:26)] 

1 D  Jesus speaks of his departure and the disciples’ future (13:31-14:31) 

[1 E  The arrival of the hour of Jesus’ glorification (his departure) (13:31-33)] 

[2 E  The new commandment: love one another (13:34-35)] 

[3 E  Jesus predicts Peter’s denial (13:36-38)] 

4 E  Jesus presents himself as the Way to the Father for those who believe in him (14:1-14) 

5 E  Jesus promises to send the Holy Spirit to His disciples after His departure (14:15-31) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES: 

4 E  Jesus presents Himself as the Way to the Father for those who believe in Him (14:1-14) 

14:1 MhV tarassevsqw The same verb is used to describe Jesus’ own state in 11:33, 12:27, and 13:21. 
Jesus is looking ahead to the events of the evening and the next day—his arrest, trials, crucifixion, and 
death—which will cause his disciples extreme emotional distress.  

 

pisteuvete…pisteuvete The translation of the two uses of pisteuvete is difficult. Both may be either 
indicative or imperative, and as Morris points out, this results in a bewildering variety of possibilities.118 To 
complicate matters further the first may be understood as a question: “Do you believe in God? Believe also 
in me.” Morris argues against the AV (KJV) translation which renders the first pisteuvete as indicative and 
the second as imperative on the grounds that for the writer of the Fourth Gospel, faith in Jesus is inseparable 
from faith in God. But it seems to me that this is precisely the point that Jesus is addressing in context. He is 
about to undergo rejection by his own people as their Messiah. The disciples’ faith in him as Messiah and 
Lord would be cast into extreme doubt by these events, which the Evangelist makes clear were not at this 
time foreseen by the disciples. After the resurrection it is this identification between Jesus and the Father 
which needs to be reaffirmed (cf. 20:24-29). Thus it seems best to take the first pisteuvete as indicative and 
the second as imperative, producing the translation “You believe in God; believe also in me.” (Note: Both 
could be taken as imperatives without substantially altering this meaning if the first is understood as a 
conditional imperative.119) 

 

14:2 There are four major difficulties in this verse: (1) what is the meaning of th'/ oijkiva/ tou' patrov" mou, 
(2) what is the meaning of monaiv, (3) should the o{ti be included or omitted, and (4) what is the meaning of 
the last clause with or without the o{ti? We shall attempt to deal with these in order: 
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(1) What is the meaning of th'/ oijkiva/ tou' patrov" mou? Jesus is probably using traditional terminology at 
this point. Morris states that the phrase “clearly refers to heaven” without elaborating,120 and this is 
supported by a similar use in Philo referring to heaven as “the paternal house.”121 Below we will consider 
the possibility of a typically Johannine double meaning. 

 

(2) What is the meaning of monaiv? Many have associated it with the Aramaic anwa, which can refer to a 
stopping place or resting place for a traveler on a journey. This is similar to one of the meanings the word 
can have in secular Greek.122 Origen understood the use here to refer to stations on the road to God. This 
may well have been the understanding of the Latin translators who translated monhv by mansio, a stopping 
place. The English translation “mansions” can be traced back to Tyndale, but in Middle English the word 
simply meant “a dwelling place” (not necessarily large or imposing) with no connotation of being 
temporary. The interpretation put forward by Origen would have been well suited to Gnosticism, where the 
soul in its ascent passes through stages during which it is gradually purified of all that is material and 
therefore evil. 

It is much more likely that the word monhv should be related to its cognate verb mevnw, which is frequently 
used in the Fourth Gospel to refer to the permanence of relationship between Jesus and the Father and/or 
Jesus and the believer. Thus the idea of a permanent dwelling place, rather than a temporary stopping place, 
would be in view. Luther’s translation of monaiv by Wohnungen is very accurate here, as it has the 
connotation of a permanent residence. 

 

(3) Should the o{ti be included or omitted? The external evidence is almost equally divided. Most 
Alexandrian and Western manuscripts favor inclusion (it is unusual for the Alexandrian to favor the longer 
reading!) while most Byzantine manuscripts favor omission (again unusual!). Complicating things is the 

reading of Ì66, which aligns with the Byzantine. Because of the strength of a papyrus reading aligned with 
the Byzantine, and because the shorter reading is out of character for the Byzantine text, the shorter reading 
could certainly be authentic. 

If the o{ti is included, there are no less than four possible translations of the phrase: 

(a) “Otherwise I would have told you [= warned you], because I am going to prepare a 
place…” 

(b) “Otherwise would I have told you so, because I am going to prepare a place…?” 

(c) “Otherwise I would have told you that I am going to prepare a place…” 

(d) “Otherwise would I have told you that I am going to prepare a place…?” 

The first option (a) can be understood only if “otherwise I would have told you” is a parenthetical 
statement, and the o{ti-clause goes with the preceding “There are many dwelling places in my Father’s 
house…”. We should probably rule out (b) and (d) because they imply a previous statement by Jesus that 
either (b) there are many dwelling places in his Father’s house or (d) He was going off to prepare a place for 
them. There is no indication anywhere in the Fourth Gospel that Jesus had made such statements prior to 
this time. Finally, (c) is understandable—if there were no dwelling places Jesus would have told them that 
he was going off to make dwelling places. But the following verse makes clear that Jesus’ departure is not 
hypothetical but real—he is really going away. 
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Thus all the possibilities for understanding the verse with the inclusion of o{ti present some difficulties. It 
seems that Brown is right when he states: “all in all, the translation without o{ti makes the best sense.”123 
Thus the following translation seems best: “Otherwise, I would have told you (= warned you). I go to 
prepare a place….” 

 

(4) What is the meaning of the last clause with or without the o{ti? One of the questions that must be 
answered here is whether or not tovpo" is to be equated with monhv. In Rev 12:8 tovpo" is used to refer to a 
place in heaven, which would suggest that the two are essentially equal here. Jesus is going ahead of 
believers to prepare a place for them, a permanent dwelling place in heaven (the Father’s house). 

 

In conclusion: Now at last we must consider the possibility of a Johannine double meaning to the saying. 
So far we have understood the reference to “my Father’s house” as a reference to heaven, and the monaiv 
and tovpoi as the permanent residences of believers there. This seems consistent with the vocabulary (see 
above discussion) and the context, where in verse 3 Jesus speaks of coming again to take the disciples to 
himself. However, when we look for the phrase th'/ oijkiva/ tou' patrov" mou in the Fourth Gospel, we find it 
was used previously in 2:16 to refer to the Temple in Jerusalem. The Evangelist in 2:19-22 then 
reinterpreted the Temple as Jesus’ body, which was to be destroyed in death and then rebuilt in resurrection 
after three days. Even more suggestive is the statement by Jesus in 8:35, “Now the slave does not remain 
(mevnei) in the household (th'/ oijkiva/) forever, but the son remains (mevnei) forever.” If in the imagery of the 
Fourth Gospel th'/ oijkiva/ tou' patrov" mou is ultimately a reference to Jesus’ body, the relationship of monhv 
to mevnw suggests the permanent relationship of the believer to Jesus and the Father as an adopted son 
who remains in the household forever. In this case the “dwelling place” is “in” Jesus himself, where he is, 
whether in heaven or on earth. The statement in verse 3, “I will come again and receive you to myself” then 
refers not only to the parousia, but also to Jesus’ post-resurrection return to the disciples in his glorified 
state, when by virtue of his death on their behalf they may enter into union with him and with the 
Father as adopted sons. Needless to say, this bears numerous similarities to Pauline theology, especially 
the concepts of adoption as sons (uiJoqesiva) and being “in Christ” (ejn Cristw'/) '/. It is also important to 
note, however, the emphasis in the Fourth Gospel itself on the present reality of eternal life (5:24, 7:38-39, 
etc.) and the possibility of worshipping the Father “in the Spirit and in truth” (4:21-24) in the present age. 
There is a sense in which it is possible to say that the future reality is present now.124 

 

14:3 i{na o{pou eijmiV ejgwV kaiV uJmei'" h\te The i{na gives the purpose of Jesus’ departure and return to 
receive believers to himself: it is in order that where he is, they may be also. That this is true in more than 
one sense and refers not only to the future parousia, but also to Jesus’ post-resurrection return to the 
disciples, has been discussed above under the conclusion to the preceding verse. By virtue of the believer’s 
identification with the risen and glorified Jesus, it is accurate to say that where Jesus is now, the believer is 
with him. This will be just as true when he returns in the future. 

 

14:4 üthVn oJdovnÞ ükaiV thVn oJdovn oi[dateü Once again there is a difficult textual problem in this verse. The 
division of the external evidence is similar (although not identical) to the evidence for the inclusion or 
omission of o{ti in verse 2. Either assertion on the part of Jesus would be understandable: “you know the 
way where I am going” or “you know where I am going and you know the way.” In this case the shorter 

reading is basically Alexandrian; the primary Western uncial D sides with Ì66 and the Byzantine text in 

                                                           
123 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 620. 
124 For further discussion see James McCaffrey, The House with Many Rooms: The Temple Theme 

of Jn. 14,2-3 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1988). See 3:17 for a further discussion of “realized 
eschatology” in the Fourth Gospel. 
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favor of the longer reading. On the basis of the external evidence, the alliance of Ì66 with the Western and 
Byzantine text-types, the longer reading is probably to be preferred. 

Jesus had spoken of his destination previously to the disciples, most recently in 13:33. Where he was going 
was back to the Father, and they could not follow him there, but later he would return for them and they 
could join him then. The “way” he was going was via the cross. This he had also mentioned previously 
(e.g., 12:32) although his disciples did not understand at the time (cf. 12:33). As Jesus would explain in 
verse 6, although for him the “way” back to the Father was via the cross, for his disciples the “way” to 
where he was going was Jesus himself. 

 

14:5 Levgei aujtw'/ Qwma'" Jesus’ statement in verse 4 causes Thomas to reply in perplexity to both points: 
“Lord, we don’t know where you are going; how can we know the way?” This lack of understanding, 
directly stated, leads to Jesus’ statement in the next verse. 

 

14:6 ejgwv eijmi hJ oJdoV" kaiV hJ ajlhvqeia kaiV hJ zwhv What is the meaning of this well-known statement? 

Initially we might suspect a copula with three predicates: oJdov", ajlhvqeia, and zwhv. The first would be 
similar to John 10:7, 9: “I am the door”—that is, the way of entrance. The second would relate to Jesus’ 
statement in 8:31-32, “you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.” The third sounds similar 
to 11:25, where Jesus says “I am the resurrection and the life.” 

However, the context suggests that the three ideas are not strictly coordinate. The next statement (“no one 
comes to the Father except through me”) seems to relate primarily to the first predicate, “I am the way”. 
Thus we suggest that the two remaining predicates, the truth and the life, are epexegetical or explanatory to 
the first: “I am the way, that is, the truth and the life.” 

But what does this mean? Jesus is the way—the only avenue of access to the Father and thus to salvation 
(the “door” of 10:7, 9)—because he is the truth (the sole revelation of the Father who is the end and goal of 
the journey—cf. 1:18). Note that this is not, in context, an ontological statement but a statement of who 
Jesus is in relation to men.  

Jesus is also the way because he is the life—the source and giver of the life from above. Just as in the 
original creation he was the giver of physical life (cf. 1:3-4), so in the new creation he is the giver of life 
from above (cf. 3:5-8). Again, this is a description of Jesus in terms of his relation to men (10:10). Brown 
remarks: “It is noteworthy that zwhv, “life,” which occurs thirty-two times in the Book of Signs, occurs only 
four times in the Book of Glory. Now that “the hour” is at hand, life is actually being given and need not be 
talked about.”125 

 

14:7 ejgnwvkatev…gnwvsesqe vs. ejgnwvkeitev…ejgnwvkeite Again there is a difficult textual problem: the 
statement reads either “If you have known (ejgnwvkate) me, you will know (gnwvsesqe) my Father” or “If 
you had really known (ejgnwvkeite) me, you would know (ejgnwvkeite) my Father”. The division of the 
external evidence is difficult, but would appear to favor the first alternative, since there is an Alexandrian-

Western alliance supported by Ì66. In this case (a first class condition) Jesus promises the disciples that 
(assuming they have known him) they will know the Father. Contextually this fits better with the following 
phrase (7b) which asserts that “from the present time you know him and have seen him” (recall 1:18 of 
the Prologue). 

 

                                                           
125 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 620. 
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14:8 kuvrie, dei'xon hJmi'n toVn patevra… It is clear from Philip’s request (“Lord, show us the Father, 
and it is enough for us”) that he (if not all the disciples, as is probably the case) has misunderstood the 
statement of Jesus in verse 7. In what sense could they have seen the Father? 

 

14:9 oJ eJwrakwV" ejmeV eJwvraken toVn patevra Philip’s misunderstanding gives Jesus the opportunity to 
explain once more his relationship to the Father. Because Jesus and the Father are one (cf. 10:30), Jesus 
is able to say “the one who has seen me has seen the Father” (cf. 1:18 again). 

 

14:10 ejgwV ejn tw'/ patriV kaiV oJ pathVr ejn ejmoiv ejstin The mutual interrelationship of the Father and the 
Son (“I am in the Father and the Father is in me”) is something that Jesus expected even his opponents 
to recognize (cf. 10:38). The question Jesus asks of Philip (ouj pisteuvei"…) expects the answer “yes.” 
Note that the following statement is addressed to all the disciples, however, because the plural pronoun 
(uJmi'n) is used. Jesus says that his teaching (the words he spoke to them all) did not originate from himself, 
but the Father who permanently remains (mevnwn) in relationship with Jesus performs his works. We 
would have expected “speaks his words” here rather than “performs his works”; many of the Church 
Fathers (e.g. Augustine and Chrysostom) identified the two by saying that Jesus’ words were works. But 
there is an implicit contrast in the next verse between words and works, and verse 12 seems to demand that 
the works are real works, not just words. It is probably best to see the two terms as related but not identical; 
there is a progression in the idea here. Both Jesus’ words (recall the Samaritans’ response in 4:42) and 
Jesus’ works are revelatory of who he is, but as the next verse indicates, works have greater confirmatory 
power than words. 

 

14:11 pisteuvetev moi In the first part of this verse Jesus appeals to the disciples to believe in the permanent 
interrelationship he has with the Father based on his words. In the latter half of the verse (eij deV mhv…) he 
calls on them to believe on account of his deeds. 

 

14:12 meivzona touvtwn poihvsei Jesus then promises the disciples that the person who believes in him will 
do the works he does, and will do even greater works than Jesus did, because he is going to the Father. 

What are the greater works that Jesus speaks of, and how is this related to his going to the Father? It is 
clear from both 7:39 and 16:7 that the Holy Spirit will not come until Jesus has departed. After Pentecost 
and the coming of the Spirit to indwell believers in a permanent relationship, believers will be empowered 
to perform even greater works than those Jesus did during his earthly ministry. When we examine the early 
chapters of Acts we find that from a numerical standpoint, the works of Peter and the other Apostles 
surpassed those of Jesus in a single day (the day of Pentecost). On that day more were added to the church 
than had become followers of Jesus during the entire three years of his earthly ministry. And the message 
went forth not just in Judea, Samaria, and Galilee, but to the farthest parts of the known world. It seems 
more probable that this is what Jesus meant by “greater works” than that he referred to greater works in the 
sense of “more spectacular miracles.” Certainly miraculous works were performed by the Apostles as 
recounted in Acts, but these do not appear to have surpassed the works of Jesus himself in either scope or 
number. 

 

14:13-14 kaiV o{ ti a]n aijthvshte ejn tw'/ ojnovmativ mou tou'to poihvsw What are we to make of verses 13-
14, which appear to be a promise to grant any request so long as it is asked in Jesus’ name? Similar 
statements appear in other places in the Last Discourse: 15:7, 15:16, 16:23, 16:24, and 16:26. The key to 
understanding this and similar statements lies in the phrase ejn tw'/ ojnovmativ mou: to ask in Jesus’ name is to 
ask in his will, because it is to be in union with him. Brown offers a useful summary: 

…Johannine theology has introduced into prayer in Jesus’ name an emphasis that goes 
beyond the use of a formula. A Christian prays in Jesus’ name in the sense that he is in 
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union with Jesus. Thus, the theme of asking “in my name” in xiv 13-14 continues and 
develops the indwelling motif of 10-11: because the Christian is in union with Jesus and 
Jesus is in union with the Father, there can be no doubt that the Christian’s requests will 
be granted.126 

 

5 E  Jesus promises to send the Holy Spirit to His disciples after His departure (14:15-31) 

14:15 taV" ejntolaV" taV" ejmaV" thrhvsete: A close parallel is to be found in 1 John 5:3—”For this is the 
love of God, that we keep his commandments….” This verse provides the transition between the promises 
of answered prayer which Jesus makes to his disciples in verses 13-14 and the promise of the Holy Spirit 
which is introduced in verse 16. Obedience is the proof of genuine love. 

 

14:16 a[llon paravklhton Jesus says that in response to his disciples’ love, as shown by their continued 
obedience, he will ask the Father, who will send “another paraclete” (a[llon paravklhton) who will be 
with them forever. This implies that a paraclete has already been with the disciples; it seems best to 
understand this as a reference to Jesus himself, since the other paraclete is coming when he departs. 1 
John 2:1 presents Jesus as a paraclete in his role as intercessor in heaven; here the implication is that Jesus 
has also been a paraclete to the disciples during his earthly ministry. Much is often made of the use of 
a[llo" here, that it should be understood to mean “another of the same kind”. It should be noted that not all 
commentators agree on a sharp distinction between the two words a[llo" and e{tero" in this context. But on 
the whole it may be said that Jesus, although he has not spoken of himself in the Fourth Gospel as a 
paravklhto", has generally performed actions for his disciples which a paravklhto" would perform.127 

The translation of paravklhto" into English as “Comforter” is traditional; apparently it is as old as J. 
Wycliffe. Most would agree that this is not the idea, but would not agree on how in fact it should be 
translated. One of the better suggestions is that made by E. J. Goodspeed who concludes that the word 
meant a person called to someone else’s aid in court, a helper, intercessor, pleader, or character witness.128 
‘Defender’ comes very close to being equivalent, but more than just a defense witness is in view. Jesus’ 
statements about the coming paraclete teaching and reminding the disciples go beyond this meaning and call 
for a broader translation. Goodspeed suggests ‘Helper’ for a translation in the Fourth Gospel and ‘one who 
will intercede for us’ in 1 John 2:1. 

 

eij" toVn aijw'na h\/ Note that the Paraclete, when he comes to the disciples, will remain with them forever. 
The statement is indicative of a permanent presence. 

 

14:17 toV pneu'ma th'" ajlhqeiva" Here Jesus describes the Paraclete as “the Spirit of truth”. Since 
according to 16:13 it is the Spirit who reveals truth to the disciples after Jesus’ departure, it is best to see 
the genitive here as descriptive of a characteristic: it is the Spirit who produces or communicates truth to 
the disciples. 

 

o} Although neuter pronouns are used to refer to the Spirit in this verse, agreeing with the gender of 
pneu'ma, later in the Gospel masculine pronouns are used (constructio ad sensum) at 15:26, 16:7, 8, 13, and 
14. 

                                                           
126 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 636. 
127 For more discussion of the debate over whether Jesus is the “other” paraclete, see Morris, The 

Gospel According to John, 648, note 42. 
128 E. J. Goodspeed, Problems of New Testament Translation (Chicago: University of Chicago, 

1945) 110 ff. 
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oJ kovsmo" ouj duvnatai labei'n The world will not be able to receive the Spirit, because it neither sees him 
nor knows him, but the disciples know him, because he remains with them and will be in them. Both 
ginwvskete and mevnei are present tense, but we should probably understand these as futuristic presents.129 

 

14:18 e[rcomai proV" uJma'" Jesus has spoken in 14:3 of going away and coming again to his disciples. 
There, as we saw, the reference was both to the parousia and to the post-resurrection appearances of Jesus 
to the disciples. Here it is probable that the post-resurrection appearances are primarily in view, since 
Jesus speaks of the disciples “seeing” him after the world can “see” him no longer in the following verse. 

But many commentators have taken verse 18 as a reference to the coming of the Spirit, since this has been 
the topic of the preceding verses. Still, verses 19 and 20 appear to contain references to Jesus’ appearances 
to the disciples after his resurrection. It may well be that another Johannine double meaning is to be found 
here, so that it is true that Jesus ‘returns’ to his disciples in one sense in that he appeared to them after his 
resurrection, but in another sense he ‘returns’ in the person of the Holy Spirit to indwell them. 

 

14:19 o{ti ejgwV zw' kaiV uJmei'" zhvsete Because Jesus “lives” after his death, his followers are assured that 
they too will “live” in the same sense that he does. This involves both (1) the experience of “eternal life” 
already in this life (cf. 5:24) and (2) the experience of “eternal life” in the life to come. 

 

14:20 ejn ejkeivnh/ th'/ hJmevra/ This could be a reference to the parousia. But the statement in 14:19, that the 
world will not see Jesus, does not fit. It is better to take this as the post-resurrection apearances of Jesus to 
his disciples (which has the advantage of taking mikrovn in verse 19 literally). 

Compare the statement in Acts 10:40-41: “God made him manifest, not to all the people, but to us who 
were chosen as witnesses.” 

 

14:21 oJ deV ajgapw'n me ajgaphqhvsetai uJpoV tou' patrov" mou Remember that this is in a context of 
discipleship (or what we might call extended relationship with the Father and the Son). Keeping Jesus’ 
commandments is not here made a condition of salvation. Obedience is simply the proof of love. 

 

14:22 hJmi'n mevllei" ejmfanivzein seautoVn The statement by Jesus raises a question from Judas (not Judas 
Iscariot—he has already departed in 13:30). Judas (and probably the other disciples as well) cannot 
understand what has happened that Jesus is going to manifest himself to them and not to the world. We 
should probably take this as an indication that the disciples, on the night before the crucifixion, still did not 
understand what lay ahead, and were expecting Jesus to reveal himself to the nation and the world as 
Messiah. 

 

14:23-24 ejavn ti" ajgapa'/ me toVn lovgon mou thrhvsei As Jesus has done before in the Fourth Gospel 
(3:5, 4:13), he does not answer the question posed by Judas directly. What he says, however, when properly 
understood, does constitute an answer. He explains what he meant in verses 19-21 about manifesting 
himself to the disciples and not to the world, and expands it to include his earlier statement to Philip in 
verse 9, “he who has seen me has seen the Father.” To the person who loves Jesus, as demonstrated by his 
keeping of Jesus’ words, both Jesus and the Father will come and take up permanent residence (monhVn 
par! aujtw'/ poihsovmeqa). Conversely in verse 24, lack of love is indicated by lack of obedience, and once 
again Jesus affirms that his words have not originated with himself but with the Father. 

                                                           
129 See BDF §323. 
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14:25 Tau'ta lelavlhka These words by Jesus recur six more times in the Last Discourse, in 15:11, 16:1, 
16:4, 16:6, 16:25, and 16:33. 

 

14:26 oJ deV paravklhto", toV pneu'ma toV a{gion Here the Paraclete is specifically identified as the Holy 
Spirit whom the Father will send in Jesus’ name. The ministries of the Paraclete are described as teaching 
the disciples all things and reminding them of all the things Jesus said to them. “All things” may refer, as 
Morris suggests, to “all you will ever need to know.”130 However, in light of the connection with “all the 
things” Jesus said to them, it is more likely that the teaching function of the Holy Spirit is not intended to 
reveal exhaustive truth to the disciples, but rather the full significance of what Jesus did and said 
while he was with them. In this sense the second clause is parallel and epexegetical or explanatory to the 
first. 

 

14:27 Eijrhvnhn ajfivhmi uJmi'n In spite of appearances, this verse does not introduce a new subject (peace). 
Jesus will use the phrase as a greeting to his disciples after his resurrection (20:19, 21, 26). It is here a 
reflection of the Hebrew <lv (shalom) as a farewell. But Jesus says he leaves peace with his disciples. We 
should probably understand this in terms of the indwelling of the Paraclete, the Holy Spirit, which has 
been the topic of the preceding verses. It is his presence, after Jesus has left the disciples, which will remain 
with them and comfort them. 

 

14:28 uJpavgw kaiV e[rcomai proV" uJma'" Jesus refers once again to his upcoming departure and return to 
the disciples, a topic he mentioned in 14:3 and returned to in 14:18-20 (see above, verse 18 and following). 

 

o{ti oJ pathVr meivzwn mouv ejstin This phrase has caused much christological and trinitarian debate. 
Although the Arians appealed to this text to justify their subordinationist christology, it seems evident that 
by the fact Jesus compares himself to the Father, his divine nature is taken for granted. There have been 
two orthodox interpretations: 

 The Son is eternally generated while the Father is not: Origen, Tertullian, Athanasius, Hilary, etc. 

 As man the incarnate Son was less than the Father: Cyril of Alexandria, Ambrose, Augustine. 

In the context of the Fourth Gospel the second explanation seems more plausible. But why should the 
disciples have rejoiced? Because Jesus is on the way to the Father who will glorify him (cf. 17:4-5). 
During his mission on earth he is less than the One who sent him, but his departure now signifies that the 
work the Father has given him is completed (cf. 19:30). Now Jesus will be glorified with that glory that he 
had with the Father before the world was (cf. 17:5). This should be a cause of rejoicing to the disciples 
because when Jesus is glorified he will glorify his disciples as well (17:22). 

 

14:29 i{na o{tan gevnhtai pisteuvshte Jesus tells the disciples that he has told them all these things before 
they happen, so that when they do come to pass the disciples will believe. We are not to understand this as 
if they had not believed prior to this time; over and over the Evangelist has affirmed that they have (cf. 2:11 
etc.). But when they see these things happen, their level of trust in Jesus will increase and their concept 
of who he is will expand. The confession of Thomas in 20:28 is representative of this increased 
understanding of who Jesus is. 

 

                                                           
130 Morris, The Gospel According to John, 656. 
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14:30 oujkevti pollaV lalhvsw meq= uJmw'n Jesus does not have much more to say to them. Although this 
would certainly suit the end of the Discourse, it does not (as some who wish to rearrange chapters 13-17 
maintain) require it. The reason Jesus gives that he does not have much more to say is that the ruler of the 
world is coming. Jesus has already used the descriptive title oJ tou' kovsmou a[rcwn in 12:31 to refer to 
Satan. The soldiers and Judas who are coming to arrest Jesus represent the coming of the Evil One, and it is 
possible in light of the statement in 13:27 (that Satan “entered into” Judas) that for the Evangelist, the 
coming of Judas indicates the coming of Satan himself. 

 

14:31 ejgeivresqe, a[gwmen ejnteu'qen Some have taken it that at this point Jesus and the disciples get up 
and leave the room where the meal was served and begin the journey to the garden of Gethsemane. If so, 
the rest of the Last Discourse takes place en route. This is possible, but not really necessary. Jesus could 
simply have stood up at this point (the disciples may or may not have stood with him) to finish the 
discourse before departing (in 18:1). In any case it may be argued that Jesus’ refers not to a literal departure 
at this point, but to preparing to meet the Enemy who is on the way already in the person of Judas and 
the soldiers with him. 
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Chapter 15 
 

OUTLINE:

[4 A  The Book of Glory: Jesus accomplishes his return to the Father (13:1-20:31)] 

[2 B  The Last Supper: Jesus prepares his disciples for his departure (13:2-17:26)] 

[2 C  The Last Discourse (13:31-17:26)] 

2 D  The relationship of the disciples to Jesus and to the world after his departure (15:1-16:33) 

1 E  Jesus exhorts his disciples to remain in him as the True Vine (15:1-17) 

1 F  The Vine and the branches (15:1-10) 

2 F  The elevation in status of the disciples: from slaves to friends (15:11-17) 

2 E  The hatred of the world for Jesus and his disciples (15:18-16:4a) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES:

2 D  The relationship of the disciples to Jesus and to the world after his departure (15:1-16:33) 

1 E  Jesus exhorts his disciples to remain in him as the True Vine (15:1-17) 

A Note on the Background of the Vine and Branches Imagery: 
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There are numerous Old Testament passages which refer to Israel as a vine: Ps 80:8-16, Isa 5:1-7, Jer 2:21, 
Ezek 15:1-8, 17:5-10, 19:10-14, and Hos 10:1. The vine became symbolic of Israel, and even appeared on 
some coins issued by the Maccabees. 

The Old Testament passages which use this symbol appear to regard Israel as faithless to Yahweh and/or 
the object of severe punishment. Ezek 15:1-8 in particular talks about the worthlessness of wood from a 
vine (in relation to disobedient Judah). A branch cut from a vine is worthless except to be burned as fuel. 
This appears to fit more with the statements about the disciples than with Jesus’ description of himself as 
the vine. 

Ezek 17:5-10 contains vine imagery which refers to a king of the house of David, Zedekiah, who was set 
up as king in Judah by Nebuchadnezzar. Zedekiah allied himself to Egypt and broke his covenant with 
Nebuchadnezzar (and therefore also with God), which would ultimately result in his downfall (17:20-21). 
Ezek 17:22-24 then describes the planting of a cedar sprig which grows into a lofty tree, a figurative 
description of Messiah. But it is significant that Messiah himself is not described in Ezekiel 17 as a vine, 
but as a cedar tree. The vine imagery here applies to Zedekiah’s disobedience. 

 

1 F  The Vine and the branches (15:1-10) 

15:1 =Egwv eijmi hJ a[mpelo" hJ ajlhqinhV Jesus’ description of himself as the “true Vine” in John 15:1 ff. is 
to be seen against this background, but it differs significantly from the imagery we have surveyed above. It 
represents new imagery which differs significantly from OT concepts; it appears to be original with 
Jesus. The imagery of the vine underscores the importance of fruitfulness in the Christian life and the truth 
that this results not from human achievement, but from one’s position in Christ. Jesus is not just giving 
some comforting advice, but portraying to the disciples the difficult path of faithful service. To some degree 
the figure is similar to the Head-Body metaphor used by Paul, with Christ as Head and believers as 
members of the Body. Both metaphors bring out the vital and necessary connection which exists 
between Christ and believers.  

 

oJ pathvr mou oJ gewrgov" ejstin Notice Jesus’ characteristic reference to the Father. Jesus is never 
portrayed as independent from his Father in the Gospel of John; they are always co-operating in every 
activity (cf. 5:19-23). 

 

A Note on the Use of =Egwv eijmi in 15:1 and 15:5: 

Once again we have another of the ejgwv eijmi statements of the Fourth Gospel. It occurs with a predicate as 
also in 6:35 and 6:48 (“I am the Bread of Life”), 8:12 (“I am the Light of the world”), 10:7 and 10:9 (“I am 
the Door”), 10:11 and 10:14 (“I am the Good Shepherd”), 11:25 (“I am the Resurrection and the Life”), 
14:6 (“I am the Way”), and here and 15:5 (“I am the Vine”). Only in the last two uses (here in chapter 15) is 
there further development of the affirmation by additional predication: “my Father is the gardener” in 15:1 
and “you are the branches” in 15:5. The stress in all these statements where predicates are included is not 
solely on the “I,” because the predicate in each instance tells something about what Jesus is in relation to 
mankind. Each affirmation tells something of what was involved in the Father’s sending of the Son into the 
world. Jesus appears in these statements as the source of eternal life (resurrection, life, vine), as the means 
of entry into life (door, way), as the guide who leads people to life (shepherd), as the source of 
nourishment for eternal life (bread), and as the illumination which lights the way in the darkness 
(light).131 

 

                                                           
131 For fuller discussion of the ejgwv eijmi statements of the Fourth Gospel see Brown, The Gospel 

According to John, Appendix IV, 533-38. 
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15:2 pa'n klh'ma…mhV fevron karpoVn ai[rei aujtov The verb ai[rw can mean “lift up” as well as “take 
away,” and it is sometimes argued that here it is a reference to the gardener “lifting up” (i.e., propping up) a 
weak branch so that it bears fruit again. In Johannine usage the word occurs in the sense of “lift up” in 8:59 
and 5:8-12, but in the sense of “remove” it is found in 11:39, 11:48, 16:22, and 17:15. In context 
(theological presuppositions aside for the moment) the meaning “remove” does seem more natural and less 
forced (particularly in light of verse 6, where worthless branches are described as being “cast out”—an 
image that seems incompatible with restoration). 

One option, therefore, would be to understand the branches which are taken away (verse 2) and thrown out 
(verse 6) as believers who forfeit their salvation because of unfruitfulness. This interpretation 
encounters problems with the Johannine teaching on the security of the believer, however, especially 10:28-
29. Thus it is appropriate to turn to other possibilities for the meaning of the removal of branches. 

This leaves two basic ways of understanding Jesus’ statements in 15:2 and 15:6 :  

 These statements may refer to an unfaithful (disobedient) Christian, who is judged at the 
judgment seat of Christ “through fire” (cf. 1 Cor 3:11-15). In this case the “removal” of 15:2 may 
refer (in an extreme case) to the physical death of a disobedient Christian. 

 These statements may refer to someone who was never a genuine believer in the first place (e.g., 
Judas and the Jews who withdrew after Jesus’ difficult teaching in 6:66), in which case 15:6 refers 
to eternal judgment. 

Evaluation:  

 In either instance it is clear that 15:6 refers to the fires of judgment (cf. OT imagery in Ps 80:16 
and Ezek 15:1-8). But view (1) requires us to understand this in terms of the judgment of believers 
at the judgment seat of Christ. This concept does not appear in the Fourth Gospel, because from 
the perspective of the Evangelist, the believer does not come under judgment: note especially 
3:18, 5:24, 5:29. The first reference (3:18) is especially important because it occurs in the context 
of 3:16-21, the section which is key to the framework of the entire Fourth Gospel and which is 
repeatedly alluded to throughout. 

 A similar image to this one is used by John the Baptist in Matt 3:10— “And the axe is already laid 
at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and 
thrown into the fire.” Since this is being addressed to the Pharisees and Sadducees who were 
coming to John for baptism, it almost certainly represents a call to initial repentence. More 
importantly, however, the imagery of being cast into the fire constitutes a reference to eternal 
judgment, a use of imagery which is much nearer to the Johannine imagery in 15:6 than the Pauline 
concept of the judgment seat of Christ (a judgment for believers) mentioned in point [a]. 

 The use of mevnw in 15:6 also supports view (2). When used of the relationship between Jesus and 
the disciple and/or Jesus and the Father, it emphasizes the permanence of the relationship (6:56, 
8:31, 8:35, 14:10). The branch who has not remained is Judas, who departed in 13:30. He did not 
bear fruit, and is now in the realm of darkness, a mere tool of Satan. His eternal destiny, being cast 
into the fire of eternal judgment, is still to come. 

We conclude, therefore, that the branches who do not bear fruit and are taken away and burned are not 
genuine believers. They are those who profess some sort of allegiance to Jesus but who in reality do not 
belong to him. In the Gospel of John, the primary example of this category is Judas. In 1 John 2:18-19 the 
“antichrists” fall into the same category; they too may be thought of as branches that did not bear fruit. They 
departed from the ranks of the Christians because they never did really belong, and their departure shows 
that they did not belong. 

 

pa'n toV karpoVn fevron kaqaivrei aujtoV Consistent with our conclusions above, this statement would then 
refer to the Father’s work in the lives of believers to make them more “productive.” Kaqaivrei is not the 
word we would have expected here, but it provides the transition from the vine imagery to the disciples—
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there is a word-play (not reproduceable in English) between ai[rei and kaqaivrei in this verse. While the 
purpose of the Father in cleansing his people is clear, the precise means by which he does so is not 
immediately obvious. This will become clearer, however, in the following verse. 

 

15:3 h[dh uJmei'" kaqaroiv ejste Now it becomes clear what kaqaivrei in the preceding verse means: it 
refers to cleansing from sin. This phrase occurs elsewhere in the Gospel of John only at the washing of the 
disciples’ feet in 13:10, where Jesus has used it of the disciples being cleansed from sin. There we also find 
further confirmation for our understanding of 15:2 and 6 (discussed above) since Judas is specifically 
excluded from this statement. 

 

15:4 meivnate ejn ejmoiv How are we to understand the imperative and the statement by Jesus about himself 
which follows it? Morris takes the following statement as a continuation of the command: “Remain in me, 
and see that I remain in you.”132 However, the Evangelist has used a conditional imperative in a similar 
construction before, in 2:19: “Destroy this Temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” It seems best to 
understand the same conditional force here: “If you remain in me, then I also will remain in you.” The 
point is that the relationship between Jesus and the disciple is reciprocal: if as genuine believers they remain 
in him, then he promises to remain in them also. 

 

toV klh'ma ouj duvnatai karpoVn fevrein ajf= eJautou' The branches will produce nothing unless they 
remain connected to the vine, from which their life and sustenance flows. As far as the disciples are 
concerned, they will produce no fruit from themselves if they do not remain in their relationship to 
Jesus, because the eternal life which a disciple must possess if he is to bear fruit originates with him; he is 
the source of all life and productivity for the disciple. 

 

15:5 ou|to" fevrei karpoVn poluvn What is the fruit mentioned here and in 15:2, 4, and 8? One’s initial 
impression is to interpret the imagery in terms of good deeds or character qualities, relating it to passages 
elsewhere in the NT like Matt 3:8 and 7:20, Rom 6:22, Gal 5:22, etc. This is not necessarily inaccurate, but 
we must remember that for John, to have life at all is to bear fruit, while one who does not bear fruit shows 
that he does not have the life (once again, conduct is the clue to paternity, as in 8:41; compare also 1 John 
4:20— “If someone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; for the one who does not love his 
brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen”). 

 

15:6 sunavgousin…bavllousin The general meaning of this verse was discussed under verse 2 above. We 
are not told who it is who does the gathering and casting into the fire, but it is probable in light of the 
passives ejblhvqh and ejxhravnqh that sunavgousin and bavllousin are actives substituted for passives. 
Although some claim that realized eschatology is so prevalent in the Fourth Gospel that no references to 
final eschatology appear at all, the fate of these branches seems to point to the opposite. The imagery is 
almost certainly that of eschatological judgment, and recalls some of the OT vine imagery which involves 
divine rejection and judgment of disobedient Israel (Ezek 15:4-6, 19:12). 

 

15:7 o} ejaVn qevlhte aijthvsasqe Jesus is addressing his own again, the disciples from whom the traitor 
Judas has already departed (13:30). They are already clean (cf. 13:10). Thus there is a change to a more 
positive note from the “if anyone” (ejaVn…ti") of verse 6 to “if you” (ejaVn meivnhte) in the present verse. 
Once again Jesus promises the disciples that they may ask whatever they will, and it will be done for them. 
This recalls 14:13-14, where the disciples were promised that if they asked anything in Jesus’ name it 

                                                           
132 Morris, The Gospel According to John, 670. 
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would be done for them. The two thoughts are really quite similar, since here it is conditioned upon the 
disciples’ remaining in Jesus and his words remaining in them. According to our understanding of mevnw 
in the Gospel of John and the Johannine Epistles (see the discussion under verse 2 above) the first phrase 
relates to the genuineness of their relationship with Jesus. The second phrase relates to their obedience. 
When both of these qualifications are met, the disciples would in fact be asking in Jesus’ name and 
therefore according to his will. 

 

15:8 i{na karpoVn poluVn fevrhte How are we to understand the i{na-clause? It is best to take it as 
substantival in apposition to ejn touvtw/ at the beginning of the verse. The Father is glorified when the 
disciples bring forth abundant fruit. Just as Jesus has done the works which he has seen his Father doing 
(5:19-29) so also will his disciples. 

 

gevnhsqe [genhvsesqe] The original reading is difficult to determine, because the external evidence is rather 
evenly divided. The aorist subjunctive gevnhsqe is supported by most Alexandrian manuscripts including 

(apparently) Ì66, along with the Western uncial D. The future indicative genhvsesqe is supported by Í and 
the majority of manuscripts of the Byzantine text-type (Ï). On the basis of the external evidence alone the 
second reading has some credibility because of the unusual alliance between Í and the Byzantine text. 
Some who accept the future indicative see a consecutive (or resultative) sequence between fevrhte in the 
i{na-clause and genhvsesqe, so that the disciples’ bearing much fruit results in their becoming disciples. It 
seems more likely, however, that the second verb (regardless of whether it is read as aorist or future) is to be 
understood as coordinate in meaning with the previous verb fevrhte.133 Thus the two actions are really 
one and the same: bearing fruit and being Jesus’ disciple are not two different actions, but a single 
action. The first is the outward sign or proof of the second—in bearing fruit the disciples show 
themselves to be disciples indeed (cf. 15:5). As far as the textual reading is concerned, it appears 
preferable to accept the aorist subjunctive reading (gevnhsqe). 

 

15:9-10 meivna'te ejn th'/ ajgavph/ th'/ ejmh'/ Jesus begins in verse 9 by affirming his love for the disciples 
(comparing it to the Father’s love for him). He then commands the disciples to remain (meivnate) in his 
love (cf. 15:4). In verse 10 Jesus goes on to explain what he means by remaining in his love: it is indicated 
by obedience to his commands. Obedience and love are inseparably linked and are mutually 
dependent upon one another. A similar idea may be seen in 1 John 4:20 (“If someone says, ‘I love God,’ 
and hates his brother, he is a liar; for the one who does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love 
God whom he has not seen”), when we realize that loving one’s brother involves obeying the command to 
“love one another” (John 13:34, 15:12, 17). Thus 1 John 4:20 is really addressing an attempt to separate 
obedience to God’s commands and love for God, much as Jesus is talking about keeping his 
commandments and remaining in his love being interrelated here. 

 

kaqwV" ejgwV taV" ejntola'" tou' patrov" mou tethvrhka… Jesus illustrates his statements to the disciples 
about the interrelationship of love and obedience by comparing their love for him and obedience to his 
commands to his love for the Father and his obedience to the Father’s commands. 

 

2 F  The elevation in status of the disciples: from slaves to friends (15:11-17) 

                                                           
133 M. Zerwick, Biblical Greek Illustrated by Examples (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1963), 

§342. 
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15:11 i{na hJ caraV hJ ejmhV ejn uJmi'n h\/ The purpose for Jesus saying these things to the disciples is so that 
his joy may reside in them and their joy may be complete. Although it is mentioned only in passing here, the 
theme of joy will be resumed again at greater length in 16:20-24.  

 

15:12 Au{th ejstiVn hJ ejntolhV hJ ejmhv Now the reference to the commandments (plural) in 15:10 have been 
reduced to a singular commandment: the disciples are to love one another, just as Jesus has loved them. 
This is the new commandment of 13:34, and it is repeated in 15:17. The disciples’ love for one another is 
compared to Jesus’ love for them. How has Jesus shown his love for the disciples? This was illustrated in 
13:1-20 in the washing of the disciples’ feet, introduced by the statement in 13:1 that Jesus loved them to 
the end (eij" tevlo" hjgavphsen). In the Notes on 13:1 it was explained how in context this constitutes a 
reference to Jesus’ self-sacrificial death on the cross on their behalf; the love they are to have for one 
another is so great that it must include a self-sacrificial willingness to die for one another if necessary. This 
is exactly what Jesus is discussing here, because he introduces the theme of his sacrificial death in the 
following verse. In 10:18 and 14:31 Jesus spoke of his death on the cross as a commandment he had 
received from his Father, which also links the idea of commandment and love as they are linked here. 

One final note: it is not just the degree or intensity of the disciples’ love for one another that Jesus is 
referring to when he introduces by comparison his own death on the cross (that they must love one another 
enough to die for one another) but the very means of expressing that love: it is to express itself in self-
sacrifice for one another, sacrifice up to the point of death, which is what Jesus himself did on the cross (cf. 
1 John 3:16). 

 

15:13 i{na ti" thVn yuchVn aujtou' qh'/ In the context this must refer primarily to Jesus’ own self-sacrificial 
death on the cross on behalf of his followers, whom he will describe in the next verse as his friends. Some 
have questioned whether love for enemies is not greater than love for friends, but that is not the point here, 
since in the context in which Jesus is speaking these words only friends are present (recall that Judas 
departed in 13:30). 

 

15:14 uJmei'" fivloi mouv ejste This verse really explains 15:10 in another way. Those who keep Jesus’ 
commandments are called his friends, those friends for whom he lays down his life (verse 13). It is 
possible to understand this verse as referring to a smaller group within Christianity as a whole, perhaps 
only the apostles who were present when Jesus spoke these words. Some have supported this by comparing 
it to the small group of associates and advisors to the Roman Emperor who were called “Friends of the 
Emperor.” Others would see these words as addressed only to those Christians who as disciples were 
obedient to Jesus. In either case the result would be to create a sort of “inner circle” of Christians who are 
more privileged than mere “believers” or average Christians. In context, it seems clear that Jesus’ words 
must be addressed to all true Christians, not just some narrower category of believers, because Jesus’ 
sacrificial death, which is his act of love toward his friends (verse 13) applies to all Christians equally 
(cf. 13:1). 

 

15:15 oujkevti levgw uJma'" douvlou" There is a sense in which the follower of Jesus may legitimately be 
thought of as a servant (dou'lo"); this is what Jesus in Luke 17:10 taught the disciples to call themselves, 
and this is a term which Paul commonly applies to himself and to others in his letters. But here Jesus is 
talking about more than just service rendered; here he is talking about intimacy with God. From this 
perspective the Christian is far more than just a servant, because he has been taken into God’s confidence in 
an intimate relationship (cf. 1:12 in the Prologue, along with 1:18). Everything Jesus has heard from his 
Father he has passed along to the disciples. Thus they have a privileged relationship with him and with the 
Father; they are no longer servants but friends (see the note above on the previous verse). 
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15:16 ajll= ejgwV ejxelexavmhn uJma'" If the disciples are now elevated in status from servants to friends, they 
are friends who have been chosen by Jesus, rather than the opposite way round. Again this is true of all 
Christians, not just the Twelve, and the theme that Christians are “chosen” by God appears frequently in 
other NT texts (e.g., Rom 8:33; Eph 1:4ff.; Col 3:12; and 1 Peter 2:4). Putting this together with the 
comments on 15:14 we may ask whether the Evangelist sees any special significance at all for the 
Twelve. Jesus has said in 6:70 and 13:18 that he chose them, and 15:27 makes clear that Jesus in the 
immediate context is addressing those who have been with him from the beginning. It seems most 
probable that in the Fourth Gospel the Twelve, as the most intimate and most committed followers of Jesus, 
are presented as the models for all Christians, both in terms of their election and their mission. 

 

i{na uJmei'" uJpavghte kaiV karpoVn fevrhte The purpose for which the disciples were appointed 
(“commissioned”) is that they go and bear fruit, fruit which remains. The introduction of the idea of 
“going” at this point suggests that the fruit is something more than just character qualities in the 
disciples’ own lives, involving fruit in the lives of others, i.e., Christian converts. There is a mission 
involved (cf. 4:36). The idea that their fruit is permanent, however, relates back to verses 7 and 8, as does 
the reference to asking the Father in Jesus’ name. It appears that as the imagery of the Vine and the 
branches develops, the “fruit” which the branches produce shifts in emphasis from qualities in the 
disciples’ own lives in 15:2, 4, 5 to the idea of a mission which affects the lives of others in 15:16. The 
point of transition would be the reference to fruit in 15:8. 

 

15:17 i{na ajgapa'te ajllhvlou" This verse is a restatement of the idea of 15:12 (see discussion above). This 
brings to a close the parable of the Vine and the branches. 

 

2 E  The hatred of the world for Jesus and his disciples (15:18-16:4a) 

15:18 Eij oJ kovsmo" uJma'" misei' In contrast to Jesus’ love for his disciples is the world’s hatred for them. 
There is no doubt at all that the world will hate the disciples of Jesus; as E. Hoskyns states, “The implacable 
hatred of the World for the friends of Jesus is the sign of the verity of that friendship.”134 Or as R. Brown 
states, “To belong to Jesus is not to belong to the world, and the world can love only what belongs to it.”135 
There will be a point at which the disciples’ loving obedience to Jesus makes them so much like him, 
that the world will respond to them just as it responded to Jesus himself. This will mean persecution. 
As L. Morris states, “It is not without its significance that the disciples are to be known by their love, the 
world by its hatred.”136 

This same theme (the world’s hatred for Jesus, and because of their likeness to him, for his disciples as 
well) was foreshadowed by Jesus’ words to his unbelieving brothers in 7:7. 

 

15:19 ajll= ejgwV ejxelexavmhn uJma'" ejk tou' kovsmou Two themes are brought together here. In 8:23 Jesus 
had distinguished himself from the world in addressing his Jewish opponents: “You are from below, I am 
from above; you are of this world, I am not of this world.” In 15:16 Jesus told the disciples “You did not 
choose me, but I chose you and appointed you…”. Now Jesus has united these two ideas as he informs the 
disciples that he has chosen them out of the world. While the disciples will still be “in” the world after 
Jesus has departed, they will not belong to it, and Jesus prays later in 17:15-16 to the Father, “I do not ask 
you to take them out of the world, but to keep them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as I 
am not of the world.” The same theme also occurs in 1 John 4:5-6: “They are from the world; therefore they 

                                                           
134 E. Hoskyns, The Fourth Gospel, ed. F. N. Davey, 2d ed. (London: Faber, 1947), 479. 
135 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 692. 
136 Morris, The Gospel According to John, 678. 
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speak as from the world, and the world listens to them. We are from God; he who knows God listens to us; 
he who is not from God does not listen to us”. 

Thus the basic reason why the world hates the disciples (as it hated Jesus before them) is because they are 
not of the world. They are born from above, and are not of the world. For this reason the world hates them. 

 

15:20 oujk e[stin dou'lo" meivzwn tou' kurivou aujtou' Jesus now recalls a statement he has made to the 
disciples before, in 13:16. As the master has been treated, so will the servants be treated also. If the 
world has persecuted Jesus, then it will also persecute the disciples. If the world has kept Jesus’ word, it will 
likewise keep the word of the disciples. In this statement there is the implication that the disciples will carry 
on the ministry of Jesus after his departure; they will in their preaching and teaching continue to spread the 
message which Jesus himself had taught while he was with them. And they will meet with the same 
response, by and large, that he encountered. 

 

15:21 o{ti oujk oi[dasin toVn pevmyantav me Now the reason for the world’s rejection of the disciples’ 
message and its persecution of them becomes clear: it is because they do not know the one who sent 
Jesus into the world. In the final analysis it is the world’s ignorance of God that causes them to respond to 
Jesus and to his followers so. Jesus came into the world to reveal the Father to men (1:18, 14:9); in rejecting 
him they have rejected the Father also. But had they known the Father (had they been open to revelation 
from God—had “the Jews” in 8:42 been true sons of Abraham—) then they would have received Jesus and 
his revelation of what God is like gladly. Instead they rejected him, and in so doing showed that they did 
not know the one who sent him. Here Jesus has extended to “the world” the same charge he made against 
“the Jews” in 5:37 and 7:28: they are ignorant of God. 

 

15:22 nu'n deV provfasin oujk e[cousin periV th'" aJmartiva" aujtw'n' Jesus now describes the guilt of the 
world. He came to these people with both words (15:22) and sign-miracles (15:24), yet they have remained 
obstinate in their unbelief, and this sin of unbelief is without excuse. Jesus is not saying that if he had not 
come and spoken to these people they would be sinless; rather he is saying that if he had not come and 
spoken to them, they would not be guilty of the sin of rejecting him and the Father he came to reveal. 
Rejecting Jesus is the one ultimate sin for which there can be no forgiveness, because the one who has 
committed this sin has at the same time rejected the only cure that exists. Jesus spoke similarly to the 
Pharisees in 9:41—”If you were blind, you would have no sin [same phrase as here], but now you say ‘We 
see’ your sin remains.” 

 

15:23 oJ ejmeV misw'n… Hatred of Jesus amounts to hatred of his Father as well. The opposite was stated 
positively in 13:20. 

 

15:24 eij taV e[rga mhV ejpoivhsa ejn aujtou'" a} oujdeiV" a[llo" ejpoivhsen Jesus continues his description of 
the world’s guilt for its rejection of him and the One who sent him. It seems that the sign-miracles he 
performed are particularly in view here. Had Jesus not done these things, which testified to who he was, the 
world would again not be guilty of rejecting him and the Father who sent him. But now they have seen 
and rejected, and their sin remains upon them unatoned. The world has both seen and hated Jesus, 
and in him it has seen (and hated) the Father too. 

 

15:25 i{na plhrwqh'/ oJ lovgo" oJ ejn tw'/ novmw/ aujtw'n gegrammevno"… The ultimate reason for the world’s 
rejection of Jesus and his revelation of the Father is found in the OT scriptures: the word which is written 
in their law must be fulfilled. As a technical term novmo" is usually restricted to the Pentateuch, but here it 
must have a broader reference, since the quotation is from Ps 35:19 or Ps 69:4. The latter is the more likely 



© The Biblical Studies Foundation (www.bible.org) Winter 2001 

source for the quoted words, since it is cited elsewhere in the Fourth Gospel (2:17 and 19:29, in both 
instances in contexts associated with Jesus’ suffering and death). 

 

15:26-27 oJ paravklhto"…ejkei'no" marturhvsei periV ejmou': The world has rejected Jesus and the one 
who sent him, even though it has heard his words and seen his works. But when Jesus departs from the 
world, he will not leave it without a continuing witness. In fact, there will be two: the Paraclete whom 
Jesus will send will continue to testify concerning him (verse 26), and the disciples will also continue to 
testify to the world (verse 27). These two witnesses in combination will produce even further hatred and 
hostility by the world (16:1-4a). 

 

 o}n ejgwV pevmyw uJmi'n paraV tou' patro" Jesus said in 14:16 that the Father would send the Paraclete in 
answer to Jesus’ prayer, and in 14:26 Jesus said that the Father would send the Paraclete in Jesus’ name. 
Now in 15:26 Jesus says that he himself will send the Paraclete from the Father. What are we to make of 
these seeming discrepancies in the accounts? They are probably merely indicative of the intimate union 
between the Father and the Son—the two are so closely identified in their activities in sending the Paraclete 
that this degree of interchange is possible.  

 

o} paraV tou' patroV" ejkporeuvetai What does this phrase say about the eternal procession of the Holy 
Spirit? Probably not too much—the context is not concerned with the eternal mutual interrelationships of 
the persons of the Trinity, but with the continuation of the mission of the Son once he has departed from 
the world. B. F. Westcott is most likely correct when he states that had the eternal procession of the Spirit 
been in view here, the preposition used would have been ejk, indicating source, rather than parav, which 
indicates relationship (cf. 1:1).137 The preposition parav is used in 16:27 and 17:8 to describe the mission 
of the Son. 

                                                           
137 B. F. Westcott, The Gospel According to St. John, 224-25. 
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Chapter 16 
 

OUTLINE: 

[3 A  The Book of Glory: Jesus accomplishes his return to the Father (13:1-20:31)] 

[2 B  The Last Supper: Jesus prepares his disciples for his departure (13:2-17:26)] 

[2 C  The Last Discourse (13:31-17:26)] 

2 D  The relationship of the disciples to Jesus and to the world after his departure (15:1-16:33) 

[1 E  Jesus exhorts his disciples to remain in him as the True Vine (15:1-17)] 

2 E  The hatred of the world for Jesus and his disciples (15:18-16:4a) 

3 E  The coming of the Holy Spirit: his work (16:4b-15) 

1 F  The Holy Spirit’s work with respect to the world (16:4b-11) 

2 F  The Holy Spirit’s work with respect to the disciples (16:12-15) 

4 E  Jesus’ return to his disciples will cause their sadness to turn to joy (16:16-24) 

5 E  The disciples claim to understand who Jesus is and from whence he has come (16:25-
33) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES: 

Introduction: Chapter 16 does not begin with a clear break in thought from the preceding chapter. As the 
outline indicates, the section which began in 15:18 continues through 16:4a. The theme of the world’s 
hatred for the disciples and its persecution of them which Jesus discussed in 15:18-25 reappears here, after 
the interlude in 15:26-27 which introduced the work of the Holy Spirit in the world, who will bear witness 
concerning Jesus to the world. In 15:18-25 the primary emphasis was on the world’s hatred for the 
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disciples, which stands in stark contrast to Jesus’ love for them in 15:11-17. In 15:27 the disciples also are 
told that they will bear witness to Jesus, and now 16:1-4a picks up this theme as Jesus tells them the things 
the world will do to them to eliminate their witness. 

 

2 E  The hatred of the world for Jesus and his disciples (15:18-16:4a) 

16:1 Tau'ta lelavlhka uJmi'n This phrase occurs seven times in the Last Discourse, in 14:25, 15:11, here in 
16:1, 16:4, 16:6, 16:25, and 16:33. Here and in 16:4 Jesus gives the purpose for his telling the disciples 
about coming persecution. He does so in order that when it happens, the disciples “may not be caused to 
stumble” (mhV skandalisqh'te) which in this context would refer to the confusion and doubt which they 
would certainly experience when such persecution began. There may have been a tendency for the disciples 
to expect immediately after Jesus’ victory over death the institution of the millennium, particularly in light 
of the turn of events recorded in the early chapters of Acts. Jesus here forestalls such disillusionment for the 
disciples by letting them know in advance that they will face persecution and even martyrdom as they seek 
to carry on his mission in the world after his departure. It is also clear that, whatever the disciples may have 
thought about the course of future events, Jesus himself is well aware of the future course of history, even 
beyond the cross (which he has mentioned many times in the Fourth Gospel). 

 

16:2 e[rcetai w{ra Jesus now refers not to “his hour” as he has frequently done up to this point, but to the 
disciples’ hour. They will be excommunicated from Jewish synagogues. There will even be a time when 
those who kill Jesus’ disciples will think that they are offering service to God by putting the disciples to 
death. Because of the reference to service offered to God, it is almost certain that Jesus has in mind Jewish 
opposition here in both cases rather than Jewish opposition in the first instance (putting the disciples out of 
synagogues) and Roman opposition in the second (putting the disciples to death). Such opposition 
materializes later and is recorded in Acts: the stoning of Stephen in 7:58-60 and the slaying of James the 
brother of John by Herod Agrippa I in Acts 12:2-3 are notable examples.  

 

16:3 o{ti oujk e[gnwsan… The reason why those of the world will persecute the disciples so thoroughly is 
because they do not know either Jesus or the Father. Ignorance of Jesus and ignorance of the Father are also 
linked in 8:19; to know Jesus would be to know the Father also, but since the world does not know Jesus, 
neither does it know his Father. The world’s ignorance of the Father is also mentioned in 8:55, 15:21, and 
17:25. 

 

16:4a ajllaV tau'ta lelavlhka uJmi'n The first half of verse 4 resumes the statement of 16:1, tau'ta 
lelavlhka uJmi'n, in a somewhat more positive fashion, omitting the reference to the disciples being caused 
to stumble. Instead, Jesus tells the disciples that he has informed them of these things so that when the hour 
of persecution comes, they will remember that he had foretold them. He did not want them to be taken by 
surprise. 

 

3 E  The coming of the Holy Spirit: his work (16:4b-15) 

1 F  The Holy Spirit’s work with respect to the world (16:4b-11) 

16:4b Tau'ta deV uJmi'n ejx ajrch'" oujk ei\pon This verse serves as a transition between the preceding 
discussion of the persecutions the disciples will face in the world after the departure of Jesus, and the 
following discussion concerning the departure of Jesus and the coming of the Paraclete. Jesus had not told 
the disciples these things from the beginning because he was with them. As Jesus goes on to explain in the 
following verse, he is going to depart and return to the Father who sent him, so he must now inform the 
disciples of these things. 
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16:5 uJpavgw Now the theme of Jesus’ impending departure is resumed. It will also be mentioned in verses 
10, 17, and 28 of this chapter. Jesus had said to his opponents in 7:33 that he was going to the one who sent 
him; in 13:33 he had spoken of going where the disciples could not come. At that point Peter had inquired 
where he was going, but it appears that Peter did not understand Jesus’ reply at that time and did not persist 
in further questioning. In 14:5 Thomas had asked Jesus where he was going.  

 

Nu'n deV uJpavgw Now, in contrast to these former questions, none of the disciples asks Jesus where he is 
going, and the reason is given in the following verse: grief has overcome the disciples as a result of the 
predictions of coming persecution that Jesus has just spoken to them in 15:18-25 and 16:1-4a. Their shock 
at Jesus’ revelation of coming persecution is so great that none of them thinks to ask him where it is that he 
is going. 

 

16:6 tau'ta lelavlhka uJmi'n On this phrase see the note at 16:1 above.  

 

16:7 sumfevrei uJmi'n i{na ejgwV ajpevlqw Jesus now tells the disciples that in fact it is better for them if he 
goes away. They must have seen Jesus’ talk of departure (verse 5) as a disaster for themselves, and this 
added to their grief (verse 6) at the thought of persecution. Again this thought resumes an earlier statement 
by Jesus in 14:28, “If you loved me, you would have rejoiced, because I go to the Father.” There we pointed 
out that Jesus’ return to the Father signified the completion of his work and his glorification by the Father 
(cf. 17:5). The disciples should see this as a cause of rejoicing because when Jesus is glorified he will 
glorify them too, as he later informs them (17:22). Here it is better for the disciples if Jesus goes away not 
because he will glorify them if he does, but because of the sending of the Paraclete to be with them.  

 

ejaVn gaVr mhV ajpevlqw, oJ paravklhto" oujk ejleuvsetai proV" uJma'" Why must Jesus go away before the 
Paraclete can come to the disciples? In 7:39 the Evangelist noted that the Spirit was not yet [given] because 
Jesus had not yet been glorified. Jesus’ glorification, as we have discussed before, consists in his death on 
the cross as well as his resurrection, ascension, and exaltation in the presence of the Father. It is Jesus who 
must go in order to send the Spirit (pevmyw aujtoVn proV" uJma'", here in 16:7), but it is also the Spirit who is 
to take the place of Jesus here on earth (cf. 15:26).  

But why is it better for the disciples to have the presence of the Paraclete than the presence of Jesus himself 
as they do now? Because the Paraclete will not only be with them as Jesus has been, but in them as well (cf. 
17:23, 26).  

 

16:8 ejkei'no" ejlevgxei toVn kovsmon… Jesus now tells his disciples that when the Paraclete comes, he will 
convict the world concerning sin, righteousness, and judgment. Periv is used in 16:8-11 in the sense of 
“concerning” or “with respect to”. But what about the verb ejlevgcw? The basic meanings possible for this 
word are (1) “to convict or convince someone of something”; (2) “to bring to light or expose something; 
and (3) “to correct or punish someone”. The third possibility may be ruled out in these verses on contextual 
grounds since punishment is not implied. The meaning is often understood to be that the Paraclete will 
“convince” the world of its error, so that some at least will repent. But S. Mowinckel [“Die Vorstellungen 
des Spätjudentums vom heiligen Geist als Fürsprecher und der johanneische Paraklet,” Zeitschrift für die 
neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 32 (1933): 97-130] has demonstrated that the verb ejlevgcw does not 
necessarily imply the conversion or reform of the guilty party. This means it is far more likely that we are 
looking at conviction in more of a legal sense here (as in a trial). The only certainty is that the accused party 
is indeed proven guilty. Further confirmation of this interpretation is seen in 14:17 where it is stated that the 
world cannot receive the Paraclete and in 3:20, where it is said that the evildoer deliberately refuses to come 
to the light, lest his deeds be exposed for what they really are (significantly, the verb in 3:20 is also 
ejlevgcw). 
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However, if we wish to adopt the meaning “prove guilty” for the use of ejlevgcw in 16:8 we are still left with 
a difficulty: while this meaning fits the first statement in 16:9—the world is ‘proven guilty’ concerning its 
sin of refusing to believe in Jesus—it does not fit so well the second and third assertions in verses 10 and 
11. R. Brown (AB 29a, 705) argues that the meaning of ejlevgcw must be similar in all three of the phrases 
and suggests the more general meaning ‘prove wrong’ which would fit in all three cases. This may be so, 
but there may also be a developmental aspect to the meaning, which would then shift from verse 9 to verse 
10 to verse 11. (This discussion continues in the Notes on the following verses.) 

 

16:9 o{ti ouj pisteuvousin eij" ejmev The three functions of the Paraclete introduced in verse 8 are 
elaborated in the following three verses (9-11). It is difficult to determine whether o{ti should be understood 
as causal or appositional/explanatory: Brown and Bultmann favor the latter, while Barrett and Morris prefer 
the former. I suspect that if we are forced to choose, a causal idea would be preferable here, since it also fits 
the parallel statements in verses 10 and 11 better than an appositional or explanatory use would. In this case 
Jesus is stating in each instance the reason why the world is proven guilty or wrong by the Paraclete.  

Here in verse 9 the world is proven guilty concerning sin, and the reason given is their refusal to believe in 
Jesus. In 3:19 the effect of Jesus coming into the world as the Light of the world was to provoke judgment, 
by forcing men to choose up sides for or against him, and they chose darkness rather than light. At the very 
end of Jesus’ public ministry in the Fourth Gospel (12:37) the Evangelist offers this summary observation 
concerning the world’s response to Jesus’ ministry: “But as many sign-miracles as he performed among 
them, they kept on refusing to believe in him” (ejpivsteuon, iterative or customary/habitual imperfect). 

 

16:10 periV dikaiosuvnh" dev Now the world is proven wrong concerning righteousness. There are two 
questions that need to be answered: (1) what is the meaning of dikaiosuvnh in this context, and (2) to whom 
does it pertain—to the world, or to someone else?  

(1) The word dikaiosuvnh occurs in the Gospel of John only here and in verse 8. It is often assumed that it 
refers to forensic justification, as it does so often in Paul’s writings. Thus the answer to question (2) would 
be that it refers to the world. L. Morris states, “The Spirit shows men (and no-one else can do this) that their 
righteousness before God depends not on their own efforts but on Christ’s atoning work for them” (The 
Gospel According to John , 699, emphasis mine). Since the word occurs so infrequently in the Fourth 
Gospel, however, we must look very carefully at the context here. The o{ti-clause which follows provides an 
important clue: the righteousness in view here has to do with Jesus’ return to the Father and his absence 
from the disciples. It is true that in the Fourth Gospel part of what is involved in Jesus’ return to the Father 
is the cross, and it is through his substitutionary death that men are justified, so that Morris’ understanding 
of righteousness here is possible. But more basic than this is the idea that Jesus’ return to the Father 
constitutes his own dikaiosuvnh in the sense of vindication rather than forensic justification. Jesus had 
repeatedly claimed oneness with the Father, and his opponents had repeatedly rejected this and labelled him 
a deceiver, a sinner, and a blasphemer (5:18, 7:12, 9:24, 10:33, etc.). But Jesus, by his glorification through 
his return to the Father, is vindicated in his claims in spite of his opponents. In his vindication his followers 
are also vindicated as well, but their vindication derives from his. 

Thus we would answer question (1) by saying that in context dikaiosuvnh" refers not to forensic 
justification but vindication, and question (2) by referring this justification/vindication not to the world or 
even to Christians directly, but to Jesus himself. 

Finally, how does Jesus’ last statement in verse 10, that the disciples will see him no more, contribute to 
this? It is probably best taken as a reference to the presence of the Paraclete, who cannot come until Jesus 
has departed (16:7). The meaning of verse 10 is thus: when the Paraclete comes he will prove the world 
wrong concerning the subject of vindication, namely, Jesus’ vindication which is demonstrated when he is 
glorified in his return to the Father and the disciples see him no more (but they will have the presence of the 
Paraclete, whom the world is not able to receive [14:17]). 
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16:11 periV deV krivsew" In this verse, the world is proven wrong concerning judgment, because the ruler of 
this world has been judged. Jesus’ vindication (justification) before the Father, as proven by his return to the 
Father, his glorification, constitutes a judgment against Satan. This is parallel to the judgment of the world 
which Jesus provokes in 3:19-21: as we have pointed out so often before, Jesus’ presence in the world as 
the Light of the world provokes the judgment of those in the world, because as they respond to the Light 
(either coming to Jesus or rejecting him) so are they judged. That judgment is in a sense already realized. 
So it is here, where the judgment of Satan is already realized in Jesus’ glorification. This does not mean that 
Satan does not continue to be active in the world, and to exercise some power over it, just as in 3:19-21 the 
people in the world who have rejected Jesus and thus incurred judgment continue on in their opposition to 
Jesus for a time. In both cases the judgment is not immediately executed. But it is certain. 

Now having looked at 16:8-11 we may consider one last question: who are the objects of the work of the 
Paraclete in proving the world guilty concerning their sin of rejecting Jesus (16:9), proving the world wrong 
concerning the justification of Jesus (the vindication of his claims) before the Father (16:10), and proving 
the world wrong concerning the judgment of Satan, the ruler of this world (16:11)? The people in the world, 
i.e., non-believers, or the disciples, i.e., believers? In spite of the long tradition (going back at least to 
Augustine) of understanding this passage to refer to the work of the Holy Spirit in convicting the world (i.e., 
non-believers), the context of chapter 16 concerns Jesus’ reassurance to the disciples in the light of coming 
persecution (15:18-25 and 16:1-4a). Yet it is also true that in 15:26-27 Jesus tells the disciples that the 
Paraclete will bear witness concerning him, and they too will bear witness. The first instance could be 
understood to refer only to the disciples and not to the world, but the second, the witness of the disciples 
themselves, must refer to the world, and the parallelism between the two suggests strongly that the Paraclete 
also bears witness to the world. Thus it appears best to say that both the people in the world and the 
disciples (i.e., both non-believers and believers) are to be the objects of the Paraclete’s work as described 
here. 

 

2 F  The Holy Spirit’s work with respect to the disciples (16:12-15) 

From the work of the Holy Spirit in relation to the world, Jesus now turns to the work of the Spirit in 
relation to the disciples. Verse 12 serves as something of a transition. 

 

16:12 “Eti pollaV e[cw uJmi'n levgein In what sense does Jesus have “yet many things” to say to the 
disciples? Does this imply the continuation of revelation after his departure? This seems to be the case, 
especially in light of verses 13 and following, which describe the work of the Holy Spirit in guiding the 
disciples into “all the truth”. Thus it would seem reasonable to understand Jesus to say that he would 
continue to speak to the Twelve, at least, after his return to the Father. He would do this through the Holy 
Spirit whom he was going to send. Revelation could potentially continue until the death of the last apostle. 
Although it is possible that an audience broader than the Twelve is addressed, this seems unlikely in context 
since other statements made by Jesus appear to be directed to those present when he spoke. 

 

16:13 oJdhghvsei uJma'" ejn th'/ ajlgqeiva/ pavsh/ Three things of importance must be noted here.  

(1) When the Holy Spirit comes, he will guide the disciples into all the truth. What Jesus had said in 8:31-
32, “If you remain in my word you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will 
make you free,” will ultimately be realized in the ongoing ministry of the Holy Spirit to the disciples after 
Jesus’ departure. 

(2) The things the Holy Spirit speaks to them will not be things which originate from himself, but things he 
has heard. This could be taken to mean that no new revelation is involved, as R. Brown does (AB 29a, 714-
15). This is a possible but not a necessary inference. The point here concerns the source of the things the 
Spirit will say to the disciples (ajf! eJautou') and does not specifically exclude originality of content. 

(3) Part at least of what the Holy Spirit will reveal to the disciples will concern things to come, not just 
fuller implications of previous sayings of Jesus and the like. This does seem to indicate (contra Brown) that 
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at least some new revelation is involved. But the Spirit is not the source or originator of these things—Jesus 
is the source, and he will continue to speak to his disciples through the Spirit who has come to indwell them.  

This does not answer the question, however, whether these words are addressed to all followers of Jesus, or 
only to his apostles. Since the in the context of the Last Discourse Jesus is preparing the Twelve to carry on 
his ministry after his departure, it seems best to take these statements as specifically related only to the 
Twelve. Some of this the Holy Spirit does directly for all believers today; other parts of this statement are 
fulfilled through the apostles (e.g., in the giving of the Book of Revelation the Spirit speaks through the 
apostles to the Church today of things to come). One of the implications of this is that a doctrine does not 
have to be traced back to an explicit teaching of Jesus to be authentic; all that is required is apostolic 
authority. 

 

16:14 ejkei'no" ejmeV doxavsei Just as Jesus will say that he glorified the Father by revealing him to men 
(completing the mission on which he was sent by the Father, 17:4), so here the Holy Spirit will glorify Jesus 
by revealing him to men (revealing Jesus’ words to the disciples). It is important to note that the Holy 
Spirit’s ministry does not draw attention to himself at all, but rather to Jesus, whom he glorifies. 

 

16:15 pavnta o{sa e[cei oJ pathVr Now the Father himself is mentioned. Everything the Father has belongs 
to Jesus also, so when Jesus has just said in the previous verse that the Spirit will receive from Jesus and 
proclaim it to the disciples, this includes the things of the Father as well. The closeness of the 
interrelationship between Jesus, the Father, and the Spirit is evident here. The Spirit will continue to declare 
what the Father is like, just as Jesus himself came to do (cf. 1:18). In revealing Jesus to the disciples (see 
the preceding verse) the Spirit will also be revealing the Father, just as Jesus did. 

 

4 E  Jesus’ return to his disciples will cause their sadness to turn to joy (16:16-24) 

16:16 oujkevti qewrei'tev me Jesus once more refers to his impending departure, his return to the Father 
through death, resurrection, and exaltation. He has said virtually the same thing to them earlier, in 14:19. 
The phrase kaiV o[yesqev me is sometimes taken to refer to the coming of the Holy Spirit after Jesus departs, 
but (as at 14:19) it is much more probable that it refers to the post-resurrection appearances of Jesus to the 
disciples. There is no indication in the context that the disciples will see Jesus only with “spiritual” sight, as 
would be the case if the coming of the Spirit is in view. 

 

16:17 tiv ejstin tou'to o} levgei hJmi'n The disciples appear not to have understood the majority of what 
Jesus has said. The statements which have caused them the most difficulty were in verse 16 (“a little while 
and you will not behold me, and again a little while, and you will see me”) and verse 10 (“because I am 
going to the Father and you will no longer behold me”). These appear to be mutually exclusive: how can 
Jesus say that he will disappear for a while and then reappear, and on the other hand say that he is going to 
the Father and thus they will see him no more? This is the first time the disciples have spoken since Judas 
(not Iscariot) spoke of his confusion in 14:22.  

 

16:18 toV mikrovn These words really represent the heart of the difficulty for the disciples. They do not 
understand how Jesus is going to depart in only a little while, and then reappear to them a little while after 
that. 

 

16:19 “Egnw oJ =Ihsou'"… The Evangelist informs us that Jesus anticipated their question. Supernatural 
knowledge of what was in the minds of the disciples is a possible, but not a necessary, inference here. The 
disciples had been speaking openly to one another, and Jesus repeats part of the questions they are asking 
among themselves. Their perplexity was probably evident. 
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Interestingly enough, when Jesus repeats the phrase mikroVn kaiV ouj qewrei'tev me, kaiV pavlin mikroVn kaiV 
o[yesqev me he does not repeat the exact wording of his own statement (in verse 16, where the negative is 
oujkevti) but the wording of the disciples’ repetition of his statement (in verse 17). 

 

16:20 ajmhVn ajmhVn levgw uJmi'n… Jesus’ answer to the unasked question of the disciples begins here. Jesus, 
as often in the Fourth Gospel, does not answer their specific question about the time element (mikrovn) 
involved in his impending departure. Rather Jesus addresses what for the disciples is the real issue, their 
emotional distress at his departure. Jesus contrasts the response of the disciples to his death by crucifixion 
with the response of the unbelieving world. The disciples will mourn and grieve, but the world will rejoice 
to see the end of Jesus (compare the response of the world in Rev 11:10-11 to the deaths of the two 
witnesses). 

 

16:21 hJ gunhV o{tan tivkth/ luvphn e[cei Jesus now compares the situation of the disciples to a woman in 
childbirth. Just as the woman in the delivery of her child experiences real pain and anguish, so the disciples 
will also undergo real anguish at the crucifixion of Jesus. But once the child has been born, the mother’s 
anguish is turned into joy, and she forgets the past suffering. The same will be true of the disciples, who 
after Jesus’ resurrection and reappearance to them will forget the anguish they suffered at his death on 
account of their joy. 

 

16:22 kaiV uJmei'" ou\n nu'n meVn luvphn e[cete: Jesus now repeats the points he had made before the 
illustration (verse 20) with additional details. The disciples’ grief is already present (nu'n …e[cete) as they 
struggle with the idea of Jesus leaving them. Jesus tells them he will see them again, once more a reference 
to the post-resurrection appearances he will make to the disciples. At that time no one will take their joy 
from them. The idea of permanence attached to the disciples’ joy at this point suggests more than just their 
joy in recognizing that Jesus has overcome death itself (20:20). They will also experience the permanent 
presence of the Paraclete, the Holy Spirit, as a result of Jesus’ departure (cf. 14:17). 

Verse 22 is an allusion to Isa 66:14 LXX: “Then you shall see, and your heart shall be glad, and your bones 
shall flourish like the new grass; and the hand of the LORD shall be made known to his servants, but he 
shall be indignant toward his enemies.” The change from “you shall see [me]” to “I shall see you” places 
more emphasis on Jesus as the one who re-initiates the relationship with the disciples after his resurrection, 
but verse 16 (“you will see me”) is more like Isa 66:14. Further support for seeing this allusion as 
intentional is found in Isa 66:7, which uses the same imagery of the woman giving birth found in 16:21. In 
the context of Isaiah 66 the passages refer to the institution of the millennial kingdom, and in fact the last 
clause of 66:14 along with the following verses (15-17) have yet to be fulfilled. This is part of the tension of 
present and future eschatological fulfillment that runs throughout the NT, by virtue of the fact that there are 
two advents. Some prophecies are fulfilled or partially fulfilled at the first, while other prophecies or parts 
of prophecies await fulfillment at the second. 

 

16:23-24 KaiV ejn ejkeivnh/ th'/ hJmevra/… There are two thoughts here. Jesus first tells the disciples that in that 
day they will ask (ejrwthvsete) him nothing. This most likely refers to the questions the disciples had had 
concerning Jesus’ departure. They will have no need to ask him anything any more, because the Paraclete, 
the Holy Spirit, will be residing in them permanently (verse 22, compare also 14:26 and 16:13), and he will 
give the disciples full understanding. 

 

ajmhVn ajmhV levgw uJmi'n… A further thought is then introduced by Jesus’ use of ajmhVn ajmhVn. Whatever they 
ask the Father in Jesus’ name, the Father will give them. In 15:7 Jesus had promised, “If you remain in me 
and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it shall be done for you.” The disciples will 
remain in intimate union with Jesus (note the consistency with the interpretation of mevnw in chapter 15), 
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because they will have the permanent indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit. Thus they will be so intimately 
acquainted with the Father himself, that they will be able to ask him directly and expect an answer. 

 

5 E  The disciples claim to understand who Jesus is and from whence he has come (16:25-
33) 

16:25 Tau'ta ejn paroimivai" lelavlhka uJmi'n This statement by Jesus gives the impression that his 
remarks to the disciples are drawing to a close. There is some difficulty in defining paroimivai" precisely: a 
translation like “parables” does not convey accurately the meaning. BAGD (629) suggest in general 
“proverb,” “maxim,” but for Johannine usage “dark saying,” “figure of speech, in which especially lofty 
ideas are concealed”. In the preceding context of the Last Discourse Jesus has certainly used obscure 
language and imagery at times: 13:8-11; 13:16; 15:1-17; and 16:21. In the LXX this word is used to 
translate the Hebrew lvm (mashal ) which covers a wide range of figurative speech, often containing 
obscure or enigmatic elements.  

 

e[rcetai w{ra Jesus tells the disciples that a time is coming when he will no longer speak to them with this 
kind of figurative language, but will speak to them openly (parrhsiva/) concerning the Father. When will 
this take place? In light of the following verse where Jesus returns to the theme of the disciples asking the 
Father in his name, this would seem to refer to the situation of the disciples after the resurrection of Jesus. 

 

16:26 ejn tw'/ ojnovmativ mou aijthvsesqe Here the theme of the disciples asking the Father directly is 
resumed from verses 23b-24. They will ask the Father in Jesus’ name themselves; they will not need Jesus 
to intercede for them. The reason for this is given in verse 27 following. 

 

16:27 aujtoV" gaVr oJ pathVr fileiV uJma'" The reason why the disciples will be able after Jesus’ resurrection 
to petition the Father directly with their requests is because the Father himself loves them. This in turn is 
because the disciples have loved Jesus and believed that he has come from God. The Father is ready to hear 
and answer the prayers of the disciples because of their relationship to Jesus. 

 

16:28 ejxh'lqon… This verse is a summary of the entire Gospel. It summarizes the earthly career of the 
Word made flesh, Jesus of Nazareth, on his mission from the Father to be the Saviour of the world, 
beginning with his entry into the world as he comes forth from God and concluding with his departure from 
the world as he returns to the Father. At this point in the discussion this statement explains further the 
statement in verse 27 that the Father is ready to hear the prayers of the disciples because of the relationship 
in which they stand to Jesus. Jesus is the mediator, the intermediary, between man and God, and this is the 
point of including the summary of his career in the present verse. 

 

16:29-30 i[de nu'n ejn parrhsiva/ lalei'" How are we to take the disciples’ reply to Jesus that now they 
understand what he is saying to them? “Now you are speaking openly (ejn parrhsiva/) and no longer with 
figurative language (paroimivan),” said the disciples. These words seem a bit impulsive. It is difficult to 
believe that the disciples have really understood the full implications of Jesus’ words, although it is true that 
he spoke to them plainly and not figuratively in 16:26-28. The disciples will not fully understand all that 
Jesus has said to them until after his resurrection, when the Holy Spirit will give them insight and 
understanding (16:13). 

 

16:31 a[rti pisteuvete… Jesus’ evaluation of the disciples’ response (verses 29-30) indicates that it was 
indeed premature. It does not imply that their faith in him is non-existent, but rather that at the present time 
it is inadequate. They have believed that he is the Messiah (cf. 2:11). They have yet to believe that he is 
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both Lord and God (cf. 20:28). This expansion of their conception of who Jesus is cannot take place until 
after his resurrection. 

 

16:32 ijdouV e[rcetai w{ra The proof of Jesus’ evaluation of the disciples’ faith is now given: Jesus foretells 
their abandonment of him at his arrest, trials, and crucifixion. This parallels the synoptic accounts in Matt 
26:31 and Mark 14:27 when Jesus, after the Last Supper and on the way to Gethsemane, foretells the 
desertion of the disciples as a fulfillment of Zech 13:7—”Strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be 
scattered.” Yet although the disciples abandon Jesus, he reaffirms that he is not alone, because the Father is 
still with him. 

 

16:33 i{na ejn ejmoiV eijrhvnhn e[chte The purpose for which Jesus has told these things to the disciples is in 
order that they might have peace. Although the world will persecute the disciples (cf. 15:18-25 and 16:1-
4a), they can take courage in the knowledge that Jesus has overcome the world (ejgwV nenivkhka toVn 
kovsmon). This is the only occurrence of the verb nikavw in the Fourth Gospel, although it occurs 6 times in 1 
John, including similar phrases such as 5:4, and 17 times in Revelation. 

The Last Discourse proper closes on this triumphant note, which recalls 1:5 of the Prologue: “the Light 
shines on in the darkness, and the darkness has not mastered it”. Jesus’ words which follow in chapter 17 
are addressed not the the disciples but to his Father, as he prays for the consecration of the disciples. 
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Chapter 17 
 

OUTLINE: 

[4 A  The Book of Glory: Jesus accomplishes his return to the Father (13:1-20:31)] 

[2 B  The Last Supper: Jesus prepares his disciples for his departure (13:2-17:26)] 

[2 C  The Last Discourse (13:31-17:26)] 

3 D  Jesus’ concluding prayer (17:1-26) 

1 E  Jesus asks the Father to glorify him (17:1-5) 

2 E  Jesus prays for the disciples the Father has given him (17:6-19) 

3 E  Jesus prays for the ones who believe in him on account of the testimony of the disciples 
(17:20-26) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES: 

3 D  Jesus’ concluding prayer (17:1-26) 

Introduction. Jesus’ prayer now marks the conclusion of the Last Discourse. As we noted above at 13:31 in 
the Note on the literary genre of the Last Discourse it appears to be organized after the pattern of a farewell 
speech, and it was not uncommon for farewell speeches to include closing prayers. Deuteronomy, for 
example, contains both a prayer in chapter 32 and a blessing of the people in chapter 33. 

It is common to refer to chapter 17 as the High Priestly Prayer of Jesus. C. K. Barrett did not like this 
designation because it “does not do justice to the full range of the material contained in it.”138 Whatever else 
may be said, such a label does emphasize the consecratory emphasis of the prayer with regard both to the 
disciples and to Jesus’ own work, which is now accomplished as he looks forward to his impending death 
on the cross. 

Actually John does not used the term “high priest” to describe Jesus. However, in context, Jesus has 
promised “another Paraclete” (14:16) and since the range of meaning for this word includes “advocate” (cf. 
1 John 2:1 and the Notes on 14:16) it may well be that here the Evangelist shows Jesus interceding for his 
disciples as Advocate/Paraclete. 

 

1 E  Jesus asks the Father to glorify him (17:1-5) 

17:1 kaiV ejpavra" touV" ojfqalmouV" aujtou' eij" toVn oujranoVn Jesus also did this before his prayer in 
11:41. This was probably a common posture in prayer; according to the parable in Luke 18:13 the tax 
collector did not feel himself worthy to do this. 

 

ejlhvluqen hJ w{ra Jesus has said before that his “hour” had come, both in 12:23 when some Greeks sought 
to speak with him, and in 13:1 where just before he washed the disciples’ feet he is said to have known that 
his hour had come. It appears best to understand the “hour” as a period of time starting at the end of Jesus’ 
public ministry and extending through the passion week, ending with Jesus’ return to the Father through 
death, resurrection, and exaltation. The “hour” begins as soon as the first events occur which begin the 
process that leads to Jesus’ death. 

 

dovxasovn sou toVn uiJovn Related to the coming of the “hour” is the glorification of Jesus. In 13:31-32 Jesus 
had said, “Now is the Son of Man glorified, and God is glorified in him; if God is glorified in him, God will 
also glorify him in himself, and immediately he will glorify him.” Now in 17:1ff. Jesus prays for this to be 
carried out.  

 

i{na oJ oiJoV" doxavsh/ sev The glorification of the Son and the Father are closely related. Jesus’ own 
glorification (his return to the Father through death, resurrection, and exaltation) is not an end in itself; even 
this is to the greater glory of the Father, as is everything the Son does. 

 

17:2 e[dwka" aujtw'/ ejxousivan pavsh" sarkov" Jesus has been given authority by the Father over all 
people. This probably refers to the authority to judge (cf. 5:27) since the next phrase makes it clear that 
Jesus does not give eternal life to everyone indiscriminately, but only to those whom the Father has given 
him. 

 

                                                           
138 C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 500. 
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paVn o} devdwka" aujtw'/ Jesus gives the gift of eternal life only to those whom the Father has given him. 
Once again there is the thought (seen before in 6:44 and 6:65) that although the gift of life is offered freely, 
a person does not accept it unless the Father has predestined that person to come to Jesus and believe in 
him. 

 

17:3 au{th dev to introduce an explanation is typical Johannine style; it was used before in 1:19, 3:19, and 
15:12. The Evangelist here defines “eternal life” for the readers. It is not just unending life in the sense of 
prolonged duration. Rather it is a quality of life, with its qualitativeness derived from a relationship with 
God. Having eternal life is here defined as being in relationship with the Father, the one true God, and Jesus 
Christ whom the Father sent. Cristov" is not characteristically attached to Jesus’ name in the Fourth 
Gospel; it occurs elsewhere primarily as a title and is used with Jesus’ name only in 1:17. But that is 
connected to its use here: the statement here in 17:3 enables us to correlate the statement made in 1:18 of 
the Prologue, that Jesus has fully revealed what God is like, with Jesus’ statement in 10:10 that he has come 
that people might have life, and have it abundantly. These two purposes are really one, according to 17:3, 
because (abundant) eternal life is defined as knowing (being in relationship with) the Father and the Son. 
The only way to gain this eternal life, that is, to obtain this knowledge of the Father, is through the Son (cf. 
14:6). Although some have pointed to the use of ginwvskw here as evidence of Gnostic influence in the 
Gospel, there is a crucial difference: for John this knowledge is not intellectual, but relational. It involves 
being in relationship. 

 

17:4 ejgwv se ejdovxasa ejpiV th'" gh'" Jesus now states that he has glorified the Father on earth by 
completing (teleiwvsa" is best understood as a circumstantial participle of means) the work which the 
Father had given him to do. The idea of Jesus being sent into the world on a mission has been mentioned 
before, significantly in 3:17. It was even alluded to in the immediately preceding verse here (17:3). The 
completion of the “work” the Father had sent him to accomplish was mentioned by Jesus in 4:34 and 5:36. 
What is the nature of the “work” the Father has given the Son to accomplish? It involves the Son’s mission 
to be the Saviour of the world, as 3:17 indicates. But this is accomplished specifically through Jesus’ 
sacrificial death on the cross (a thought implied by the reference to the Father “giving” the Son in 3:16). It 
is not without significance that Jesus’ last word from the cross is tetevlestai, “it is completed” (19:30). 

Jesus can thus speak proleptically, as if his work (including even the work of the cross) is already 
completed, since the “hour” has already come and his departure is at hand. 

 

17:5 kaiV nu'n dovxasovn me suv In 17:1 Jesus prays for the Father to glorify him. Now he repeats the request 
and defines the glory for which he prays more specifically as the glory which he had with the Father before 
the world existed. The use of parav twice in this verse looks back to the assertion in 1:1 that the Word (the 
Lovgo", who became Jesus of Nazareth in 1:14) was with God (proV" toVn qeovn). Whatever else may be 
said, the statement in 17:5 strongly asserts the preexistence of Christ. 

 

2 E  Jesus prays for the disciples the Father has given him (17:6-19) 

17:6 =Efanevrwsav sou toV o[noma Now Jesus turns his attention to the disciples. He begins by asserting 
that he manifested the Father’s name to them. The mention of the Father’s name will occur again in chapter 
17 in verses 11, 12, and 26, but it is not often mentioned elsewhere in the Fourth Gospel (only in 5:43, 
10:25, 12:28). What are we to make of this? In one sense the name represents the person (cf. 1:12) and thus 
Jesus in saying that he has made known the Father’s name is saying that he has fully revealed who God is 
and what he is like (cf. 1:18 and 14:9). But there is probably another meaning as well in the Fourth Gospel: 
Jesus himself is identified with God repeatedly (10:30, 14:11, etc.) and nowhere is this more apparent than 
in Jesus’ absolute uses of the phrase ejgwv eijmi without a predicate (8:24, 8:28, 8:58, and 13:19). The name 
of the Father which Jesus has made known to men is thus the Divine Name revealed to Moses in Exod 3:14.  
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ou}" e[dwkav" moi Once again there is the idea of the Father’s predestination (see 17:2). 

 

toVn lovgon sou tethvrhkan In 8:55 Jesus said that he kept his Father’s word; this is the one time in the 
Fourth Gospel that the disciples are said to keep it. 

 

17:7 Only now (nu'n) have the disciples begun to understand. The finite verb e[gnwkan is best understood as 
an ingressive aorist which looks at entry into the state of knowledge or understanding. Previously it has 
been clear that the disciples did not understand the uniqueness of the relationship between Jesus and the 
Father (cf. 14:8-10). Now as a result of the coming of Jesus’ “hour” (which includes his exaltation as well 
as his death and resurrection) Jesus affirms here in his prayer that the disciples are finally beginning to 
understand. 

 

17:8 o{ti taV rJhvmata a} e[dwkav" moi devdwka aujtoi'" Jesus now explains the reason why the disciples have 
come to know that the source of everything Jesus has received is the Father: it is because Jesus has faithfully 
communicated to the disciples the words he has received from his Father. The disciples have received these 
words and thus have come to know that Jesus has come forth from the Father, who sent him. Jesus, who is 
himself the Word of God, is also the vehicle for the words of God, that is, divine revelation and 
communication to men (cf. discussion at 10:34). 

If as we have pointed out in verse 6 above the name which Jesus has made known to the disciples is the 
Divine Name revealed to Moses in Exod 3:14, then we might see here a comparison with Moses, who 
transmitted the words he received from God (the Torah) to Israel. As a matter of fact, Jesus’ statement here 
in 17:8 (taV rJhvmata a} e[dwkav" moi devdwka aujtoi'") may be taken as a direct allusion to Deut 18:18—”I 
will raise up a prophet from among their countrymen like you [Moses], and I will put my words in his 
mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him.” 

 

17:9 ouj periV tou' kovsmou ejrwtw' Jesus now specifies that his prayer is for the disciples, not for those in 
the world. Once again there is the note that the disciples “belong” to the Father (cf. 17:6), and he has given 
them to Jesus (see note on 17:2 for a brief discussion of this theme of predestination, which appears 
repeatedly in Jesus’ prayer in chapter 17). 

 

17:10 kaiV taV ejmaV pavnta sav ejstin kaiV taV saV ejmav Once again, Jesus affirms that everything that 
belongs to him also belongs to the Father, and all that belongs to the Father belongs also to him. This theme 
was mentioned earlier in 16:15. 

 

dedovxasmai The theme of glory with which Jesus began this prayer in 17:1-5 now recurs. Jesus says that he 
has been glorified in his disciples, but in what sense is this true? Jesus has manifested his glory to them in 
all of the sign-miracles which he has performed, beginning with the miracle at the wedding-feast in Cana 
(2:11). He can now say that he has been glorified in them in the light of what he has already said in verses 
7-8, that the disciples have come to know that he has come from the Father and been sent by the Father. He 
will, of course, be glorified in them further after the resurrection, as they carry on his ministry after his 
departure. 

 

17:11 kaiV oujkevti eijmiV ejn tw'/ kovsmw/ In what sense is Jesus at this point no longer in the world? In verse 
13 he seems to speak as if he is still in the world. Yet both here and in verse 13 he says that he is coming to 
the Father. Jesus’ departure from the world is so near that he can speak here as if he has already left the 
world, and he does so to contrast his own situation with that of the disciples, who are still in the world.  
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thvrhson aujtouV" ejn tw'/ ojnovmativ sou In 17:6 Jesus said that the disciples had kept the Father’s word. 
Now Jesus prays that the Father would keep them during and after his departure from them, since he is 
coming to the Father. 

 

i{na w\sin e}n kaqwV" hJmei'" The ultimate object of Jesus’ request here is the unity of the disciples. He will 
return to this theme in verses 21-23. This unity is compared to the unity which exists (and has been 
mentioned frequently in the Fourth Gospel, cf. 10:30) between the Father and the Son. 

 

17:12 ejgwV ejthvroun aujtouV"…kaiV ejfuvlaxa Jesus now mentions that he guarded and protected the 
disciples while he was with them. The imagery here is suggestive of the Good Shepherd imagery of chapter 
10, especially verses 27-30 (10:30 also deals with the theme of the unity between the Father and the Son, 
and thus relates to the request for the disciples’ unity in the preceding verse). In 10:28 Jesus says that he 
gives eternal life to his own, and they shall never perish (ajpovlwntai). Here Jesus affirms that indeed none 
of them have perished (ajpwvleto) except one, the “son destined for destruction” (oJ uiJoV" th'" ajpwleiva"), 
that is, Judas Iscariot. 

 

i{na hJ grafhV plhrwqh'/ This appears to indicate that some OT passage predicted Judas’ betrayal and 
defection. The exact passage is not specified here, but in 13:18 Psalm 41:9 is explicitly quoted by Jesus 
with reference to the traitor, suggesting strongly that this is the passage to which Jesus refers here. The 
previous mention of Ps 41:9 in 13:18 probably explains why the Evangelist felt no need for an explanatory 
parenthetical note here. 

 

17:13 proV" se e[rcomai Jesus reiterates that he is coming to the Father, as he had stated before in 17:11. 
Yet while he is still in the world he is speaking these things for the comfort of his disciples. He has told 
them these things in order that they might have his joy fulfilled in themselves. This echoes earlier statements 
about the disciples possessing Jesus’ joy in 15:11 (“These things I have spoken to you that my joy may be 
in you, and your joy may be made full”) and 16:24 (“Ask, and you will receive, in order that your joy may 
be fulfilled”). 

 

17:14 kaqwV" ejgwV oujk eijmiV ejk tou' kovsmou Although Jesus is still in the world, preparing to leave it and 
return to the Father, he is not of the world (ejk tou' kovsmou) as he now makes clear. Once again he returns 
to the theme of the world’s hatred for the disciples (cf. 15:18-25, 16:1-4a). The reason Jesus gives here for 
the world’s hatred of the disciples is that they (like he) are not of the world. This was the same reason given 
for the world’s hatred in 15:19—”If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but because you 
are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you.” 

In the case of Jesus himself it is easy to see how he is not “of the world”: he came down from heaven on a 
mission from the Father. But in what sense can it be said that the disciples to whom he refers are not “of the 
world”? They are not of the world in that their allegiance was to Jesus. 

 

17:15 oujk ejrwtw' i{na a[rh/" aujtouV" ejk tou' kovsmou Jesus now clarifies further his request for the 
disciples: he does not ask the Father to take them out of the world, but rather to protect them as they remain 
in the world from the evil one.  

 

tou' ponhrou' The genitive noun is ambiguous with regard to gender: it may represent the neuter toV 
ponhrov", “that which is evil,” or the masculine oJ ponhrov", “the evil one,” i.e., Satan. In view of the 
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frequent use of the masculine in 1 John 2:13-14, 3:12, and 5:18-19 it seems much more probable that the 
masculine is to be understood here, and that Jesus is praying for his disciples to be protected from Satan. 

 

17:16 ejk tou' kovsmou oujk eijsiVn This is a repetition of the second half of verse 14. The only difference is 
in word order: verse 14 has oujk eijsiVn ejk tou' kovsmou, while here the prepositional phrase is stated first: 
ejk tou' kovsmou oujk eijsiVn. This gives additional emphasis to the idea of the prepositional phrase, i.e., 
origin or source. See the discussion above under verse 14. 

 

17:17 aJgivason aujtouV" Jesus now prays for the disciples’ sanctification. The word translated 
“sanctification,” aJgiavzw, is used here in its normal sense of being dedicated, consecrated, or set apart. The 
sphere in which the disciples are to be set apart is in the truth (ejn th'/ ajlhqeiva/). In 3:21 the idea of 
“practicing” (literally “doing”) the truth was introduced; in 8:32 Jesus told some of his hearers that if they 
continued in his word they would truly be his disciples, and would know the truth, and the truth would make 
them free. These disciples who are with Jesus now in the Upper Room have continued in his word (except 
for Judas Iscariot, who has departed), and they do know the truth about who Jesus is and why he has come 
into the world (17:8). Thus Jesus can ask the Father to set them apart in this truth as he himself is set apart, 
so that they might carry on his mission in the world after his departure (note the following verse). 

 

17:18 kaqwV" ejmeV ajpevsteila" Jesus now compares the mission upon which he is sending the disciples to 
his own mission into the world, upon which he was sent by the Father. As the Father sent Jesus into the 
world (cf. 3:17), so Jesus is sending the disciples into the world to continue his mission after his departure. 
The nature of this prayer for the disciples as a consecratory prayer is now emerging: Jesus is setting them 
apart for the work he has called them to do. They are, in a sense, being commissioned. 

 

17:19 uJpeVr aujtw'n ejgwV aJgiavzw ejmautovn Now Jesus says that on behalf of the disciples he sanctifies 
himself, in order that the disciples themselves also may be sanctified in the truth (which was Jesus’ request 
in verse 17). In what sense does Jesus refer to his own sanctification here? In 10:36 Jesus referred to 
himself as “the one whom the Father sanctified and sent into the world,” which seems to look at something 
already accomplished. Here, however, it is something he does on behalf of the disciples (uJpeVr aujtw'n) and 
this suggests a reference to his impending death on the cross. It seems that there is in fact a Johannine word-
play here based on slightly different meanings for aJgiavzw. In the sense it was used in 10:36 of Jesus and in 
17:17 and here to refer to the disciples, it means to set apart in the sense that prophets (cf. Jer 1:5) and 
priests (Exod 40:13, Lev 8:30, and 2 Chr 5:11) were consecrated or set apart to perform their tasks. But 
when Jesus speaks of consecrating/setting apart/dedicating himself on behalf of the disciples here in 17:19 
the meaning is closer to the consecration of a sacrificial animal (Deut 15:19). Jesus is “setting himself 
apart” to do the will of the Father, that is, to go to the cross on the disciples’ behalf (and of course on behalf 
of their successors as well). 

 

3 E  Jesus prays for the ones who believe in him on account of the testimony of the disciples 
(17:20-26) 

17:20 Ouj periV touvtwn deV ejrwtw' movnon Now as his prayer is drawing to a close Jesus goes on to pray for 
those who will believe in him on account of the disciples’ testimony. Although pisteuovntwn is a present 
participle, it must in context carry futuristic force. The disciples whom Jesus is leaving behind will carry on 
his ministry and in doing so will see others come to trust in him. This will include not only Jewish 
Christians, but other Gentile Christians who are “not of this fold” (10:16), and thus Jesus’ prayer for unity is 
especially appropriate in light of the probability that most of the readers of the Gospel are Gentiles (much as 
Paul stresses unity between Jewish and Gentile Christians in Eph 2:10-22). 
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17:21 i{na pavnte" e}n w\sin The model for this unity is the unity which exists between the Father and the 
Son, a unity which allows for diversity of persons while maintaining essential unity. The ultimate result of 
such unity among believers will be that the world comes to believe that the Father sent Jesus (i{na oJ 
kovsmo" pisteuvh/ o{ti suv me ajpevsteila", compare i{na ginwvskh/ oJ kovsmo" o{ti suv me ajpevsteila" kaiV 
hjgavphsa" aujtouV" kaqwV" ejmeV hjgavphsa" in verse 23). 

A parallel structure may be seen in verses 21-23, as follows: 

21a i{na pavnte" e}n w\sin 

21b kaqwV" suv, pavter, ejn ejmoiV kajgwV ejn soiv 

21c i{na kaiV aujtoiV ejn hJmi'n w\sin 

21d i{na oJ kovsmo" pisteuvh/ o{ti suv me ajpevsteila" 

22b i{na w\sin e}n 

22c-23a kaqwV" hJmei'" e}n: ejgwV ejn aujtoi'" kaiV suV ejn ejmoiv 

23b i{na w\sin teteleiwmevnoi eij" e{n 

23c i{na ginwvskh/ oJ kovsmo" o{ti suv me ajpevsteila" kaiV hjgavphsa" aujtouV" kaqwV" ejmeV 
hjgavphsa" 

The first and second i{na in each case deals with the unity of believers, as illustrated both times by the unity 
which exists between the Father and the Son (the kaqwvV" clauses). The third i{na in each case looks at the 
effect of this unity on the world. 

 

17:22 thVn dovxan Jesus now says that he has given to those who believe on account of the disciples’ 
testimony the glory which the Father had given to him, that they may be one. This again is proleptic, since 
these people to whom Jesus speaks of giving glory have not even come to believe in him yet. They will do 
so later on account of his disciples’ continuation of his ministry.  

 

17:23 i{na w\sin teteleiwmevnoi eij" e{n Jesus now requests that these people who believe on account of 
the disciples’ testimony may be completed into one (teteleiwmevnoi eij" e{n) which again (as in verse 21) 
will result in the world coming to know that Jesus had been sent by the Father. 

Thus Jesus’ gift of glory to believers (22a) results in their unity (22b-23a) which has the ultimate result of 
confronting the world once more with the claims of Jesus (23b). 

 

17:24 i{na o{pou eijmiV ejgwV kajkei'noi w\sin met= ejmou' Jesus’ prayer is now reaching its final conclusion. 
His closing request is that the ones whom the Father has given him be with him, where he is, so that they 
may see his glory. This glory was given by the Father to Jesus because of the Father’s love for Jesus before 
the foundation of the world (proV katabolh'" kovsmou). Once again the pre-existence of the Son is 
mentioned in connection with the relationship he shared with the Father in eternity past (cf. 17:5). 

 

17:25 pavter divkaie Jesus addresses the Father directly again, as he did in 17:11. He states that the world 
does not know the Father, but he does, and then he affirms that these believers for whom he prays (both the 
disciples and those later believers who come to trust in Jesus on account of the disciples’ word) have come 
to know that he was sent by the Father. 

 

17:26 kaiV ejgnwvrisa aujtoi'" toV o[nomav sou kaiV gnwrivsw Jesus now states that he both made known and 
will make known the Father’s name to these believers, so that the love with which the Father loved Jesus 



© The Biblical Studies Foundation (www.bible.org) Winter 2001 

(cf. 17:24) will be in them and in fact Jesus himself will be in them. The theme of the manifestation of the 
Father’s name is picked up from 17:6 and refers to Jesus’ revelation of the Divine Name of Exod 3:14 in his 
person (see additional discussion at 17:6). 

 

kajgwV ejn aujtoi'" The concluding statement of the entire prayer appropriately reflects the presence of Jesus 
dwelling permanently in believers after his resurrection and return to the Father (cf. 14:18, 20). He will not 
leave them alone and forsaken, but will be in them forever. 
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Chapter 18 
 

OUTLINE: 

3 B  The Passion: the arrest, trials, death, and burial of Jesus (18:1-19:42) 

1 C  Jesus is arrested in the garden (18:1-11) 

2 C  Jesus is interrogated by Annas (18:12-27) 

1 D  Jesus is brought before Annas (18:12-14) 

2 D  Peter gains entry to the courtyard of the high priest and denies Jesus for the first time 
(18:15-18) 

3 D  Annas questions Jesus and sends him to Caiaphas (18:19-24) 

4 D  Peter denies Jesus for the second and third times (18:25-27) 

3 C  Jesus is brought before Pilate (18:28-19:16a) 

1 D  The Jewish leaders present their accusation to Pilate (18:28-32) 

2 D  Pilate questions Jesus concerning his kingship (18:33-38a) 

3 D  Pilate seeks to release Jesus but the crowd cries out for Barabbas instead (18:38b-40) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES: 

3 B  The Passion: the arrest, trials, death, and burial of Jesus (18:1-19:42) 

Introduction. The Johannine Passion narrative is found in chapters 18 and 19. Several matters of emphasis 
distinguish the account in the Fourth Gospel from the parallels in the synoptics. (1) The complete 
sovereignty of Jesus as he undergoes these events, his complete control of the situation, is repeatedly 
evident. Nothing that happens to him happens by accident or outside of his control, and one gets the distinct 
impression he could put a stop to the process at any moment if he so chose. Jesus comes across not so much 
the willing victim as the Orchestrator of events. (2) There are many details included in the Johannine 
account which are not recorded in the synoptics, and this has caused many critical scholars to regard these 
details as non-historical fabrications of the Evangelist for dramatic effect. Upon closer examination, 
however, it seems more likely that the purpose of such detail is not so much purely dramatic effect as 
theological significance. Almost every detail which John records about the crucifixion of Jesus, for 
example, has some symbolic and theological meaning. If as we believe the Fourth Gospel represents 
eyewitness testimony, the divergences from the synoptic accounts are better explained as resulting from 
selectivity than from originality. (3) There is significant emphasis on the role of the Jewish leaders (“the 
Jews”) as perpetrators of the plot to execute Jesus with less stress on the role of the Roman authorities, 
which some would attribute to an apologetic tendency on the part of the Evangelist. One’s view of the exact 
role of the Jewish authorities will be influenced to some extent by one’s understanding of Jesus’ “trial” 
before Annas in John 18:13-24. This appears to have been more of a preliminary inquiry than an actual trial 
per se. The more formal trial before Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin recorded by Matthew (26:59-68) and Mark 
(14:55-65) would take place later in the night, between John 18:24 and 28. This trial was probably not 
strictly legal because it was held at night; such proceedings which involved the death penalty were not 
permitted to be conducted on a single day under later Mishnaic law. No details of Jesus’ trial before 
Caiaphas are given in the Fourth Gospel. 
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1 C  Jesus is arrested in the garden (18:1-11) 

18:1 Tau'ta eijpwVn =Ihsou'" This appears to be a natural transition from the Last Discourse, the farewell 
speech of Jesus to his disciples in 13:31-17:26, including the final prayer in 17:1-26. We are told that Jesus 
“went out” (ejxh'lqen) together with his disciples, a probable reference to their leaving the Upper Room 
where the meal and discourse described in chapters 13-17 took place (although some have seen this only as 
a reference to their leaving the city, with the understanding that some of the Last Discourse, including the 
concluding prayer, was given en route, cf. 14:31). They crossed the wadi Kidron (Kidron Valley; tou' 

ceimavrrou means “flowing in 
the winter” and refers to a wadi, 
a stream bed which contains 
flowing water only in the rainy 
season) and came to a garden, 
identified in Matt 26:36 and 
Mark 14:32 as Gethsemane. The 
name is not given in Luke’s or 
John’s Gospel, but the garden 
must have been located 
somewhere on the lower slopes 
of the Mount of Olives. 

 

18:2 “Hidei deV kaiV =Iouvda" 
The Evangelist now gives us a 
parenthetical note to the effect 
that Judas, the one who was 
about to betray him, was also 

familiar with the place. The reason for this familiarity is also given: Jesus came there often with his 
disciples. This parallels Luke’s statement in 21:37 that by day Jesus taught in the Temple, but by night he 
would go out to the Mount of Olives. 

 

18:3 oJ ou\n =Iouvda"…e[rcetai Judas took no chances; he came with a large and well-armed group to arrest 
Jesus. Accompanying him were soldiers of the Roman cohort and the temple police. 

 

thVn spei'ran This is a technical term for a Roman cohort, normally a force of 600 men (one tenth of a 
legion). It was under the command of a cilivarco" (verse 12). Because of the improbability of an entire 
cohort being sent to arrest a single man, some have suggested that spei'ran here refers only to a maniple, a 
force of 200. But the use of the word here does not necessarily mean the entire cohort was present on this 
mission, but only that it was the cohort which performed the task (for example, saying the fire department 
put out the fire does not mean that every fireman belonging to the department was on the scene at the time).  

These Roman soldiers must have been ordered to accompany the temple police by Pilate, since they would 
have been under the direct command of the prefect or procurator. It is not difficult to understand why Pilate 
would have been willing to assist the Jewish authorities in such a way. With a huge crowd of pilgrims in 
Jerusalem for the passover, the Romans would have been especially nervous about an uprising of some sort. 
No doubt the chief priests and Pharisees had informed Pilate that this man Jesus was claiming to be the 
Messiah, or in the terms Pilate would understand, King of Israel.  

 

ejk tw'n ajrcierevwn kaiV ejk tw'n Farisaivwn uJphrevta" The group which accompanied the Roman 
soldiers and Judas are literally called “the servants of the chief priests and Pharisees,” but this is a reference 
to the officers, who were under the orders of the Sanhedrin. In 7:32ff. these officers had made an 
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unsuccessful attempt to arrest Jesus, and perhaps this is part of the reason why their leaders had made sure 
they were accompanied by Roman soldiers this time. No more mistakes were to be tolerated. 

 

metaV fanw'n kaiV lampavdwn The mention of the lanterns and torches suggests a detail remembered by one 
who was an eyewitness, but in connection with the light/darkness motif of the Fourth Gospel, it is a vivid 
reminder that it is night; the darkness has come at last (cf. 13:30). 

 

18:4 =Ihsou'" ou\n eijdwV" pavnta taV ejrcovmena ejp= aujtoVn Here again Jesus knows all the things which 
were coming upon him, a reference to his foreknowledge of events, a theme mentioned previously in the 
Fourth Gospel (6:6, 13:1). He is in complete control of his fate; he does not attempt to run away or hide, 
but comes forward boldly to meet the soldiers and police, asking whom it is they are seeking.  

 

18:5 ajpekrivqhsan aujtw'/ We are not told precisely who from the group of soldiers and temple police 
answered Jesus at this point. It may have been the commander of the Roman soldiers, although his presence 
is not explicitly mentioned until verse 12. It may also have been one of the temple police. To the answer 
given, “Jesus the Nazarene” Jesus replies “I am” (ejgwv eijmi). Before we are told the response to Jesus’ 
identification of himself, the Evangelist inserts a parenthetical note that Judas, again identified as “the one 
who was betraying him” (cf. verse 2), was standing with the group of soldiers and temple police. Many 
commentators have considered this to be an awkward insertion, but in fact it heightens the dramatic effect of 
the response to Jesus’ self-identification in the following verse, and has the added effect of informing the 
reader that along with the others the betrayer himself ironically falls down at Jesus’ feet. 

 

18:6 ajph'lqon eij" taV ojpivsw kaiV e[pesan camaiv Now we are told the response of those who came to 
arrest Jesus: when he said to them “I am” they retreated backward and fell to the ground. L. Morris 
says that “it is possible that those in front recoiled from Jesus’ unexpected advance, so that they bumped 
those behind them, causing them to stumble and fall.”139 Perhaps this is what in fact happened on the scene. 
However, the theological significance given to this event by the Evangelist implies that more is involved. 
The reaction on the part of those who came to arrest Jesus comes in response to his affirmation that he is 
indeed the one they are seeking, Jesus of Nazareth. But Jesus makes this affirmation of his identity using a 
formula which the reader has encountered before in the Fourth Gospel, e.g., 8:24, 28, 58. Jesus has applied 
to himself the Divine Name of Exod 3:14, “I AM”. This amounts to something of a theophany which 
causes even his enemies to recoil and prostrate themselves, so that Jesus has to ask a second time, “Whom 
are you seeking?” This is a vivid reminder that even in this dark hour, Jesus holds ultimate power over 
his enemies and the powers of darkness, because he is the One who bears the Divine Name. 

 

18:7 pavlin ou\n ejphrwvthsen aujtouv" Again a second time Jesus asks the soldiers and temple police 
whom they are seeking, and again they reply, “Jesus of Nazareth”. 

 

18:8 ei\pon uJmi'n o{ti ejgwv eijmi Again a second time Jesus replies, “I told you that I am he,” identifying 
himself as the one they are seeking. Jesus also adds, “If then you are seeking me, let these go.” Jesus has 
successfully diverted attention from his disciples by getting the soldiers and temple police to admit (twice) 
that it is only him they are after. Even in this hour Jesus still protects and cares for his own, giving himself 
up on their behalf. By handing himself over to his enemies, Jesus ensures that his disciples go free. From the 
perspective of the Evangelist, this is an acting out beforehand of what Jesus will actually do for his 
followers when he goes to the cross. 

                                                           
139 Morris, The Gospel According to John, 743-44. 
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18:9 i{na plhrwqh'/ oJ lovgo" This action of Jesus on behalf of his disciples is interpreted by the Evangelist 
as a fulfillment of Jesus’ own word: “From those whom You have given to me I have lost no one.” It is 
interesting to notice that here it is Jesus’ own words, rather than the OT scriptures, which are being quoted. 
This same formula will be used by the Evangelist again of Jesus’ words in 18:32, but the verb is used 
elsewhere in the Fourth Gospel to describe the NT fulfillment of OT passages (12:38, 13:18, 15:25, 17:12, 
19:24, and 19:36). 

It is a bit difficult to determine the exact referent, since the words of Jesus quoted in this verse are not an 
exact reproduction of a saying of Jesus elsewhere in the Fourth Gospel. Although some have identified the 
saying with 6:39, the closest parallel is in 17:12, where the betrayer, Judas, is specifically excluded. The 
words quoted here in 18:9 appear to be a free rendition of 17:12. 

 

18:10 Sivmwn ou\n Pevtro"…ei{lkusen aujthVn kaiV e[paisen toVn tou' ajrcierevw" dou'lon kaiV 
ajpevkoyen aujtou' toV wjtavrion toV dexiovn The incident mentioned in this verse again contains details 
which imply eyewitness testimony. It is mentioned in all three of the synoptic gospels, but only John records 
that the disciple involved was Peter, whose impulsive behavior has already been alluded to (13:37). 
Likewise only John tells us the name of the victim, Malchus, who is described as “the servant of the high 
priest.” John and Mark (14:47) both use wjtavrion, a double diminutive, to describe what was cut off, and 
this may indicate only part of the right ear (for example, the earlobe). 

 

18:11 ei\pen ou\n oJ =Ihsou'" tw'/ Pevtrw/ Jesus’ immediate response to Peter’s action is to rebuke him: “Put 
the sword into the sheath!” This was not the time for heroics.  

 

toV pothvrion Jesus then continues with what most would take to be a rhetorical question expecting a 
positive reply: “The cup which the Father has given me to drink, shall I not drink it?” The cup is also 
mentioned in Gethsemane in the synoptics (Matt 26:39, Mark 14:36, and Luke 22:42). In connection with 
the synoptic accounts it is mentioned in Jesus’ prayer; this occurrence certainly complements the synoptic 
accounts if Jesus had only shortly before finished praying about this. Only here in the Fourth Gospel is it 
specifically said that the cup is given to Jesus to drink by the Father, but again this is consistent with the 
synoptic mention of the cup in Jesus’ prayer: it is the cup of suffering which Jesus is about to undergo. 

 

2 C  Jesus is interrogated by Annas (18:12-27) 

1 D  Jesus is brought before Annas (18:12-14) 

18:12 sunevlabon toVn =Ihsou'n kaiV e[dhsan aujtoVn We are told that the cohort and the Roman 
commander and the temple police arrested Jesus and bound him. Why does John mention the binding 
of Jesus, a detail omitted by the synoptics, especially in light of the Johannine portrayal of the arrest as 
something that Jesus permits to take place? Surely under these circumstances there was no question of 
escape; everything in the account suggests that Jesus accompanies his captors willingly. It may well be that 
the Evangelist is suggesting an allusion to another willing victim: Isaac, who in Gen 22:9 allowed himself to 
be bound to the altar. 

 

oJ cilivarco" In Greek this term literally describes the “commander of a thousand,” but it was used as the 
standard translation for the Latin tribunus militum or tribunus militare, the military tribune who 
commanded a cohort of 600 men. 
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18:13 proV" ”Annan They took Jesus first to Annas. Only the Gospel of John mentions this pre-trial 
hearing before Annas, and that Annas was the father-in-law of Caiaphas, who is said to be high priest in 
that year. Caiaphas is also mentioned as being high priest in 11:49. But in 18:15, 16, 19, and 22 Annas is 
called high priest. Annas is also referred to as high priest by Luke in Acts 4:6. Many scholars have 
dismissed these references as mistakes on the part of both Luke and John, but as mentioned above, John 
11:49 and 18:13 indicate that John knew that Caiaphas was high priest in the year that Jesus was crucified. 
This has led others to suggest that Annas and Caiaphas shared the high priesthood, but there is no historical 
evidence to support this view. Annas had been high priest from AD 6 - AD 15 when he was deposed by the 
Roman prefect Valerius Gratus (according to Josephus, Antiquities 18.2.2). His five sons all eventually 
became high priests. The family was noted for its greed, wealth and power.  

There are a number of ways the references in both Luke and John to Annas being high priest may be 
explained. Some Jews may have refused to recognize the changes in high priests effected by the Roman 
authorities, since according to the Torah the high priesthood was a lifetime office (Num 25:25). Another 
possibility is that it was simply customary to retain the title after a person had left the office as a courtesy, 
much as we continue to refer to retired ambassadors as “Mr. Ambassador” or ex-presidents as “Mr. 
President”. Finally, the use of the title by Luke and John may simply be a reflection of the real power 
behind the high priesthood of the time: although Annas no longer technically held the office, he may well 
have managed to control those relatives of his who did hold it from behind the scenes. In fact this seems 
most probable and would also explain why Jesus was brought to him immediately after his arrest for a sort 
of “pre-trial hearing” before being sent on to the entire Sanhedrin. 

 

18:14 h\n deV Kai>avfa" This verse is an explanatory note by the Evangelist reminding the reader that 
Caiaphas is the same Caiaphas who counselled the Jewish authorities in 11:49-50 that it was expedient for 
one man to die for the nation. His prophecy is about to be fulfilled, but in a way he did not expect. 

 

2 D  Peter gains entry to the courtyard of the high priest and denies Jesus for the first time 
(18:15-18) 

18:15 =Hkolouvqei deV tw'/ =Ihsou' Peter and another unnamed disciple followed Jesus after his arrest. 
Because that disciple was known to the high priest (a reference to Annas, see the note on verse 13 above) 
he was allowed access to the courtyard of the high priest.  

 

The identity of the unnamed disciple in 18:15. Many have associated this unnamed disciple with the 
Beloved Disciple, that is, John son of Zebedee, mainly because the phrase a[llo" maqhthv" which occurs 
here is also used to describe the Beloved Disciple in 20:2, 3, 4, and 8. Peter is also closely associated with 
the Beloved Disciple in 13:23-26, 20:2-10, 21:7, and 21:20-23. But other identifications have also been 
proposed, chiefly because verse 16 states that this disciple who was accompanied by Peter was known to 
the high priest. As Barrett points out, the term gnwstovV" is used in the LXX to refer to a close friend (Ps 
54:14 LXX [55:14 English text]).140 This raises what for some is an insurmountable difficulty in identifying 
the “other disciple” as John son of Zebedee, since how could the uneducated son of an obscure Galilean 
fisherman be known to such a powerful and influential family in Jerusalem? E. A. Abbott proposed that the 
“other disciple” who accompanied Peter was Judas, since he was the one disciple of whom it is said 
explicitly (in the synoptic accounts) that he had dealings with the high priest.141 E. A. Tindall suggested the 
disciple was Nicodemus, who as a member of the Sanhedrin, would have had access to the high priest’s 
palace.142 Both of these suggestions, while ingenious, nevertheless lack support from the text of the Fourth 
Gospel itself or the synoptic accounts. W. Wuellner argued that the common attitude concerning the low 

                                                           
140 Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 525. 
141 E. A. Abbott, Expository Times 25 (1913/14): 149-50. 
142 E. A. Tindall, Expository Times 28 (1916/17): 283-84. 
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social status and ignorance of the disciples from Galilee may in fact be a misconception.143 Zebedee is 
presented in Mark 1:20 as a man wealthy enough to have hired servants, and Mark 10:35-45 presents both 
of the sons of Zebedee as concerned about status and prestige. John’s mother appears in the same light in 
Matt 20:20-28. Contact with the high priestly family in Jerusalem might not be so unlikely in such 
circumstances. Others have noted the possibility that John came from a priestly family, some of which is 
based upon a statement in Eusebius quoting Polycrates that John son of Zebedee was a priest.144 For further 
information on possible priestly connections among members of John’s family see the discussion in L. 
Morris.145 None of this can be proven beyond doubt, but on the whole it seems most probable that the 
disciple who accompanied Peter and gained entry into the courtyard for him was John son of Zebedee. 

 

18:16 oJ deV Pevtro" eiJsthvkei proV" th'/ quvra/ Although the “other disciple” is permitted into the 
courtyard, Peter was left standing outside. So the “other disciple” came back out and spoke to the servant-
girl who kept the gate (the noun qurwrov" may be either masculine or feminine, but the article here 
indicates that it is feminine). She then permitted Peter to enter the courtyard. 

 

18:17 hJ paidivskh hJ qurwrov" This was the maid servant to whom the “other disciple” spoke when he 
gained entrance for Peter into the courtyard (18:16). Her question to Peter, “You also are not one of the 
disciples of this man, are you?” provokes Peter’s first denial of Jesus. Since the question is preceded by 
mhv it expects a negative answer. Perhaps Peter was caught a bit off guard by the question and, since it was 
phrased to anticipate a negative answer, he found it easy to give one. But having given this denial, it would 
be hard to go back and admit the truth. It is very possible that the Evangelist wants us to contrast the 
response of Peter here and in 18:25, oujk eijmiv, with Jesus’ confession in the garden in 18:5 and 8, ejgwv eijmi. 
Jesus confessed openly who he was in order to protect his disciples (see above, verse 8), while Peter was 
not even able to admit openly that he was one of Jesus’ disciples. 

 

18:18 kaiV oJ Pevtro" met= aujtw'n After the first denial Peter remained in the courtyard, warming himself 
near the charcoal fire with the servants and officers of the chief priests. Some of these latter (oiJ uJphrevtai) 
would have been members of the party that arrested Jesus and brought him to Annas’ residence. Certainly 
some of these might have seen Peter in the garden, but the danger might not have been as great as some 
have supposed, since it was dark and shadowy. Charcoal fires do not give off a great deal of light. 

 

3 D  Annas questions Jesus and sends him to Caiaphas (18:19-24) 

18:19 'O ou\n ajrciereuV" hjrwvthsen toVn =Ihsou'n Annas, referred to here as the high priest (cf. note on 
verse 13; verse 24 implies that Caiaphas was not present), interrogated Jesus in two areas: concerning his 
disciples and concerning his teaching. The nature of this hearing seems to be more that of a preliminary 
investigation; certainly normal legal procedure was not followed, for no indication is given that any 
witnesses were brought forth at this point to testify against Jesus. True to what we know of Annas’ 
character, he is more interested in Jesus’ disciples than in the precise nature of Jesus’ teaching, since he 
inquires about the followers first. He really wanted to know just how influential Jesus had become and how 
large a following he had gathered. This was of more concern to Annas that the truth or falsity of Jesus’ 
teaching. 

 

                                                           
143 W. Wuellner, The Meaning of “Fishers of Men” (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1967). 
144 Ecclesiastical History 3.31.3. 
145 Morris, The Gospel According to John, 752, n. 32. 
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18:20 ajpekrivqh aujtw'/ =Ihsou'" Jesus’ reply centered on the second line of Annas’ questioning and ignored 
the first. Perhaps he was still protecting his own, just as in the garden (cf. 18:8), when he directed the 
attention of the authorities away from his disciples. 

 

ejjgwV parrhsiva/ lelavlhka tw'/ kovsmw/ Jesus’ reply to Annas that everything he had said had been said 
openly, not in secret, agrees with previous statements in the Fourth Gospel: in 7:26 the people noted that 
Jesus spoke openly and wondered if the authorities were giving tacit approval to what he was saying 
because they did nothing to stop him. 11:54 also seems to imply that Jesus’ normal procedure prior to this 
point near the end of his public ministry had been to walk openly among the Jews as he taught. This does 
not mean that there was nothing obscure about Jesus’ teaching (10:24 makes it plain that some of the Jews 
wished Jesus to speak more plainly about his messianic claims), but simply that Jesus did not attempt to 
press his messianic claims in secret. Obviously he had private conversations; the Fourth Gospel records 
two significant ones (with Nicodemus and with the Samaritan woman at the well). It may well be that Annas 
in his questioning of Jesus was really concerned with whether he was a revolutionary plotting a rebellion 
against the Romans. In regard to this Jesus could say that he had engaged in no secret plots; his teaching 
was done openly and in public for the most part, for all to hear. 

 

18:21 tiv me ejrwta'/"… At this point Jesus becomes the questioner: he asks Annas, “Why do you ask me? 
Ask those who have heard what I said to them; behold, these know what I said.” It may well be that Jesus is 
here refusing to answer a self-incriminating question and instead demanding to be tried with witnesses, as 
the Law provided. This may be a further indication that the interrogation by Annas was not a formal trial.  

 

18:22 ei|" paresthkwV" tw'n uJphretw'n e[dwken rJavpisma tw'/ =Ihsou' Jesus had taken the initiative in his 
question to Annas in verse 21, and this was understood by one of the officers of the temple police standing 
by as an insult to the high priest. The officer responded by slapping Jesus across the face. The force of the 
officer’s question to Jesus implies a rebuke: “Is that any way to answer the high priest?” Implicit is a 
reference to Exod 22:28, which states: “You shall not curse God, nor curse (say something wrong about) a 
ruler of your people.”  

 

18:23 ajpekrivqh aujtw'/ =Ihsou'" Jesus replied to the indignity thus: “If I have spoken wrongly, testify 
concerning the wrong [say what it is that I have done]; but if [I have spoken] rightly, why do you strike 
me?” Jesus demonstrated such an attitude toward sin in 8:46: “Which of you convicts me of sin?” Jesus 
knew that according to the Law he was entitled to have witnesses brought in (Deut 17:6, 19:15), and he had 
done nothing wrong in insisting that the Law be followed. 

 

18:24 ajpevsteilen ou\n aujtoVn oJ ”Anna" Perhaps because the preliminary inquiry was getting nowhere, or 
because Jesus was insisting on a formal hearing with witnesses according to the Law, Annas sent Jesus 
bound to Caiaphas. Where was Caiaphas located? Did he have a separate palace, or was he somewhere 
else with the Sanhedrin? Since Augustine a number of scholars have proposed that Annas and Caiaphas 
resided in different wings of the same palace, which were bound together by a common courtyard through 
which Jesus would have been led as he was taken from Annas to Caiaphas. This seems a reasonable 
explanation, although there is no conclusive evidence.  

 

4 D  Peter denies Jesus for the second and third times (18:25-27) 

18:25 «Hn deV Sivmwn Pevtro" Here dev could be translated “meanwhile”—the Evangelist is now returning 
to the events taking place outside in the courtyard while Jesus was being interrogated inside the palace by 
Annas. The phrase eJstwV" kaiV qermainovmeno" is repeated from verse 18 and indicates the connection with 
the scene of the previous denial. This time the questioners are not specified but we may presume from the 



© The Biblical Studies Foundation (www.bible.org) Winter 2001 

bystanders mentioned in verse 18 that they were either servants of the high priest’s household or officers of 
the temple police who had participated in Jesus’ arrest in the garden. Again, as in the previous question by 
the maidservant which occasioned Peter’s first denial (verse 17), the question to Peter presupposed a 
negative response, which Peter quickly gave. 

 

18:26 levgei ei|" ejk tw'n douvlwn tou' ajrcierevw" Again a third time a question is raised concerning 
Peter’s allegiance, and the Evangelist specifies that this time it was a relative of Malchus (whose ear Peter 
had cut off in the garden, cf. verse 10) who asked. Here was someone who had a real interest in Peter’s 
identity, since he was related to the man Peter had injured. His question, unlike the first two, is phrased with 
oujk so as to anticipate a positive response; he is more confident of the charge he is putting forward: “Did I 
not see you in the garden with him?” 

 

18:27 pavlin ou\n hjrnhvsato Pevtro" For the third time Peter denies his association with Jesus. This time 
his words are not recorded by the Evangelist, but only the statement that he denied Jesus. No indication is 
given of Peter’s emotional state at this third denial (as in Matt 26:74 and Mark 14:71) or that he 
remembered that Jesus had foretold the denials (Matt 26:75, Mark 14:72 and Luke 22:61), or the bitter 
remorse Peter felt afterwards (Matt 26:75, Mark 14:72, and Luke 22:62).  

 

eujqevw" ajlevktwr ejfwvnhsen Immediately after Peter’s third denial a cock crowed. It seems most likely 
that this refers to a real cockcrow, although a number of scholars have suggested that this is a technical term 
referring to the trumpet call which ended the third watch of the night (from midnight to 3 a.m.). This would 
then be a reference to the Roman gallicinium (in Greek, ajlektorofwniva) which would have been sounded 
at 3 a.m.; in this case Jesus would have prophesied a precise time by which the denials would have taken 
place.146 In any event natural cockcrow would have occurred at approximately 3:00 a.m. in Palestine at this 
time of year (March-April) anyway. 

 

3 C  Jesus is brought before Pilate (18:28-19:16a) 

The Fourth Gospel does not deal at all with the trial of Jesus before Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin, but alludes 
to it in 18:24 and 28. Much more attention is devoted to the Roman trial before Pilate. The Evangelist goes 
to great lengths to point out that Pilate himself testified to Jesus’ innocence (18:38, 19:4, and 19:6) and 
would have freed him had it not been for the manipulation of the Jewish authorities. 

 

1 D  The Jewish leaders present their accusation to Pilate (18:28-32) 

18:28 “Agousin ou\n toVn =Ihsou'n ajpoV tou' Kai>avfa Who are “they” who led Jesus to Pilate from 
Caiaphas? Some of the officers of the chief priests, certainly; but it also appears likely that some members 
at least of the Sanhedrin who had been present at Jesus’ trial before Caiaphas must have accompanied 
him to Pilate to present their charges against him to the Roman governor. Their refusal to enter the 
praetorium lest they incur ceremonial defilement and Pilate’s accommodation in coming out to meet them 
both suggest that there were some influential people in the group. 

 

eij" toV praitwvrion The permanent residence of the Roman governor of Palestine was in Caesarea (Acts 
23:35). The governor had a residence in Jerusalem which he normally occupied only during principal feasts 
or in times of political unrest. The location of this building in Jerusalem is uncertain, but is probably one of 
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two locations: either (a) the fortress or tower of Antonia, on the East Hill north of the Temple area, which 
is the traditional location of the Roman praetorium since the 12th century, or (b) the palace of Herod on 
the West hill near the present Jaffa Gate. According to Philo Pilate had some golden shields hung there.147 
According to Josephus the later Roman governor Florus stayed there.148 

 

i{na mhV mianqw'sin It is not precisely clear what type of ceremonial defilement was in view here. Acts 
10:28 states that it was “unlawful” for a Jew to associate with a Gentile or visit such a person, but the exact 
nature of the defilement is not specified. Some have thought John to be in error here about the statement 
concerning the eating of the Passover on the next day since the type of ceremonial impurity the Jewish 
leaders would have incurred here could be removed by a bath at the end of the day. But this presumes to 
know the exact nature of the defilement; if it was connected to contact with a corpse, it would have lasted 
seven days. This may indeed by the case, since the Gentiles were suspected of burying their dead in or 
beneath their houses.149 

 

18:29 oJ Pila'to" Pilate is not here identified by the Evangelist as the Roman governor for the benefit of 
the readers. It is reasonable to assume that from the earliest times Christians who had heard the apostolic 
preaching were familiar with his name. 

 

tivna kathgorivan fevrete Pilate’s first words to Jesus’ accusers were a question: “What acccusation do 
you bring against this man?” In light of the fact that Pilate had cooperated with them in Jesus’ arrest by 
providing Roman soldiers, the Jewish authorities were probably expecting Pilate to grant them permission 
to carry out their sentence on Jesus without resistance (the Jews were not permitted to exercise capital 
punishment under the Roman occupation without official Roman permission, cf. verse 31). They must have 
been taken somewhat by surprise by Pilate’s question, because it indicated that he was going to try the 
prisoner himself. Thus Pilate was regarding the trial before Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin as only an inquiry 
and their decision as merely an accusation. 

 

18:30 h\n ou|to" kakoVn poiw'n The real charge which the Jewish authorities wanted to bring against Jesus 
was theological, not political (this comes out finally in 19:7; cf. 10:33). But this would not stand up in a 
Roman court, and they knew it. (Perhaps they were caught somewhat unprepared by Pilate’s announcement 
that he intended to try the prisoner himself, see the previous verse.) So the Jewish authorities made a 
general statement that Jesus was an evildoer (h\n ou|to" kakoVn poiw'n, a semitic idiom) without 
mentioning a specific crime. 

 

18:31 lavbete aujtoVn uJmei'" kaiV kataV toVn novmon uJmw'n krivnate aujtovn We may assume that Pilate, as 
the chief representative of Rome in a troubled area, was in Jerusalem for the passover because of the danger 
of an uprising (the normal residence for the Roman governor was in Caesarea as mentioned in Acts 23:35). 
At this time on the eve of the feast he would have been a busy and perhaps even a worried man. It is not 
surprising that he offered to hand Jesus back over to the Jewish authorities to pass judgment on him. It may 
well be that Pilate realized when no specific charge was mentioned that he was dealing with an internal 
dispute over some religious matter. Pilate wanted nothing to do with such matters. As far as the Evangelist 
is concerned, this points out who was really responsible for Jesus’ death: the Roman governor Pilate would 
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have had nothing to do with it if he had not been pressured by the Jewish authorities, upon whom the real 
responsibility rested. 

 

hJmi'n oujk e[xestin ajpoktei'nai oujdevna The Jewish authorities raised an objection, however, when Pilate 
tried to give Jesus back over to them for trial: they were not permitted to carry out the death penalty. 
The historical background behind this statement is difficult to reconstruct. Scholars are divided over 
whether this statement in the Fourth Gospel accurately reflects the judicial situation between the Jewish 
authorities and the Romans in first-century Palestine. It appears that the Roman governor may have given 
the Jews the power of capital punishment for specific offenses, some of them religious (the death penalty for 
Gentiles caught trespassing in the inner courts of the Temple, for example). It is also pointed out that the 
Jewish authorities did carry out a number of executions, some of them specifically pertaining to Christians 
(Stephen, according to Acts 7:58-60; and James the Just, who was stoned in the 60s according to 
Josephus).150 But Stephen’s death may be explained as a result of “mob violence” rather than a formal 
execution, and as Josephus in the above account goes on to point out, James was executed in the period 
between two Roman governors, and the high priest at the time was subsequently punished for the action. 
Two studies by A. N. Sherwin-White have tended to support the accuracy of John’s account.151 He 
concluded that the Romans kept very close control of the death penalty out of fear that in the hands of 
rebellious locals such power could be used to eliminate factions favorable or useful to Rome. A province as 
troublesome as Judea would not have been likely to be made an exception to this. 

 

18:32 i{na oJ lovgo" tou' =Ihsou' plhrwqh'/ Here we have a parenthetical note by the Evangelist, who sees 
Jesus’ trial and execution by the Romans as a fulfillment of Jesus’ own words concerning the nature of 
his death. The “word” of Jesus to which the Evangelist refers must be recorded in 12:32, because 12:33 
contains exactly the same explanatory phrase found here: tou'to deV e[legen shmaivnwn poivw/ qanavtw/ 
h[mellen ajpoqnhv/skein. If the Jewish authorities had been able to execute Jesus themselves, they would 
have done so by stoning. For Jesus’ prophetic words concerning the manner of his death (being lifted up 
from the earth, 12:32) to be fulfilled, he would have to be executed by the Romans, not by stoning but by 
crucifixion. 

 

2 D  Pilate questions Jesus concerning his kingship (18:33-38a) 

18:33 Eijsh'lqen ou\n pavlin Pilate at this point went back inside the praetorium to question Jesus (it is not 
clear whether Jesus himself had been brought inside the praetorium prior to this). He asked Jesus, “Are You 
the King of the Jews?” It is difficult to discern Pilate’s attitude at this point. Some have believed the 
remark to be sarcastic or incredulous as Pilate looked upon this lowly and humble prisoner: “So You’re the 
King of the Jews, are You?” Others have thought the Roman governor to have been impressed by Jesus’ 
regal disposition and dignity, and to have sincerely asked, “Are You really the King of the Jews?” Since it 
will later become apparent (verse 38) that Pilate considered Jesus innocent (and therefore probably also 
harmless) an attitude of incredulity is perhaps most likely, but this is far from certain in the absence of clear 
contextual clues. 

 

18:34 ajpekrivqh =Ihsou'" As with Annas (18:21) Jesus again becomes the Questioner. He asks Pilate, 
“From yourself do you say this, or have others spoken to you concerning me?” What is the significance 
of Jesus’ question? It would be important to know whether Pilate was asking from his own initiative or not, 
because it would determine to some degree how Jesus should reply to his question about being King of the 
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Jews. If Pilate came up with this question on his own initiative, he was probably asking whether Jesus was a 
political conspirator, to which the answer would be that he was not. But if the question came to Pilate from 
the Jewish authorities, then it concerned whether or not Jesus was the messianic King, to which the answer 
would be yes. 

 

18:35 ajpekrivqh oJ Pila'to" Pilate replied to Jesus’ question with another question of his own: “I am not 
a Jew, am I?” Many have seen in this reply the Roman contempt for the Jewish people. Some of that may 
indeed be present, but strictly speaking, all Pilate affirms is that he, as a Roman, has no firsthand 
knowledge of Jewish customs or belief. What he knows of Jesus must have come from the Jewish 
authorities. They are the ones (“Your own nation and the chief priests”) who have handed Jesus over to 
Pilate. 

 

tiv ejpoivhsa"… Finally Pilate asks Jesus directly, “What have You done?” in order to get to the bottom of 
this. Pilate at this point really wants to know whether an offense against Roman law has taken place; then he 
can proceed to dispose of the case. 

 

18:36 ajpekrivqh =Ihsou'" Jesus does not answer this last question of Pilate, but the former one, “Are You 
the King of the Jews?” (verse 33). He answers it affirmatively, since he does indeed have a kingdom. But 
Jesus qualifies his reply to make clear to Pilate that he is no political revolutionary: his kingdom is not of 
this world. This recalls Jesus’ prayer concerning his disciples in 17:11 and 16: both he and his disciples are 
in the world, but are not of the world. Jesus’ kingdom is a heavenly kingdom; it does not arise from the 
world but breaks in from outside the world, just as Jesus himself came down from heaven on a mission 
from the Father (cf. 1:14, 3:17, 16:28, etc.). 

Jesus now supports his statement that his kingdom is not of this world by pointing out that if it were, he 
would have subjects who would have attempted to fight (hjgwnivzonto, conative imperfect) on his 
behalf. The absence of military resistance to Jesus’ arrest should indicate to Pilate that Jesus’ kingdom was 
not from here (ejnteu'qen). Actually Peter did try to resist (18:10-11), but Jesus ordered him to stop. 

 

18:37 oujkou'n basileuV" ei\ su… Pilate infers on the basis of Jesus’ remarks that he is indeed some sort of 
king. How then are we to understand Jesus’ reply, “You say that I am a king” (suV levgei" o{ti basileuv" 
eijmi)? Is it to be understood as affirmative or negative? It seems best to understand it as a qualified 
affirmative reply. Jesus will not deny the conclusion of Pilate that he is a king, but points out, “It is you 
who have said it, not I”. Jesus goes on to explain his mission into the world in terms that he would prefer to 
use: “For this I have been born, and for this I have come into the world, in order that I might bear 
witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth listens to my voice.” Jesus had affirmed similar ideas 
previously in his teaching (8:32, 14:6).  

 

18:38a tiv ejstin ajlhvqeia… With his reply “What is truth?” Pilate dismissed the matter. It is not clear what 
Pilate’s attitude was at this point, as above at verse 33. He may have been sarcastic, or perhaps somewhat 
reflective. We do not have enough information in the narrative to be sure. 

 

3 D  Pilate seeks to release Jesus but the crowd cries out for Barabbas instead (18:38b-40) 

18:38b ejgwV oujdemivan euJrivskw ejn aujtw'/ aijtivan Pilate now makes his first attempt to have Jesus 
released. The Roman governor had satisfied himself that this man Jesus, whatever strange statements he 
might make about his origin and purpose, was no dangerous revolutionary. He could be released without 
further threat to Rome. So Pilate went back outside the praetorium to the Jewish authorities who were 
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waiting and pronounced his judgment: “I find no case [no cause of guilt] against this man.” Pilate’s 
verdict of “not guilty” will be repeated two more time in 19:4 and 19:6. 

 

18:39 e[stin deV sunhvqeia uJmi'n Pilate then offers to release Jesus, reminding the Jews that they have a 
custom that he release someone for them at the passover. There is no extra-biblical evidence to support 
the practice. It is, however, mentioned in all the synoptics, which describe it as a practice of Pilate (Mark 
15:6, Luke 23:17) or of the Roman governor (Matt 27:15). These references may explain the lack of extra-
biblical attestation: the custom to which Pilate refers here (18:39) is not a permanent one acknowledged by 
all the Roman governors, but one peculiar to Pilate as a means of appeasement, meant to better relations 
with his subjects. Such a limited meaning is certainly possible and consistent with the statement here, since 
Pilate says “You have a custom that I release one [prisoner] for you at the passover”. 

 

18:40 mhV tou'ton ajllaV toVn Barabba'n The crowd outside the praetorium (speaking up for the first time 
in the context; pavlin may well have a meaning like “thereupon” here) refuse Jesus and ask for Barabbas, 
described by the Evangelist in a parenthetical note as a “robber” (lh/sthv"). This word is used a number of 
times by Josephus to describe the revolutionaries or guerrilla fighters who, from mixed motives of 
nationalism and greed, kept the rural districts of Judea in constant turmoil.152 

 

oJ Barabba'" The name Barabbas itself in Aramaic means “son of abba,” that is, “son of the father” and 
presumably the man in question had another name (it may also have been Jesus, according to the textual 
variant in Matt 27:16, although this is uncertain). It is probable that for the Evangelist this name held ironic 
significance: the crowd was asking for the release of a man called Barabbas, “son of the father,” while 
Jesus, who was truly the Son of the Father, was condemned to die instead. 
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Chapter 19 
 

OUTLINE: 

[3 B  The Passion: the arrest, trials, death, and burial of Jesus (18:1-19:42)] 

[3 C  Jesus is brought before Pilate (18:28-19:16a)] 

4 D  Jesus is scourged and mocked by the Roman soldiers (19:1-3) 

5 D  Pilate again seeks to release Jesus, but the crowd cries out for crucifixion (19:4-7) 

6 D  Pilate questions Jesus a second time, concerning his identity and authority (19:8-11) 

7 D  Pilate yields to the demand of the Jewish leaders to crucify Jesus (19:12-16a) 

4 C  Jesus is crucified, dies, and is buried (19:16b-42) 

1 D  The crucifixion of Jesus (19:16b-18) 

2 D  Pilate and his inscription (19:19-22) 

3 D  The soldiers divide Jesus’ garments and cast lots for his tunic (19:23-24) 

4 D  Jesus gives the care of his mother to John (the beloved disciple) (19:25-27) 

5 D  Jesus cries out in thirst and is given wine (19:28-29) 

6 D  Jesus gives over the Spirit (19:30) 

7 D  Jesus’ side is pierced (19:31-37) 

8 D  Jesus’ body is buried by Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus (19:38-42) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES:

4 D  Jesus is scourged and mocked by the Roman soldiers (19:1-3) 

Introduction. Pilate has failed in his first attempt to free Jesus (18:38b-40). It appears that his actions in 
having Jesus scourged are best explained as another attempt on his part to release Jesus by giving the 
authorities the satisfaction of seeing Jesus subjected to flogging and public ridicule. Probably Pilate hoped 
that this would be enough for them, and they would then consent to Jesus’ release. But Pilate failed to 
understand the depth of hatred which the authorities had for Jesus or the lengths to which they were willing 
to go to see him killed. 

 

19:1 ejmastivgwsen Literally, of course, this was not done by Pilate but his officers, who took Jesus at 
Pilate’s order and scourged him. The Evangelist’s choice of wording here may constitute an allusion to Isa 
50:6, “I gave my back to those who scourge me…”. 

Three forms of corporal punishment were employed by the Romans, in increasing degree of severity: (1) 
fustigatio (beating), (2) flagellatio (flogging), and (3) verberatio (scourging). The first could be on occasion 
a punishment in itself, but the more severe forms were part of the capital sentence as a prelude to 
crucifixion. The most severe, verberatio, is what is indicated here by the Greek verb mastigovw. Men died 
on occasion while being scourged; frequently it was severe enough to rip a person’s body open or cut 
muscle and sinew to the bone. 

 

19:2 plevxante" stevfanon ejx ajkanqw'n After the scourging Jesus was mocked by the Roman soldiers 
who had scourged him. They wove a crown of thorns and placed it on his head, and cast about him a cloak 
of royal purple.  

 

 stevfanon ejx ajkanqw'n This was a crown plaited of some thorny material, intended as a mockery of Jesus’ 
“kingship”. Traditionally it has been regarded as an additional instrument of torture, but it seems more 
probable the purpose of the thorns was not necessarily to inflict more physical suffering but to imitate the 
spikes of the “radiant corona,” a type of crown portrayed on ruler’s heads on many coins of the period; the 
spikes on this type of crown represented rays of light pointing outward (the best contemporary illustration is 
the crown on the head of the Statue of Liberty in New York harbor). 
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iJmavtion porfurou'n John here specifies only a “purple garment,” but according to Matt 27:28 this was a 
clamuv", the outer cloak worn by governmental officials and soldiers. 

 

19:3 kaiV h[rconto proV" aujtoVn kaiV e[legon Repeatedly (note the imperfect tense) the soldiers came up to 
Jesus and mocked him with the exclamation, “Hail, King of the Jews!” and gave him slaps (cf. 18:22). 

 

5 D  Pilate again seeks to release Jesus, but the crowd cries out for crucifixion (19:4-7) 

19:4 KaiV ejxh'lqen pavlin e[xw It appears that the scourging took place inside the praetorium, since Pilate 
went out to the Jewish authorities in 18:38 and presumably came inside again in 19:1 for the scourging. 
Now he went out again. He said to the Jewish authorities, “Behold, I am bringing him outside to you, in 
order that you may know that I find no case [no cause of guilt] against him.” This is the second time Pilate 
has proclaimed Jesus “not guilty”; the first was in 18:38. 

 

19:5 ejxh'lqen ou\n oJ =Ihsou'" e[xw So Pilate had Jesus brought out, still wearing the thorny crown (toVn 
ajkavnqinon stevfanon, cf. the phrase in 19:2) and the purple cloak. Pilate presented Jesus before the crowd 
outside the praetorium saying, “Behold the man!” (ijdouV oJ a[nqrwpo"). Pilate may have meant no more 
than something like “Here is the accused!” or in a contemptous way, “Here is your king!” Others have taken 
Pilate’s statement as intended to evoke pity from Jesus’ accusers: “Look at this poor fellow!” (Jesus would 
certainly not have looked very impressive after the scourging). For the Evangelist, however, Pilate’s words 
may constitute an unconscious allusion to Zech 6:12, “Behold, a man whose name is [the] Branch…”. In 
this case Pilate was (unknowingly and ironically) presenting Jesus to the nation under a messianic title! 

 

19:6 stauvrwson stauvrwson This time the reaction of the high priests and officers of the temple police is 
even more hostile than in 18:40, where they cried out for Barabbas. This time they insist that Jesus be 
crucified. This should come as no surprise to a reader of the Fourth Gospel, since Jesus spoke of his death 
by crucifixion in 12:32-33; these words of Jesus were alluded to again in 18:32.  

 

levgei aujtoi'" oJ Pila'to" In answer to this call for crucifixion, Pilate said to them, “You take him and 
crucify him.” How are we to understand Pilate’s words? Was he offering a serious alternative to the priests 
who wanted Jesus crucified? Was he offering them an exception to the statement in 18:31 that the Jewish 
authorities did not have the power to carry out a death penalty? Although a few scholars have suggested that 
the situation was at this point so far out of Pilate’s control that he really was telling the high priests they 
could go ahead and crucify a man he had found to be innocent, this seems unlikely. It is far more probable 
that we should understand Pilate’s statement here as one of frustration and perhaps sarcasm. This seems to 
be supported by the context, for the Jews make no attempt at this point to seize Jesus and crucify him. 
Rather they continue to pester Pilate to order the crucifixion. 

 

19:7 hJmei'" novmon e[comen Realizing that they must be more direct in their charges against Jesus if they are 
to succeed in their plan to have Pilate crucify him, the Jewish authorities finally admit their real grievance 
against Jesus: he was worthy of the death penalty because he had broken the law (i.e., blasphemed) by 
making himself to be Son of God. The law to which they refer was not the entire Pentateuch, but one 
specific law, the law against blasphemy (Lev 24:16) which called for the death penalty for offenders. 

It is now clear that the real accusation against Jesus was theological: it concerned his claim to be intimately 
related to God. The Jewish authorities had reacted violently to this claim before (cf. 5:18, 8:59).  

 

6 D  Pilate questions Jesus a second time, concerning his identity and authority (19:8-11) 
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19:8 ”Ote ou\n h[kousen oJ Pila'to" tou'ton toVn lovgon, ma'llon ejfobhvqh… The Evangelist has not 
explicitly stated before that Pilate was afraid. But there is a hint of fear in the hesitancy Pilate had already 
exhibited in dealing with this man whom he thought at first to be just another revolutionary. There are a 
number of possible explanations for Pilate’s apprehension, but it seems best to regard him as superstituous. 
He appeared to have been impressed with Jesus when he talked with him earlier (18:33-38), and now when 
he hears that his prisoner has made claims of divinity, he is really worried. 

 

19:9 kaiV eijsh'lqen eij" toV praitwvrion pavlin… In verses 4 and 5 Pilate had brought Jesus out and 
presented him before the crowd. No mention is made of Jesus going back inside the praetorium, but it is 
reasonable to assume that Pilate, in the face of the shouting (verse 6) had him brought back inside.  

 

kaiV levgei tw'/ =Ihsou' Now Pilate began to question the prisoner again. His interest in Jesus’ origin is easily 
explained by the statement of the Jewish authorities in verse 7 that he made himself to be Son of God. So 
Pilate asked Jesus, “Where are You from?” For the moment Jesus was silent; he gave Pilate no answer to 
this question (although he will speak again in verse 11). Had Jesus answered this question of Pilate it is 
unlikely Pilate could have, or would have, believed it. 

 

19:10 ejmoiV ouj lalei'"… Pilate’s reaction is understandable. He has been frustrated by the Jewish authorities 
in his attempt to release Jesus; twice he has told them he has found the prisoner “not guilty” and their 
reaction has become progressively more vehement. Now his prisoner adds to his frustration by what must 
have appeared to Pilate as a stubborn refusal to reply to a reasonable question. So, not surprisingly, Pilate 
reminds his prisoner who he is, and that he (Pilate) as the bearer of the imperium (the imperial power of 
Rome) has the power of life and death over the accused. 

 

19:11 oujk ei\ce" ejxousivan kat= ejmou' oujdemivan eij mhV h\n dedomevnon soi a[nwqen Pilate has reminded 
Jesus that he bears the imperium, the imperial power of Rome, on behalf of Caesar. Now Jesus tells Pilate 
that he would have no authority over him at all unless it came to him not from Caesar but from God. (On the 
word a[nwqen see the notes on 3:3; note that 3:27 also expresses a very similar thought: “A man can receive 
nothing, unless it has been given to him from heaven”.) 

 

oJ paradouv" mev soi We might take this as a reference to Judas at first; but Judas did not deliver Jesus up 
to Pilate, but to the Jewish authorities. The singular may be a reference to Caiaphas, who as high priest was 
representative of all the Jewish authorities, or it may be a generic singular referring to all the Jewish 
authorities directly. In either case the end result is more or less the same. 

 

meivzona aJmartivan e[cei Because Pilate has no authority over Jesus except that which has been given to 
him from God, the one who handed Jesus over to Pilate is guilty of greater sin. This does not absolve Pilate 
of guilt; it simply means his guilt is less than those who handed Jesus over to him, because he is not acting 
against Jesus out of deliberate hatred or calculated malice, like the Jewish authorities. These are thereby 
guilty of greater sin. 

 

7 D  Pilate yields to the demand of the Jewish leaders to crucify Jesus (19:12-16a) 

19:12 ejk touvtou The meaning of this prepositional phrase is temporal (“from this time”) but may in 
context have causal or inferential force (cf. 6:66 for a similar use with similar ambiguity). Pilate was further 
convinced of Jesus’ innocence, and made futher efforts to have him released. He appears to have gone back 
outside to speak with the Jewish authorities. They would have none of this, however, and began to cry out, 



© The Biblical Studies Foundation (www.bible.org) Winter 2001 

“If you release this one, you are no friend of Caesar. Everyone who makes himself to be king opposes 
Caesar.”  

 

fivlo" tou' Kaivsaro" Is the Evangelist using the phrase in a technical sense, as a title bestowed on people 
for loyal service to the Emperor, or in a more general sense merely describing a person as loyal to the 
Emperor? L. Morris thinks it is “unlikely” that the title is used in the technical sense.153 Bernard argues that 
the technical sense of the phrase as an official title was not used before the time of Vespasian (AD 69-
79).154 But there appears to be significant evidence for much earlier usage.155 E. Bammel listed significant 
and convincing arguments that the official title was indeed in use at the time.156 

Granting that the title was in use during this period, what is the likelihood that it had been bestowed on 
Pilate? Pilate was of the equestrian order, that is, of lower nobility as opposed to senatorial rank. As such he 
would have been eligible to receive such an honor. It also appears that the powerful Sejanus was his patron 
in Rome, and Sejanus held considerable influence with Tiberius. Tacitus quoted Marcus Terentius in his 
defense before the Senate as saying that close friendship with Sejanus “was in every case a powerful 
recommendation to the Emperor’s friendship.”157 Thus it seems quite likely that Pilate held this honor. 

Therefore it appears that the Jewish authorities were putting a good deal of psychological pressure on Pilate 
to convict Jesus. They had, in effect, finally specified the charge against Jesus as treason: “Everyone who 
makes himself to be king opposes Caesar”. If Pilate now failed to convict Jesus the Jewish authorities could 
complain to Rome that Pilate had released a traitor. This possibility carried more weight with Pilate than 
might at first be evident: (1) Pilate’s record as governor was not entirely above reproach; (2) Tiberius, who 
lived away from Rome as a virtual recluse on the island of Capri, was known for his suspicious nature, 
especially toward rivals or those who posed a political threat; and (3) worst of all, Pilate’s patron in Rome, 
Sejanus, had recently come under suspicion of plotting to seize the imperial succession for himself. Sejanus 
was deposed in October AD 31. It may have been to Sejanus that Pilate owed his appointment in Judea. 
Pilate was now in a very delicate position. The Jewish authorities may have known something of this and 
deliberately used it as leverage against him. Whether or not they knew just how potent their veiled threat 
was, it had the desired effect. Pilate went directly to the bhvma (bhma, “judgment seat”) to pronounce his 
judgment. 

 

19:13 oJ ou\n Pila'to" ajkouvsa" Thus, when Pilate heard 
that the charge against Jesus was now treason, and realized 
that if he did not crucify Jesus as the Jewish authorities 
were wanting him to do, they would report to Rome that he 
had released a political prisoner who was a traitor, his fear 
overcame his reservations about Jesus’ innocence. He 
brought Jesus outside and took his seat on the bhma to 
pronounce sentence. 

 

Liqovstrwton (Liqostrwton) This is something of a 
generic term for “stone pavement” (it was used in the LXX 
of 2 Chr 7:3 to describe the pavement of Solomon’s 
temple). The precise location is still uncertain, although a 
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paved court on the lower level of the Fortress Antonia has been suggested. It is not certain whether it was 
laid prior to AD 135, however. 

 

Gabbaqav (Gabbatha) The Evangelist does not say this is the Aramaic (or Hebrew) translation for 
Liqovstrwton. He simply points out that in Aramaic (or Hebrew) the place had another name. A number of 
meanings have been suggested, but the most likely appears to mean “elevated place”. It is possible that this 
was a term used by the common people for the bhvma itself, which always stood on a raised platform. 

 

19:14 h\n deV paraskeuhV tou' pavsca The term paraskeuhv, “the day of preparation,” appears in all the 
Gospels as a description of the day on which Jesus died. It could refer to any Friday as the day of 
preparation for the Sabbath (Saturday), and this is the way the synoptic gospels use the term (Matt 27:62, 
Mark 15:42, and Luke 23:54). John, however, specifies in addition that this was not only the day of 
preparation of the Sabbath, but also the day of preparation of the passover, so that the Sabbath on the 
following day was the passover (cf. 19:31). 

For a survey of the various options in reconciling the Johannine account with the synoptics, see L. 
Morris.158 It seems that his solution, that different calendrical systems were being followed by John versus 
the synoptists, is the best, although it is not without problems. A more recent discussion at much greater 
length which adopts essentially the same solution as Morris is that of I. H. Marshall.159 

 

h\n wJ" e{kth John also records that Jesus’ condemnation took place about the sixth hour. It does not appear 
likely that the Fourth Gospel is reckoning from midnight (Roman legal time) as B. F. Westcott believed (cf. 
the note on 1:39). Thus, counting from 6:00 a.m., the time would be around noon.  

This creates a problem with the time of the crucifixion given in Mark 15:25, which specifies the third hour. 
Under the same reckoning this would be around 9:00 a.m. A number of proposals have been made which 
attempt to resolve the difficulty short of dismissing either John’s or Mark’s account. Barrett mentions a 
possible transcriptional error resulting from confusion of the Greek characters for 3 [G] and 6 [digamma].160 
This is interesting, but obviously there is no way to discover if such a confusion actually took place. (Barrett 
himself thinks John altered the time for theological reasons.) It seems simplest to say that neither Mark nor 
John were giving precise time references (such were impossible in a world where time was reckoned by the 
approximate position of the sun in the sky). John, by the inclusion of wJ" (“about”), makes it clear that his 
reference is only approximate. The difference between sometime late in the third hour and sometime early 
in the sixth would be only about 15° of arc. Both expressions could easily refer to sometime later in the 
morning, just prior to noon.  

For John, the time is especially important. When the note concerning the hour is connected with the day, the 
preparation of the passover, it becomes apparent that Jesus is going to die on the cross at the very time that 
the passover lambs are being slain in the temple courts. Exod 12:6 required that the passover lamb be kept 
alive until the 14th Nisan, the eve of the passover, and then slaughtered by the head of the household at 
twilight (literally, “between the two evenings”). By this time the slaughtering was no longer done by the 
heads of households, but by the priests in the temple courts. But so many lambs were needed for the tens of 
thousands of pilgrims who came to Jerusalem to celebrate the feast (some estimates run in excess of 
100,000) that the slaughter could not be completed during the evening, and so the rabbis redefined 
“between the two evenings” as beginning at noon, when the sun began to decline toward the horizon. Thus 
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the priests had the entire afternoon of 14th Nisan in which to complete the slaughter of the passover lambs. 
According to the Fourth Gospel, this is the time Jesus was dying on the cross. 

 

i[de oJ basileuV" uJmw'n So Pilate spoke once more to the Jewish authorities, saying, “Behold, your King.” 
Perhaps Pilate was using one last bit of mockery as a final attempt to gain sympathy for Jesus’ release. But 
for the Evangelist, there is irony in Pilate’s words: Jesus really was their King (cf. 1:11). 

 

19:15 a\ron a\ron, stauvrwson aujtovn The crowd’s response was swift and vocal: “Away [with him]! 
Away [with him]! Crucify him!” The cry for crucifixion is again raised as it was in 19:6. There may be a 
Johannine word-play in the cry of the crowd, since the verb aijrevw means both “to take away” and “to raise 
up,” in which case the crowd is crying out for Jesus to be raised up on the cross. 

Pilate asked one final question: “Shall I crucify your King?,” to which the Jewish authorities (here specified 
as the high priests) responded, “We have no King except Caesar,” a reminder to Pilate of the difficult 
position in which he found himself (see discussion at vv. 12-13). 

 

19:16a Tovte ou\n parevdwken aujtoVn aujtoi'" So Pilate “handed him over to them in order that he be 
crucified”. The nearest antecedent of aujtoi'" is the high priests in the preceding verse, but it seems clear 
that the Jewish authorities did not carry out the sentence. John 19:23 makes it plain that Roman soldiers 
were involved (as in all three of the synoptic accounts). The point is that Pilate handed Jesus over to their 
will; that is, the Jewish authorities got what they had wanted all along: the order for Jesus to be crucified. 

 

4 C  Jesus is crucified, dies, and is buried (19:16b-42) 

1 D  The crucifixion of Jesus (19:16b-18) 

19:16b-17 Parevlabon ou\n toVn =Ihsou'n It was the Roman soldiers (and not the high priests, cf. aujtoi'" 
in the previous verse) who took charge of Jesus at this point, as becomes clear in verse 23. 

 

bastavzwn eJautw'/ toVn stauroVn As was customary practice in a Roman crucifixion, the prisoner was made 
to carry his own cross. In all probability this was only the crossbeam, called in Latin the patibulum, since 
the upright beam usually remained in the ground at the place of execution. According to Matt 27:32 and 
Mark 15:21, the soldiers forced Simon to take the cross; Luke 23:26 states that the cross was placed on 
Simon so that it might be carried behind Jesus. A reasonable explanation of all this is that Jesus started out 
carrying the cross until he was no longer able to do so, at which point Simon was forced to take over. 

 

eij" toVn legovmenon Kranivou Tovpon Jesus was led out to that place which is called ‘the Place of the 
Skull’ where he was to be crucified. It is clear from verse 20 that this was outside the city. The Latin word 
for kranivon is calvaria, from which the English word ‘Calvary’ comes (cf. Luke 23:33 in the Authorized 
Version). 

 

o} levgetai 'Ebrai>stiV Golgoqa The Aramaic behind the Greek transliteration would have been atlglg, or 
the Hebrew tlglg. 

 

19:18 aujtoVn ejstauvrwsan The Evangelist does not elaborate on the details of the crucifixion. For the 
readers of the first century this would not have been necessary.  
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kaiV met= aujtou' a[llou" duvo Here the two men who were crucified with Jesus are also mentioned, 
although John does not tell us anything about them. 

 

2 D  Pilate and his inscription (19:19-22) 

19:19 e[grayen deV kaiV tivtlon oJ Pila'to" We should probably understand e[grayen in a causative 
sense, as with Jesus’ scourging in 19:1. Pilate gave orders for this to be done. The inscription read “JESUS 
THE NAZARENE THE KING OF THE JEWS.” John says simply that it was placed “on the cross” (ejpiV 
tou' staurou'). Luke 23:38 says the inscription was placed “over him” (Jesus), and Matt 27:37 that it was 
placed over Jesus’ head. On the basis of Matthew’s statement Jesus’ cross is usually depicted as the crux 
immissa, the cross which has the crossbeam set below the top of the upright beam. The other commonly 
used type of cross was the crux commissa, which had the crossbeam atop the upright beam. But Matthew’s 
statement is not conclusive, since with the crux commissa the body would have sagged downward enough to 
allow the placard to be placed above Jesus’ head. 

The placard with Pilate’s inscription is mentioned in all the gospels, but for John it was certainly ironic. 
Jesus really was the King of the Jews, although he was a King rejected by his own people (cf. 1:11). What 
Pilate’s own motivation for placing the title over Jesus was is considerably more obscure. He may have 
meant this as a final mockery of Jesus himself, but Pilate’s earlier mockery of Jesus seemed to be motivated 
by a desire to gain pity from the Jewish authorities in order to have him released. More likely Pilate saw this 
as a subtle way of getting back at the Jewish authorities who had pressured him into the execution of what 
he considered to be an innocent man. 

 

19:20 toVn tivtlon polloiV ajnevgnwsan tw'n =Ioudaivwn We are told that many of the Jews read the placard 
that Pilate had written, because the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city. This seems to indicate 
clearly, as mentioned above at verse 17, that the site was outside the city walls.  

 

'Ebrai>stiv, 'Rwmai>stiv, 'Ellhnistiv Pilate’s inscription was written in three languages, so that anyone could 
read it. The Kingship of Jesus, denied so vehemently by the Jewish authorities, was being proclaimed to the 
entire world. Only John records that the inscription was written in three languages. This eyewitness 
reminiscence symbolized for the Evangelist the universal scope of Jesus’ reign (cf. 4:42, 12:20-26). 

 

19:21 oiJ ajrcierei'" tw'n =Ioudaivwn Nowhere else in the Fourth Gospel are these two expressions 
combined. Earlier in 19:15 the chief priests were simply referred to as oiJ ajrcierei'". It seems likely that 
this is another example of Johannine irony, to be seen in contrast to the inscription on the cross which read 
“oJ basileuV" tw'n =Ioudaivwn”. 

Predictably the chief priests did not like the placard which Pilate had ordered to be written and placed upon 
the cross. So they were trying to tell Pilate [e[legon, a conative imperfect] to change the inscription from 
“THE KING OF THE JEWS” to “THIS ONE SAID ‘I AM THE KING OF THE JEWS.’” 

 

19:22 o} gevgrafa, gevgrafa Pilate refused to change the inscription, however, saying with an air of finality 
indicated by the double use of the perfect tense, “What I have written, I have written.”161 There is probably 
additional Johannine irony in the fact that Jesus, rejected as King and Messiah by his own people, the Jews, 
has now been proclaimed to all the world as King by a Gentile. Now that he has been lifted up from the 
earth, Jesus has begun to draw all men (men from every nation) to himself, just as he predicted in 12:32. 
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3 D  The soldiers divide Jesus’ garments and cast lots for his tunic (19:23-24) 

19:23 e[labon taV iJmavtia aujtou' kaiV ejpoivhsan tevssara mevrh The soldiers who had crucified Jesus 
took his garments and made four shares, one share to each soldier. The Fourth Gospel is the only one to 
specify the number of soldiers involved in the crucifixion. This was a quaternion, a squad of four soldiers. 
It was accepted Roman practice for the soldiers who performed a crucifixion to divide the possessions of 
the person executed among themselves.  

 

kaiV toVn citw'na The outer garments are referred to as taV iJmavtia, which the soldiers divided. But the 
undergarment, the citwvn, a long tunic worn under the outer clothing, was seamless (a[rafo"), woven from 
the top down in a single piece. 

 

19:24 lavcwmen periV aujtou' Rather than tear the seamless tunic into four parts, the soldiers cast lots for it. 
This is interpreted by the Evangelist as a fulfillment of Ps 22:18 [22:19 LXX]. 

 

A Note on the significance of the seamless tunic for the Evangelist: 

Many interpretations have been proposed, including the completeness or oneness of Jesus’ teaching 
(Origen), the unity of the church (Cyprian), or the virgin birth of Jesus (Cyril). Several possibilities warrant 
further consideration: (1) the symbolism may be intended to suggest the clothing of a priest, and thus point 
out that Jesus died a priest as well as a king. The LXX uses citwvn to translate the Hebrew tntk in Exod 
28:4 and Lev 16:4 as a reference to the linen undergarment worn by the high priest. This is not explicitly 
said to be a seamless garment in Exod 28:4 and Lev 16:4, but Exod 39:27 states that the tunic was woven 
linen. Josephus, however, describes the tunic of the high priest as one single woven piece of cloth.162  

(2) This does not explain, however, why the Evangelist makes a point of the soldiers’ decision not to divide 
the tunic. The verb used by the soldiers to describe the tearing of the tunic is scivzw, and the cognate noun 
scivsma is used to describe factions or divisions among people in 7:43, 9:16, and 10:19. This has led to the 
suggestion that the Evangelist wants to stress the unity of Jesus’ followers (cf. 17:21). This is far from 
certain, however, since the verb used here is the normal verb for tearing something and is so used of the 
fishermen’s nets in 21:11. 

(3) Perhaps it is best to consider this simply an eyewitness recollection, and the mention of the seamless 
design of the citwvn is an explanation of why the soldiers did not divide it. The fact that they did not divide 
it, but cast lots instead, is seen as a fulfillment of scripture (Ps 22:18). 

 

4 D  Jesus gives the care of his mother to John (the beloved disciple) (19:25-27) 

19:25 EiJsthvkeisan deV paraV tw'/ staurw'/ tou' =Ihsou' The Evangelist now shifts the scene to the people 
present at the foot of the cross. Several women are mentioned, but it is not easy to determine how many. It 
is not clear whether “his mother’s sister” (hJ ajdelfhV th'" mhtroV" aujtou') and “Mary the wife of Clopas” 
(Mariva hJ tou' Klwpa') are to be understood as the same individual (in which case only three women are 
mentioned: Jesus’ mother, her sister Mary, and Mary Magdalene) or as two different individuals (in which 
case four women are mentioned: Jesus’ mother, her sister, Mary Clopas’ wife, and Mary Magdalene).  

It is impossible to be certain, but when John’s account is compared to the synoptics it is easier to reconcile 
the accounts if four women were present than if there were only three. It also seems that if there were four 
women present, this would have been seen by the Evangelist to be in juxtaposition to the four soldiers 
present who performed the crucifixion, and this may explain the transition from the one incident in 23-24 to 

                                                           
162 Antiquities 3.7.4 [161]. 



© The Biblical Studies Foundation (www.bible.org) Winter 2001 

the other in 25-27. Finally, if only three were present, this would mean that both Jesus’ mother and her sister 
were named Mary, and this is highly improbable in a Jewish family of that time. 

If there were four women present, the name of the second, the sister of Jesus’ mother, is not mentioned. It is 
entirely possible that the sister of Jesus’ mother mentioned here is to be identified with the woman named 
Salome mentioned in Mark 15:40 and also with the woman identified as “the mother of the sons of 
Zebedee” mentioned in Matt 27:56. If so, and if John the Apostle is to be identified as the Beloved Disciple, 
then the reason for the omission of the second woman’s name becomes clear; she would have been John’s 
own mother, and he consistently omitted direct reference to himself or his brother James or any other 
members of his family in the Fourth Gospel. 

 

19:26-27 =Ihsou'" ou\n ijdwVn thVn mhtevra kaiV toVn maqhthVn parestw'ta From the cross Jesus saw his 
mother standing nearby, and the Beloved Disciple also standing nearby. He commended his mother to the 
care of the Beloved Disciple, speaking to both of them directly. The phrase ajp= ejkeivnh" th'" w{ra" might 
be understood to mean that the Beloved Disciple led Jesus’ mother away so that she did not witness the 
death of her son, but it does not necessarily have to mean this. More probably all it means is that from that 
moment own, the Beloved Disciple cared for Jesus’ mother as his own. 

 

5 D  Jesus cries out in thirst and is given wine (19:28-29) 

19:28 eijdwV"…tetevlestai After the commendation of his mother to the care of the Beloved Disciple, Jesus 
knew that all things had already been completed (tetevlestai). All the work that the Father had given him 
to do was now finished (cf. 4:34, 5:36, and 17:4; see especially the Notes on 17:4 for further discussion of 
this concept). 

 

i{na teleiwqh'/ hJ grafhv But Jesus was still completely in control of the situation, even as he hung upon the 
cross. In order that the scripture might be fulfilled [teleiwqh'/, a word-play on the previous statement that all 
things were completed (tetevlestai)], he said, “I thirst”. The scripture referred to is probably Ps 69:21, 
“They also gave me gall for my food, and for my thirst they gave me vinegar to drink”. Also suggested, 
however, is Ps 22:15, “My tongue cleaves to the roof of my mouth, and You [God] lay me in the dust of 
death”. Psalm 22:1 reads, “My God, my God, why have You forsaken me?,” a statement Jesus makes from 
the cross in both Matt 27:46 and Mark 15:34. In light of the connection in the Fourth Gospel between thirst 
and the living water which Jesus offers, it is highly ironic that here Jesus himself, the source of that living 
water, expresses his thirst. And since 7:39 associates the living water with the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ statement 
here in 19:28 amounts to an admission that at this point he has been forsaken by God (cf. Ps 22:1). 

 

19:29 skeu'o" e[keito There was a jar of cheap wine standing nearby, so they put a sponge soaked in the 
wine on some hyssop, and lifted it up to Jesus’ mouth. 

 

o[xou" The cheap wine was called in Latin posca, and referred to a cheap vinegar wine diluted heavily with 
water. It was the drink of slaves and soldiers, and was probably there for the soldiers who had performed 
the crucifixion. 

 

uJsswvpw/ The hyssop used to lift the wet sponge may have been a form of reed (kavlamo" is used in Matt 
27:48 and Mark 15:36); the biblical name can refer to several different species of plant (at least eighteen 
different plants have been suggested). 

 

6 D  Jesus gives over the Spirit (19:30) 
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19:30 o{te ou\n e[laben toV o[xo"… When Jesus had taken the wine, he said,”It is finished” (tetevlestai). 
And bowing his head, he gave over his spirit (parevdwken toV pneu'ma). Many of the themes of the Fourth 
Gospel are summed up here. Jesus has now signified that the work the Father had given him to do has been 
accomplished (see the Notes on 17:4 for extended discussion of this). He has obediently fulfilled his 
Father’s will (cf. 18:11). Jesus was in complete control of events up to the very end; not until he indicates 
by this cry that all is completed does his death come, and it is spoken of as “handing over his spirit,” 
indicating he voluntarily gave up his life (10:18). Now that Jesus has finished his work and been lifted up 
from the earth, he will begin to draw all men to himself (12:32). 

 

parevdwken toV pneu'ma suggests also the giving of the Holy Spirit [cf. 7:39], although it does not take 
place at this very moment. The reference is proleptic, looking ahead to 20:22, which in turn looks ahead to 
Pentecost. 

 

7 D  Jesus’ side is pierced (19:31-37) 

19:31 OiJ ou\n =Ioudai'oi…hjrwvthsan toVn Pila'ton The Jewish authorities, because this was the day of 
preparation for the Sabbath and the passover (cf. 19:14), requested Pilate to order the legs of the three who 
had been crucified to be broken. This would hasten their deaths, so that the bodies could be removed before 
the beginning of the Sabbath at 6:00 p.m. This was based upon the law of Deut 21:22-23 and Josh 8:29 
which specified that the bodies of executed criminals who had been hanged on a tree should not remain 
there overnight. According to Josephus this law was interpreted in the first century to cover the bodies of 
those who had been crucified.163 Philo of Alexandria also mentions that on occasion, especially at festivals, 
the bodies were taken down and given to relatives to bury.164 The normal Roman practice would have been 
to leave the bodies on the crosses, to serve as a warning to other would-be offenders. 

 

19:32 h\lqon ou\n oiJ stratiw'tai Thus the soldiers came and broke the legs of the two men who had been 
crucified with Jesus. This breaking of the legs was called in Latin the crurifragium, and was done with a 
heavy mallet. 

 

19:33 ejpiV deV toVn =Ihsou'n ejlqovnte" When the soldiers came to Jesus to carry out the crurifragium, they 
saw that he was already dead, so they did not break his legs. This will be seen by the Evanglist in verse 36 
below as a further fulfillment of scripture. 

 

19:34 lovgch/ aujtou' thVn pleuraVn e[nuxen One of the soldiers thrust his spear into Jesus’ side. If it was 
obvious to them that the victim was already dead it is difficult to see why one of the soldiers would try to 
inflict a wound. The verb itself, nuvssw, can indicate anything from a slight prod to a mortal wound. It 
seems probable that one of the soldiers gave an exploratory stab to see if the body would jerk. If not, it was 
really dead. We may suppose this thrust was hard enough to penetrate the side, since the Evangelist states 
that blood and water came out immediately. 

 

A Note on the significance for the Evangelist of the blood and water: 

What are we to make of the reference to the blood and water that came forth from Jesus’ side? It seems 
probable to connect them with the statements in 1 John 5:6-8. In both passages water, blood, and testimony 
are mentioned. The Spirit is also mentioned in 1 John 5:7 as the source of the testimony, while here it is one 

                                                           
163 The Jewish War 4.5.2 [317]. 
164 Flaccus 10 [83]. 
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of the disciples (v. 35). We have already noted in the preceding context the connection between the Spirit 
and the living water with Jesus’ statement of thirst just before he died (see the discussion at 19:28 above). It 
seems most probable to understand the reference to the water which flowed out of Jesus’ side as a symbolic 
reference to the Holy Spirit who can now be given because Jesus is now glorified (cf. 7:39); he has now 
departed and returned to that glory which he had with the Father before the creation of the world (cf. 17:5). 
The mention of blood recalls the motif of the passover lamb as a sacrificial victim (see the discussion at 
19:14 above). Later references to sacrificial procedures in the Mishnah appear to support this: m. Pesahim 
5.3 and 5.5 state that the blood of the sacrificial animal should not be allowed to congeal but should flow 
forth freely at the instant of death so that it could be used for sprinkling, and m. Tamid 4.2 actually specifies 
that the priest is to pierce the heart of the sacrificial victim and cause the blood to come forth. 

 

19:35 kaiV oJ eJwrakwV" memartuvrhken This is a statement confirming that the account of the crucifixion as 
described above is eyewitness testimony. Thus although the events described have theological significance 
for the Evangelist, we are to understand that they actually occurred, and were not composed simply to make 
a theological point. 

 

19:36-37 ejgevneto gaVr tau'ta i{na hJ grafhV plhrwqh'/ The Evangelist now quotes two passages from the 
OT which he understands to have been fulfilled in the crucifixion. 

The first, “Not a bone of him shall be broken,” may be quoted from a number of different OT passages: 
Exod 12:10 LXX, Exod 12:46, Num 9:12, or Ps 34:20. Of these, the first is the closest in form to the 
quotation here. The first three are all more likely candidates than the last, since the first three all deal with 
descriptions of the passover lamb. We have discussed already the significance of this symbolism for the 
author of the Fourth Gospel (see the extended discussion at 1:29). It seems very probable that this is the 
symbolism in view here. 

The second quotation, “They shall look upon the One whom they have pierced,” is easier to locate; it is a 
citation of Zech 12:10. Here a single phrase is quoted from Zech 12, but the entire context is associated 
with the events surrounding the crucifixion. The “Spirit of grace and of supplication” is poured out on the 
house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem in the first part of verse 10. A few verses later in 13:1 
Yahweh says “In that day a fountain will be opened for the house of David and for the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem, for sin and for impurity.” The blood which flowed from Jesus’ pierced side may well be what the 
Evangelist sees as the connection here, since as the shedding of the blood of the sacrificial victim it 
represents cleansing from sin. 

Although the Jewish authorities and Roman soldiers certainly “looked upon him whom they had pierced” as 
he hung on the cross, the Evangelist may also have in mind the parousia here. The context in Zech 12-14 is 
certainly the second advent, so that these who have crucified Jesus will look upon him in another sense 
when he returns in judgment. 

 

8 D  Jesus’ body is buried by Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus (19:38-42) 

19:38 MetaV deV tau'ta After these events Joseph of Arimathea, described here as a secret follower of Jesus 
for fear of the Jewish authorities, went to Pilate and asked for permission to remove Jesus’ body from the 
cross. See the Notes on 19:31 above. 

 

19:39 h\lqen deV kaiV Nikovdhmo" With Joseph of Arimathea came Nicodemus. The Evangelist reminds the 
readers in a parenthetical note that it was the same Nicodemus who had first come to Jesus by night (3:1, 
see also 7:50). Nicodemus brought a mixture spices for the burial of Jesus’ body. From the extraordinary 
amount he brought we may assume Nicodemus was a wealthy man. He brought about a hundred pounds of 
this mixture of spices. This would be about 75 pounds (34 kg) by present standards, since the Roman pound 
(livtra) weighed about 12 ounces (340.5 grams). 
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19:40 e[labon ou\n toV sw'ma tou' =Ihsou' The Evangelist states that Joseph and Nicodemus prepared 
Jesus’ body for burial according to Jewish custom (they may or may not have been assisted by unmentioned 
servants from their respective households). Jewish burial custom dictated that the body be washed, anointed 
with oil, and bound up with the spices. 

 

kaiV e[dhsan aujtoV ojqonivoi" The Fourth Gospel uses ojqonivoi" to describe the wrappings, and this has 
caused a good deal of debate, since it appears to contradict the synoptic accounts which mention a sindwvn, 
a large single piece of linen cloth. If one understands ojqonivoi" to refer to smaller strips of cloth, like 
bandages, there would be a difference, but diminutive forms have often lost their diminutive force in Koiné, 
so there may not be any difference.165 The plural could refer to the separate headcloth and the main 
wrapping together. 

 

19:41 kaiV ejn tw'/ khvpw/ mnhmei'on kainoVn Joseph and Nicodemus then placed the body of Jesus in a 
garden tomb near (ejn) the place where he was crucified. John makes special note of the fact that this was a 
new tomb, one in which no one had ever been buried before. It is possible that by mentioning this, along 
with the quantity of spices brought for the burial by Nicodemus, the Evangelist wants us to see the burial of 
Jesus as a royal burial, one befitting a king. 

 

19:42 o{ti ejgguV" h\n toV mnhmei'on The reason for choosing this particular tomb is given: it was nearby, 
and the evening was approaching. The passover and the Sabbath would begin at 6:00 p.m., so those who 
had come to prepare and bury the body could not afford to waste time. 

                                                           
165 BDF §111.3. 
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Chapter 20 
 

OUTLINE: 

4 B  The Resurrection: Jesus conquers death (20:1-29) 

1 C  The discovery of the resurrection of Jesus by the disciples (20:1-18) 

1 D  Mary Magdalene discovers the empty tomb and summons Peter and John (20:1-2) 

2 D  Peter and John visit the empty tomb and find Jesus’ graveclothes (20:3-10) 

3 D  Jesus appears to Mary Magdalene (20:11-18) 

1 E  Mary looks into the tomb and sees two angels (20:11-13) 

2 E  Mary turns and sees Jesus but does not at first recognize him (20:14-17) 

3 E  Mary goes and informs the disciples (20:18) 

2 C  The appearances of Jesus to the disciples (20:19-29) 

1 D  Jesus appears to his disciples, shows his wounds, and commissions them (20:19-23) 

2 D  Jesus appears to the disciples, including Thomas, and Thomas declares Jesus to be Lord 
and God (20:24-29) 

5 B  Conclusion to the Book of Glory: the purpose of the Signs (20:30-31) 
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DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES: 

4 B  The Resurrection: Jesus conquers death (20:1-29) 

1 C  The discovery of the resurrection of Jesus by the disciples (20:1-18) 

1 D  Mary Magdalene discovers the empty tomb and summons Peter and John (20:1-2) 

20:1 Mariva hJ MagdalhnhV e[rcetai prwi? We are told that on the first day of the week Mary 
Magdalene came early, while it was still dark, to the tomb where Jesus’ body had been buried by Joseph 
of Arimathea and Nicodemus on the previous Friday evening, just before the beginning of the passover and 
the Sabbath at 6:00 p.m.  

 

Th'/ deV mia'/ tw'n sabbavtwn  This would be early Sunday morning. The Sabbath (and in this year the 
passover) would have lasted from 6:00 p.m. Friday until 6:00 p.m. Saturday. Sunday would thus mark the 
first day of the following week. 

 

Mariva hJ MagdalhnhV  John does not mention that Mary was accompanied by any of the other women 
who had been among Jesus’ followers. The synoptic accounts all mention other women who accompanied 
her (although Mary Magdalene is always mentioned first). Why John does not mention the other women is 
not clear, but it seems probable that Mary becomes the focus of the Evangelist’s attention because it was 
she who came and found Peter and the Beloved Disciple (whom we have identified with John son of 
Zebedee) and informed them of the empty tomb (20:2). Mary’s use of the plural in v. 2 (oujk oi[damen, 
“we do not know”) indicates there were others present, in indirect agreement with the synoptic accounts. 

 

prwi? skotiva" e[ti ou[sh" This statement appears to conflict with Mark 16:1-2, which states that when the 
women came to the tomb, the sun had already risen. There are several possible explanations for this which 
would not be contradictory, however. It is possible that the tomb and the pathway to it were still in darkness 
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for a short while after the sun had actually risen. Some have thought that John’s note refers to the time Mary 
departed from her house, while Mark’s refers to the time the women actually arrived at the tomb. Perhaps 
more likely is the suggestion that the women came in groups or individually, not in a single group, all 
arriving around sunrise.  

 

kaiV blevpei toVn livqon hjrmevnon ejk tou' mnhmeivou Mary Magdalene, when she saw the stone moved 
away from the tomb, did not wait to investigate further. The obvious conclusion was that the body had 
been stolen, and she immediately ran off to find Peter and the Beloved Disciple to tell them of this ultimate 
indignity. It appears that she did not actually look into the tomb at this time, but did so later (20:11). 

 

20:2 proV" Sivmwna Pevtron Peter and the Beloved Disciple were both present during at least part of Jesus’ 
trials (cf. 18:15-18; 25-27) and the actual crucifixion (19:26-27). While some have thought that Mary 
sought Peter out because he was the leader of the apostolic band, it may be simply that she knew where to 
find him, along with the Beloved Disciple, whereas the other disciples had scattered. 

 

kaiV proV" toVn a[llon maqhthVn o}n ejfivlei oJ =Ihsou'" Here for the first time the “other disciple” of 18:15 
is identified as the Beloved Disciple (“the disciple whom Jesus loved”) of 13:23-26 and 19:26-27. 

 

h\ran toVn kuvrion Mary does not specify whom she thinks had taken Jesus’ body. h\ran is impersonal 
(“they”) and may be the equivalent of a passive (“the Lord has been taken”) or it may be a reference to the 
authorities who had brought about the crucifixion in the first place.  

Mary’s use of the plural oujk oi[damen (“we do not know”) indicates that she was not in fact alone when she 
had gone to the tomb. The Evangelist has not mentioned the other women who accompanied her, but this is 
probably because she is the focus of the account as she comes to inform Peter and the Beloved Disciple. If 
we are correct in our identification of the Beloved Disciple with John son of Zebedee as the author of the 
Fourth Gospel, it is easy to see why Mary Magdalene became the focus of the account, since she is the one 
who came and told the author for the first time of the empty tomb. 

 

2 D  Peter and John visit the empty tomb and find Jesus’ graveclothes (20:3-10) 

20:3 =Exh'lqen ou\n oJ Pevtro" kaiV oJ a[llo" maqhthV" Peter and the Beloved Disciple went out and were 
coming (h[rconto, imperfect tense) to the tomb. It is not explicitly mentioned here that Mary Magdalene 
accompanied them back to the tomb (probably because the following verse states that they set out running), 
but Mary apparently followed along after them. She is back at the tomb in verse 11. 

 

20:4 e[trecondeV oiJ duvo oJmou' Peter and the Beloved Disciple started out running together (oJmou', “at the 
same time as,” “in company with”). The Beloved Disciple ran on ahead more quickly than Peter, so he 
arrived at the tomb first. This verse has been a chief factor in depictions of John as a young man 
(especially combined with traditions that he wrote last of all the evangelists and lived into the reign of 
Domitian). But the verse does not actually say anything about John’s age, nor is age always directly 
correlated with running speed. 

 

20:5 parakuvya" The verb parakuvptw means “to bend over (in order to see something better)” and this is 
what would have been necessary to see into the low opening of the tomb carved into the hillside. In most 
instances the entrance to such tombs was less than 3 feet (90 cm) high, so that an adult had to bend over and 
practically crawl inside. 
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blevpei keivmena taV ojqovnia When the Beloved Disciple bent over and looked into this narrow opening, he 
saw the linen wrappings (ojqovnia, a general term which might describe several types of wrappings, see 
19:40) lying [there]. Presumably by the time the Beloved Disciple reached the tomb there was enough light 
to penetrate the low opening and illuminate the interior of the tomb sufficiently for him to see the 
graveclothes. We are not told exactly where the linen wrappings were lying. Sometimes the phrase has been 
translated “lying on the ground,” but the implication is that the wrappings were lying where the body had 
been. The most probable configuration for a tomb of this sort would be to have a niche carved in the wall 
where the body would be laid lengthwise, or a low shelf like a bench running along one side of the tomb, 
across the back or around all three sides in a U-shape facing the entrance. Thus the graveclothes would have 
been lying on this shelf or in the niche where the body had been (see below, verse 7). 

 

ouj mevntoi eijsh'lqen The Beloved Disciple, although he reached the tomb ahead of Peter, bent over and 
looked in and saw the graveclothes lying inside, did not enter the tomb at first. The Evangelist gives no 
specific reason as to why the Beloved Disciple did not enter the tomb immediately. 

 

20:6-7 kaiV eijsh'lqen eij" toV mnhmei'on When Peter reached the tomb, he (in typical fashion) did not 
hesitate to enter. When he did so, Peter too saw the linen wrappings that the Beloved Disciple had seen 
from outside the tomb, but he also saw the soudavrion, the piece of cloth that had covered Jesus’ head, not 
lying with the other wrappings, but rolled up in one place by itself. 

 

toV soudavrion This is a Latin loanword (sudarium). It was a small towel used to wipe off perspiration (the 
way we would use a handkerchief today). This particular item was not mentioned in connection with Jesus’ 
burial in 19:40, probably because this was only a brief summary account. A soudavrion was mentioned in 
connection with Lazarus’ burial (11:44) and was probably customary. R. Brown speculates that it was 
wrapped under the chin and tied on top of the head to prevent the mouth of the corpse from falling open.166 

 

ouj metaV tw'n ojqonivwn keivmenon ajllaV cwriV" ejntetuligmevnon eij" e{na tovpon Much dispute and 
difficulty surrounds the translation of these words. Basically the issue concerns the positioning of the 
graveclothes as seen by Peter and the other disciple when they entered the tomb. Some have sought to prove 
that when the disciples saw the graveclothes they were arranged just as they were when around the body, so 
that when the resurrection took place the resurrected body of Jesus passed through them without rearranging 
or disturbing them. In this case the reference to the soudavrion being rolled up does not refer to its being 
folded, but collapsed in the shape it had when wrapped around the head. Sometimes in defense of this view 
metav (which normally means “with”) is said to mean “like” so that the comparison with the other 
graveclothes does not involve the location of the soudavrion but rather its condition (rolled up rather than 
flattened).  

In spite of the intriguing nature of such speculations, it seems more probable that the phrase describing the 
soudavrion should be understood to mean it was separated from the other graveclothes in a different 
place inside the tomb. This seems consistent with the different conclusions reached by Peter and the 
Beloved Disciple (verses 8-10). All that the condition of the graveclothes indicated was that the body of 
Jesus had not been stolen by thieves. Anyone who had come to remove the body (whether the authorities or 
anyone else) would not have bothered to unwrap it before carrying it off. And even if one could imagine 
that they had (perhaps in search of valuables such as rings or jewelry still worn by the corpse) they would 
certainly not have bothered to take time to roll up the facecloth and leave the other wrappings in an orderly 
fashion! 

 

                                                           
166 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 986. 
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20:8 kaiV ei\den kaiV ejpivsteusen After Peter went ahead and entered the tomb, the Beloved Disciple, who 
had arrived there first, also entered. When he saw the graveclothes in the condition described in the 
previous verse, he saw and believed. What was it that the Beloved Disciple believed (since v. 7 describes 
what he saw)? Sometimes it is suggested that what he believed was Mary Magdalene’s report that the body 
had been stolen. But this could hardly be the case; the way the entire scene is narrated such a trivial 
conclusion would amount to an anti-climax.  

It is true that the use of the plural “they” (h[/deisan) in the following verse applied to both Peter and the 
Beloved Disciple, and this appears to be a difficulty if we understand that the Beloved Disciple believed at 
this point in Jesus’ resurrection. But it is not an insuperable difficulty, since all it affirms is that at this time 
neither Peter nor the Beloved Disciple had understood the scripture concerning the resurrection. 

Thus it appears the Evangelist intends us to understand that when the Beloved Disciple entered the tomb 
after Peter and saw the state of the graveclothes, he believed in the resurrection, i.e., that Jesus had 
risen from the dead. 

 

A Note on the Significance for the Evangelist of the Tidy Tomb: 

What was it about the scene which led the Beloved Disciple to believe in the resurrection? Was it simply 
the presence of the graveclothes combined with the absence of the body, or was it the shape and position of 
the graveclothes as well, which suggested to the Beloved Disciple that a resurrection had taken place? (See 
the discussion of the shape and position of the graveclothes in verse 7 above.) We have already concluded 
in verse 7 that the description of the location and position of the soudavrion indicates that it was in a 
different place in the tomb, not just rolled up where Jesus’ head would have been. It would seem that if the 
graveclothes were still arranged in the form of the body (perhaps even preserving that form, something like 
an empty shell, due to the spices and oils which impregnated them) then Peter could hardly have missed the 
significance himself. Yet no mention is made in the Fourth Gospel of Peter believing at this point, and Luke 
24:12 states that Peter “went away to his own home wondering [qaumavzwn] at what had happened.” In light 
of all this it seems most likely that it was the presence of the graveclothes, not scattered at random 
about the tomb but arranged in an orderly manner, which led the Beloved Disciple to realize that a 
resurrection had taken place.  

There may well be an additional theological significance to the presence of the graveclothes in the empty 
tomb as far as the Evangelist is concerned. When Lazarus came forth from the tomb, he was still wrapped in 
his graveclothes (11:44). He would need them again, for he would die a second time. When Jesus came 
forth from the tomb, he left his graveclothes behind, because he would never need them again. Death 
no longer held any power over him. 

 

20:9 oujdevpw gaVr h[/deisan th'n grafhVn Again we have a parenthetical comment by the Evangelist, 
explaining that at this time neither Peter nor the Beloved Disciple who accompanied him into the tomb 
understood the OT scriptures pertaining to Jesus’ resurrection. This agrees with Luke 24:25-27 that 
only after the post-resurrection appearances of Jesus to the disciples did they come to understand the full 
significance of Christological prophecies in the OT.  

The Evangelist does not explicitly mention what OT scriptures are involved (neither does Paul in 1 Cor 
15:4, for that matter). The resurrection of the Messiah in general terms may have been seen in Is. 53:10-12 
and Ps 16:10. Specific references may have been understood in Jonah 1:17 and Hos 6:2 because of the 
mention of “the third day”. Beyond this it is not possible to be more specific. 

 

20:10 ajph'lqon ou\n pavlin After entering the tomb and seeing the graveclothes, both Peter and the 
Beloved Disciple left and went back to their homes. John makes no comment on their state of mind at this 
point, but Luke mentions in the parallel account (24:12) that Peter was “wondering [qaumavzwn] at what had 
happened”. Whether he had any discussion with the Beloved Disciple, who is said to have “believed” in 
verse 8, is not recorded. 
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3 D  Jesus appears to Mary Magdalene (20:11-18) 

1 E  Mary looks into the tomb and sees two angels (20:11-13) 

20:11 Mariva deV eiJsthvkei By this time, Mary had returned to the tomb herself (cf. the Note on 20:3). Now 
she was weeping (klaivousa) with the loud lamentations and expressions of grief typical of mourners in the 
Near East (cf. 11:31, where the same verb is used). Her grief was undoubtedly heightened further by her 
belief that Jesus’ body had been stolen from the tomb. 

 

parevkuyen Thus Mary bent over and looked into the tomb (the same verb is used to describe the action 
of the Beloved Disciple in 20:5, see the Note on this verse above).  

 

20:12 kaiV qewrei' duvo ajggevlou" ejn leukoi'" What Mary Magdalene saw when she looked into the tomb 
was not the graveclothes, but two angels in white, seated one at the head and one at the feet, where the 
body of Jesus had been lying.  

 

20:13 kaiV levgousin aujth'/ The angels themselves do not play a major role in the Johannine account of the 
resurrection of Jesus. They do not explain the significance of the empty tomb, but simply ask Mary the 
reason why she was weeping.  

 

levgei aujtoi'" Mary replied in words similar to verse 2 with appropriate adjustments: this time it is “my 
Lord” rather than just “the Lord,” and the plural “we do not know” has now become singular “I do not 
know”. This is understandable if the other women who were with Mary earlier when the empty tomb was 
first discovered had now departed. Again, as in verse 2, Mary does not specify whom she thinks has taken 
the Lord’s body. 

 

2 E  Mary turns and sees Jesus but does not at first recognize him (20:14-17) 

20:14 ejstravfh eij" taV ojpivsw kaiV qewrei' toVn =Ihsou'n eJstw'ta At this point Mary turned around and 
saw Jesus himself standing behind her, although she did not recognize him. The text gives no indication 
why she turned, but she may have heard something, or the angels with whom she had just spoken may have 
done something which caused Mary to turn and look behind her. 

Neither are we told why Mary was unable to recognize Jesus. There appears to have been something 
different about the resurrected Jesus which resulted in him not being immediately recognized even by those 
who had known him well. Something similar happens in John 21:4, as well as Luke 24:13-35, Luke 24:36-
38, and Matt 28:17. 

 

20:15 levgei aujth'/ =Ihsou'" Jesus asked Mary the same question the angels had just asked her: “Woman, 
why are you weeping?” but he added another, as if he knew she were looking for someone: “Whom are 
you seeking?”  

 

oJ khpourov" Mary concluded that it was the gardener who was questioning her. Again we have no way of 
knowing (since the text gives no clue) what it was that led Mary to conclude that she was speaking with the 
gardener. Perhaps it was the only logical conclusion under the circumstances. We are not told what Jesus 
looked like or how he was dressed (some have seen this latter point as a difficulty since he left all the 
graveclothes in the tomb, but this is not necessarily a problem: the two angels who had appeared in the tomb 
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were both clothed in white, and it is reasonable to suppose that the resurrected Jesus’ appearance was 
similar). 

Mary now drew a second conclusion: if this person was the gardener, perhaps it was he who had carried 
Jesus’ body away to some other spot. So she asked, “Sir, if you have carried him off, tell me where you 
have placed him, and I will carry him away.” It is often pointed out that Mary would have had difficulty 
in doing this alone, but certainly under the circumstances she did not stop to think of the difficulty of 
carrying out such an action singlehanded. She was speaking under intense emotional pressure. 

 

20:16 levgei aujth'/ =Ihsou'": Mariavm Jesus now spoke Mary’s name, and so she turned to him and 
answered in Aramaic, 'RJabbouniv, which the Evangelist translates for the benefit of the readers as 
Didavskale (“Teacher”). Mary had apparently turned away again from Jesus, perhaps after he questioned 
her, since she had turned toward him previously in verse 14. Now, hearing her name, she turned back, and 
recognized Jesus. We may assume from Jesus’ words to her in the following verse that her response was to 
attempt (at least) to embrace him. 

 

20:17 levgei aujth'/ =Ihsou'" There are considerable difficulties raised by Jesus’ statement to Mary in this 
verse. Mhv mou a{ptou is a prohibition stated with the present imperative. The aorist tense would normally 
be expected in a specific command; when the present tense is used for a specific command it would have 
the nuance “Stop clinging to me” with the implication that Mary already was. 

 

ou[pw gaVr ajnabevbhka proV" toVn patevra The reason given by Jesus why Mary should stop holding on to 
him is because he had not yet ascended to the Father. Many fanciful explanations have been contrived as 
to why Jesus should say this, especially in light of the fact that he seemingly invites Thomas to touch his 
wounds in 20:27. The point seems to be that while Thomas was indeed invited to touch the wounds of the 
resurrected Jesus, Mary here is bent on clinging to him (a completely different verb is used in 20:27). Jesus 
has, however, by virtue of his resurrection, entered into a new dimension of relationship with all of his 
followers, and it is now inappropriate that Mary should hold fast to him. 

Instead, Jesus has a mission for Mary to perform: she is to go to the other disciples and inform them that 
she has seen the risen Lord, and he is ascending to the Father.  

 

touV" ajdelfouv" mou probably refers here not just to the half-brothers of Jesus mentioned in 2:12, 7:3, 7:5, 
and 7:10, but to all the disciples. If Mary was supposed to go to Jesus’ literal brothers then we are not told 
in verse 18 that she did so. 

 

A Note on 20:17 and the Ascension: 

In what sense, however, can Jesus here speak of the ascension in the present tense, since Luke records in 
Acts 1:3 that after forty days of post-resurrection appearances Jesus was taken up out of the sight of his 
followers by a cloud? P. Benoit made a useful distinction between the ascension understood as the 
glorification of Jesus in the presence of the Father, and the ascension understood as a levitation symbolizing 
the end of the appearances of the resurrected Jesus to the disciples.167 As we have pointed out many times 
before, in the Fourth Gospel the death, resurrection, ascension, and exaltation of Jesus to the Father’s right 
hand are all portrayed as a unit, often under the term “glorification.” This suggests that the Evangelist is 
thinking of Jesus’ ascension here in 20:17 in the sense of glorification rather than levitation. It is a process 
begun on the cross and culminating in the presence of the Father. Such an emphasis neither precludes nor 
contradicts the ascension recorded by Luke in Acts 1. 

                                                           
167 P. Benoit, “L’Ascension,” Revue Biblique 56 (1949): 161-203. 
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3 E  Mary goes and informs the disciples (20:18) 

20:18 e[rcetai MariaVm hJ MagdalhnhV So in obedience to Jesus Mary Magdalene went and found the 
disciples (we are not told where they were at this time, but presumably they were in the same place 
mentioned in verse 19). Mary announced to them, “I have seen the Lord,” and told them what he said to 
her. The first part of her statement, introduced by o{ti, is direct discourse (eJwvraka toVn kuvrion), while the 
second clause switches to indirect discourse (kaiV tau'ta ei\pen aujth'/). This has the effect of heightening 
the emphasis on the first part of the statement.  

We are not told in the Fourth Gospel how the disciples responded to this announcement. Mark 16:9-11 (in 
the disputed longer ending of Mark) records that when Mary announced to the disciples that she had seen 
the Lord, they refused to believe it. We may well imagine that such a report would be greeted by extreme 
scepticism if not outright disbelief. 

 

2 C  The appearances of Jesus to the disciples (20:19-29) 

1 D  Jesus appears to his disciples, shows his wounds, and commissions them (20:19-23) 

20:19 Ou[sh" ou\n ojyiva" th'/ hJmevra/ ejkeivnh/ This time reference makes it clear that the first appearance of 
Jesus to the disciples took place on the evening of the same day that he appeared to Mary Magdalene, 
the first day of the week (Sunday) following the Sabbath and passover. 

 

tw'n qurw'n kekleismevnwn The Evangelist specifically states that the doors were shut where the disciples 
were, because of fear of the Jewish authorities. In light of the reason given, we should probably understand 
this phrase to mean “locked”. This is a perfectly understandable reaction to the events of the past few days. 
What is the significance of the inclusion of this statement by the Evangelist? It is often taken to mean 
that Jesus, when he entered the room, passed through the closed doors. This may well be the case, but it 
may be assuming too much about our knowledge of the mode in which the resurrected body of Jesus exists. 
The text does not explicitly state how Jesus got through the closed doors. It is possible to assume that the 
doors opened of their own accord before him, or that he simply appeared in the middle of the room without 
passing through the doors at all. The point the Evangelist appears to be making here is simply that the 
closed doors were no obstacle at all to the resurrected Jesus. See also verse 26 for a second similar 
occurrence. 

 

h\lqen oJ =Ihsou'" kaiV e[sth eij" toV mevson The phrases which actually describe Jesus’ arrival are 
ambiguous, as mentioned above. It cannot be determined with certainty whether he came through the 
doors, or the doors opened for him, or he simply appeared in the midst of the disciples.  

 

kaiV levgei aujtoi'": eijrhvnh uJmi'n Jesus greeted his disciples with the statement “Peace to you”. In later 
rabbinic Hebrew this phrase became a standard greeting. It occurs in the OT a few times in such a sense 
(e.g., 1 Sam 25:6). Here, however, it can hardly be called routine; it bears more similarities to angelic 
appearances in the OT. When the angel of the LORD appeared to Gideon in Judges 6:22-23 he greeted him 
with “Peace to you, do not be afraid, you shall not die!” Daniel is similarly reassured in Dan 10:19. The 
phrase spoken here by the resurrected Jesus to the disciples must surely have been intended to reassure and 
calm them. 

 

20:20 e[deixen taV" cei'ra" kaiV thVn pleuraVn aujtoi'" After this initial reassurance Jesus showed the 
disciples his hands and his side. Verse 25 makes it clear that this refers to the nail marks in his hands and 
the wound from the spear in his side. It is understandable why Jesus needed to do this; it was a positive 
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form of identification which would convince the disciples that it was indeed Jesus who had appeared to 
them.  

When the disciples recognized Jesus they were suddenly overcome with joy. This is a fulfillment of Jesus’ 
words to the disciples in the Last Discourse (16:20-22) that they would have sorrow while the world 
rejoiced, but that their sorrow would be turned to lasting joy when they saw him again. 

From this point on the Evangelist himself begins to use the title kuvrio" to refer to the resurrected Jesus, as 
Mary herself did in 20:2, 13, and 18. 

 

20:21 eijrhvnh uJmi'n Again Jesus repeated his reassurance to the disciples, “Peace to you,” but he now 
added a commission: “just as the Father has sent me, I also send you.” This is similar to 17:18, where 
Jesus prayed to the Father, “just as you sent me into the world, I also send them [the disciples] into the 
world.”  

 

Does this commission apply only to the Twelve (minus Judas, of course) or to all the disciples who were 
present? It is not clear in the context that only the Twelve were present in the room when Jesus appeared to 
them. We certainly cannot rule out the possibility that others were present, and there is nothing in the 
context to suggest that we should limit the words of the commission only to the Twelve. In light of the fact 
that in the Last Discourse the Twelve appear to be models for the experience of all believers, as we have 
mentioned previously (see the Notes on 15:14 and 15:16), it appears more likely that these words are for 
all of Jesus’ followers, just as the commission in Matt 28:19-20 is for all Christians. 

 

20:22 ejnefuvshsen kaiV levgei aujtoi'": lavbete pheu'ma a{gion: What are we to make of Jesus’ action 
here, and how does it relate to the coming of the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost described in Acts 2? 

In terms of the imagery involved this action on Jesus’ part appears to symbolize the new creation 
which he himself has inaugurated. The first part of the Prologue (1:1-5) introduced the idea that the 
preincarnate Word was involved in the original creative act. In the Notes introducing 1:19-51 we suggested 
the possibility that the opening narrative (1:19-51) of the Gospel itself, following the Prologue, was 
arranged so as to point to the beginning of a new creation, arranged according to a pattern of seven days. 
This pointed to the miracle at Cana as occurring on the seventh day and marking the inauguration of the 
new era. Now at the end of the Fourth Gospel the theme of the new creation emerges again. The use of the 
verb ejnefuvshsen to describe the action of Jesus here recalls Gen 2:7 in the LXX, where “the LORD God 
formed man out of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became 
a living being.” This time, however, it is Jesus who is breathing the breath/Spirit of eternal life, life 
from above, into his disciples. Furthermore there is the imagery of Ezek 37:1-14, the prophecy concerning 
the resurrection of the dry bones: there in verse 9 the Son of Man is told to prophesy to the 
“wind/breath/Spirit” to come and breathe on the corpses, so that they will live again. In verse 14 the LORD 
promises, “I will put my Spirit within you, and you will come to life, and I will place you in your own 
land…” In terms of ultimate fulfillment the passage in Ezek 37 looks at the regeneration of Israel 
immediately prior to the establishment of the millennial kingdom. We suggest, however, that the Evangelist 
saw in what Jesus did for the disciples at this point a partial and symbolic fulfillment of Ezekiel’s prophecy, 
much as Peter made use of the prophecy of Joel 2:28-32 in his sermon on the Day of Pentecost as recorded 
in Acts 2:17-21. 

What then did Jesus do for the disciples in John 20:22? It appears that in light of the symbolism of the 
new creation present here, as well as the regeneration symbolism from the Ezekiel 37 passage, that Jesus at 
this point breathed into the disciples the breath of eternal life. This was in the form of the Holy Spirit, 
who was to indwell them. It is instructive to look again at 7:38-38, which states, “the one who believes in 
me, as the scripture says, out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water. Now he said this concerning the 
Spirit which those who believed in him were going to receive. For the Spirit was not yet (operative in the 



© The Biblical Studies Foundation (www.bible.org) Winter 2001 

world), because Jesus was not yet glorified”. But now in 20:22 Jesus was glorified, so the Spirit could be 
given. 

Had the disciples not believed in Jesus before? It seems clear that they had, since their belief is 
repeatedly affirmed, beginning with 2:11. But it also seems clear that even on the eve of the crucifixion, 
they did not understand the necessity of the cross (16:31-33). And even after the crucifixion, the disciples 
had not realized that there was going to be a resurrection (20:9). Ultimate recognition of who Jesus was 
appears to have come to them only after the post-resurrection appearances (note the response of Thomas, 
who was not present at this incident, in verse 28). 

Finally, what is the relation of this incident in 20:22 to the account of the coming of the Holy Spirit in 
Acts 2? It appears best to view these as two separate events which have two somewhat different purposes. 
This was the giving of life itself, which flowed out from within (cf. 7:38-39). The giving of power would 
occur later, on the Day of Pentecost: power to witness and carry out the mission the disciples had been 
given. [It should be emphasized that in the historical unfolding of God’s program for the Church, these 
events occurred in a chronological sequence which (after the Church has been established) is non-repeatable 
today.] On the analogy of the solution we proposed above for the ascension (see 20:17), we would suggest 
that here in the Fourth Gospel we are looking at the giving of the Spirit that produces life, while in Acts 2 
what we have is the giving of the Spirit that produces power. These are not incompatible, but focus on 
different aspects of the Holy Spirit’s role in relation to the Church. 

 

20:23 a[n tinwn ajfh'te taV" aJmartiva" ajfevwntai aujtoi'"… Jesus’ statement to the disciples here, “If 
you forgive the sins of any, they have been forgiven them; if you retain [the sins] of any, they have 
been retained,” finds its closest parallel in Matt 16:19 and 18:18. It is best to understand this not as 
referring to apostolic power to forgive or retain the sins of individuals (as it is sometimes understood), but 
to the “power” of proclaiming this forgiveness which was entrusted to the disciples. This is consistent with 
the idea that the disciples are to carry on the ministry of Jesus after he has departed from the world and 
returned to the Father, a theme which occurred in the Last Discourse (cf. 15:27, 16:1-4, and 17:18). 

 

2 D  Jesus appears to the disciples, including Thomas, and Thomas declares Jesus to be Lord 
and God (20:24-29) 

20:24 Qwma'"…oJ legovmeno" Divdumo", oujk h\n met= aujtw'n o{te h\lqen =Ihsou'" We are now told that 
Thomas, also called Didymus (meaning “the Twin”) was not with the Twelve when Jesus appeared to 
them for the first time, in 20:19-23. No explanation for his absence is given by the Evangelist. 

 

20:25 ejaVn mhV i[dw ejn tai'" cersiVn aujtou' toVn tuvpon tw'n h{lwn… The other disciples reported to 
Thomas what had happened, telling him that they had seen the resurrected Jesus. Thomas does not 
believe on account of their testimony, however. He flatly refused to believe that Jesus had risen from the 
dead unless he could see the nail marks in Jesus’ hands and put his hand into the spear wound in Jesus’ side. 
If Thomas was portrayed as something of a pessimist in his attitude in 11:16, he is certainly portrayed as a 
sceptic here. In 20:20 Jesus had shown the other disciples his hands and his side, and undoubtedly they 
had related this to Thomas in their unsuccessful attempt to convince him that they had indeed seen the risen 
Lord. But Thomas, probably picking up on their words, wanted more: he did not just want to see the 
wounds, but to touch them as well. Visual proof was not good enough for such an astounding claim; 
Thomas had to have tactile proof as well. 

 

20:26 KaiV meq= hJmevra" ojktwV pavlin Eight days later the disciples were again together behind closed 
doors. The setting is identical with the previous incident a week earlier (20:19), and the Evangelist makes a 
point of repeating the same statement about the doors being shut when Jesus came and stood in their midst 
and said, “Peace to you.” The only difference was that this time Thomas was present with the other 
disciples. His scepticism concerning the report of his fellow disciples was about to be put to the test. 
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20:27 ei\ta levgei tw'/ Qwma'/ Jesus (who is portrayed as knowing precisely what Thomas had said 
previously about what it would take to make him believe) now turned to Thomas and offered him the 
opportunity to touch the nail marks in his hands and the spear wound in his side. Jesus concluded his 
offer by exhorting Thomas to be “not unbelieving but believing.” There is a more than a little irony 
(almost sarcasm) here. Note that Jesus’ exhortation gives a clue to the final element which was still 
lacking in the faith of all the disciples until after the resurrection: it is the element Thomas lacked here, 
and which he affirms in the following verse. 

 

20:28 oJ kuvriov" mou kaiV oJ qeov" mou Should Thomas’ exclamation be understood as two subjects with 
the rest of the sentence omitted (“My Lord and my God [has truly risen from the dead]”) as predicate 
nominatives (“You are my Lord and my God”) or as vocatives (“My Lord and my God”)? Probably the 
most likely is something between the second and third alternatives. It seems that the second is slightly more 
likely here, because the context appears confessional. Thomas’ statement, while it may have been an 
exclamation, does in fact confess the faith which he had previously lacked, and Jesus responds to 
Thomas’ statement in the following verse as if it were a confession. 

 

A Note on the significance of Thomas’ confession: 

With the proclamation by Thomas here, it is difficult to see how any more profound analysis of Jesus’ 
person could be given. It echoes 1:1 and 1:14 together: the Word was God, and the Word became flesh 
(Jesus of Nazareth). The Fourth Gospel opened with many other titles for Jesus: the Lamb of God (1:29, 
36); the Son of God (1:34, 49); Rabbi (1:38); Messiah (1:41); the King of Israel (1:49); the Son of Man 
(1:51). Now the climax is reached with the proclamation by Thomas, “My Lord and my God,” and we 
have come full circle from 1:1, where the Evangelist had introduced the reader to who Jesus was, to 20:28, 
where the last of the disciples has come to the full realization of who Jesus was. What Jesus had predicted 
in 8:28 had come to pass: “When you lift up the Son of Man, then you will know that I AM…”. By 
being lifted up in crucifixion (which led in turn to death, resurrection, and exaltation with the Father) Jesus 
has revealed his true identity as both LORD (kuvrio", used by the LXX to translate hwhy) and GOD (qeov", 
used by the LXX to translate <hla). 

 

20:29 o{ti eJwvrakav" me pepivsteuka"… It is significant that Jesus does not reject or modify Thomas’ 
confession. Instead he accepts it approvingly, and goes on to approve as blessed those who believe 
without the benefit of seeing. With this reference the focus shifts from Thomas and the other disciples, 
who had both seen and believed, to those yet future disciples who would believe without the benefit of 
seeing. R. Brown offers a vivid illustration of the point made here: 

Throughout the Gospel and more particularly in the Last Discourse, in what the evangelist 
has been describing on the stage of early 1st-century Palestine, he has had in mind an 
audience seated in the darkened theater of the future, silently viewing what Jesus was 
saying and doing. True to the limitations and logic of the stage drama imposed by the 
Gospel form, the Johannine Jesus could address that audience only indirectly through the 
disciples who shared the stage and gave voice to sentiments and reactions that were 
shared by the audience as well. But now, as the curtain is about to fall on the stage drama, 
the lights in the theater are suddenly turned on. Jesus shifts his attention from the disciples 
on the stage to the audience that has become visible and makes clear to that his ultimate 
concern is for them—those who have come to believe in him through the word of his 
disciples….168 

                                                           
168 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 1048-49. 
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Now that attention has been shifted to the readers of the Gospel, the Evangelist goes on to indicate in 
20:30-31 his purpose for writing the Gospel; and this, too, ultimately has in view those who have not seen, 
and yet are going to believe.  

 

5 B  Conclusion to the Book of Glory: the purpose of the Signs (20:30-31) 

20:30 PollaV meVn ou\n kaiV a[lla shmei'a The Evangelist mentions many other sign-miracles performed 
by Jesus in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in the Gospel. What are these sign-miracles 
which the author of the Gospel has in mind? We can only speculate. The Evangelist says they were 
performed in the presence of the disciples, which emphasizes again their role as witnesses (cf. 15:27). The 
point here is that the Evangelist has been selective in his use of material. He has chosen to record those 
incidents from the life and ministry of Jesus which support his purpose in writing the Gospel. Much which 
might be of tremendous interest, but does not directly contribute to that purpose in writing, he has omitted. 
What the Evangelist’s purpose in writing is, he has explained in the following verse. 

 

20:31 tau'ta deV gevgraptai i{na pisteuvshte… Now, at last, the Evangelist reveals to the readers the 
purpose of his book: in order that they may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and in 
order that by believing they may have life in his name. 

The question which must still be addressed is whether the Evangelist is writing primarily for an audience of 
unbelievers, with purely evangelistic emphasis, or whether he envisions an audience of believers, whom he 
wants to strengthen in their faith. There are several observations that might be helpful here:  

(1) in the immediate context (20:30), the other sign-miracles spoken of by the Evangelist were performed in 
the presence of disciples; 

(2) in the case of the first of the sign-miracles, at Cana, the Evangelist makes a point of the effect the 
miracle had on the disciples (2:11); 

(3) if the primary thrust of the Gospel is toward unbelievers, it is difficult to see why so much material in 
chapters 13-17 (the Last Meal and Last Discourse, concluding with Jesus’ prayer for the disciples), which 
deals almost exclusively with the disciples, is included; 

(4) the disciples themselves were repeatedly said to have believed in Jesus throughout the Gospel, 
beginning with 2:11, yet they still needed to believe after the resurrection (if Thomas’ experience in 20:27-
28 is any indication); and 

(5) as we have mentioned before, the Gospel appears to be written with the assumption that the readers are 
familiar with the basic story (or perhaps with one or more of the synoptic gospel accounts, although this is 
not certain). Thus no account of the birth of Jesus is given at all, and although he is identified as being from 
Nazareth, the words of the Pharisees and chief priests to Nicodemus (7:52) are almost certainly to be taken 
as ironic, assuming the reader knows where Jesus was really from. Likewise, when Mary is identified in 
11:2 as the one who anointed Jesus’ feet with oil, it appears to be assumed that the readers are familiar with 
the story, since the incident involved is not mentioned in the Fourth Gospel until 12:3.  

These observations must be set over against the clear statement of purpose in the present verse, 20:31, 
which seems to have significant evangelistic emphasis. In addition to this there is the repeated emphasis 
on witness throughout the Fourth Gospel (cf. the witness of John the Baptist in 1:7, 8, 15, 32, and 34, along 
with 5:33; the Samaritan woman in 4:39; Jesus’ own witness, along with that of the Father who sent him, in 
8:14, 18, and 18:37; the disciples themselves in 15:27; and finally the eyewitness testimony of the 
Evangelist himself in 19:35 and 21:24). 

In light of all this evidence it seems best to say that the Evangelist wrote with a dual purpose:  

(1) to witness to unbelievers concerning Jesus, in order that they come to believe in him and have 
eternal life; and 
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(2) to strengthen the faith of believers, by deepening and expanding their understanding of who Jesus 
is. 
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The Epilogue (21:1-25) 
 

OUTLINE:

5 A  The Epilogue: further post-resurrection appearances of Jesus (21:1-25) 

1 B  The risen Jesus appears to the disciples at the Sea of Galilee (Tiberias) (21:1-14) 

2 B  The risen Jesus speaks to Peter about his ministry and his future (21:15-23) 

1 C  Jesus restores Peter to fellowship and commissions him (21:15-17) 

2 C  Jesus tells Peter of his future (21:18-23) 

3 B  The Conclusion to the Gospel (21:24-25) 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY: 

Ackroyd, P. R., “The 153 Fishes in John XXI.11—A Further Note,” Journal of Theological Studies 10 
(1959): 94. 

Agourides, S., “The Purpose of John 21,” in Studies in the History and Text of the New Testament —in 
Honor of K.ennethWillis Clark, Ph.D., ed. B. L. Daniels and M. J. Suggs, Studies and Documents 
29 (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1967), 127-32. 

Bacon, B. W., “The Motivation of John 21.15-25,” Journal of Biblical Liturature 50 (1931): 71-80. 

Besobrasoff, S. [Bishop Cassien], “John xxi,” New Testament Studies 3 (1956/57): 132-36. 

Boice, J. M., Witness and Revelation in the Gospel of John, Contemporary Evangelical Perspectives (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1970). 

Camaldolese, T. M., “The First and the Last Encounter (Joh 1 and cap. 21),” Bible Today 42 (1969): 2893-
97. 

Chapman, J., “‘We Know That His Testimony Is True’,” Journal of Theological Studies 31 (1929/30): 379-
87. 

Dodd, C. H., “Note on John 21, 24,” Journal of Theological Studies 4 (1953): 212-13. 

Emerton, J. A., “The 153 fishes in John XXI, 23-25,” Theology 20 (1930): 229. 

Grant, R. M., “One-Hundred-Fifty-Three Large Fishes,” Harvard Theological Review 42 (1949): 273-75. 

Lee, G. M., “Joh xxi, 20-23,” Journal of Theological Studies 1 (1950): 62-63. 

McDowell, E. A., Jr., “‘Lovest Thou Me?’ A Study of John 21:15-17,” Review and Expositor 32 (1935): 
422-41. 

McEleney, N. J., “153 Great Fishes (John 21, 11)—Geatriacal Atbash,” Biblica 58 (1977): 411-17. 

Marrow, S. B., John 21—An Essay in Johannine Ecclesiology (Rome: Gregorian University, 1968). 

Romeo, J. A., “Gematria and John 21:11—The Children of God,” Journal of Biblical Literature 97 (1978): 
263-64. 

Scott, J. A., “The Words for ‘Love’ in John 21, 25ff.,” Classical Weekly 39 (1945/46): 71-72; 40 (1946/47): 
60-61. 

Shaw, A., “The Breakfast by the Shore and the Mary Magdalene Encounter as Eucharistic Narratives,” 
Journal of Theological Studies 25 (1974): 12-26. 



© The Biblical Studies Foundation (www.bible.org) Winter 2001 

Shaw, A., “Image and Symbol in John 21,” Expository Times 86 (1975): 311. 

Sheehan, J. F. X., “‘Feed My Lambs’,” Scripture 16 (1964): 21-27. 

Smalley, S. S., “The Sign in John xxi,” New Testament Studies 20 (1973/74): 275-88. 

Thomas, W. H. G., “The Purpose of the Fourth Gospel: John 21,” Bibliotheca Sacra 125 (1968): 254-62. 

 

DETAILED EXEGETICAL NOTES:

5 A  The Epilogue: further post-resurrection appearances of Jesus (21:1-25) 

A Note on the role of chapter 21 within the structure of the Fourth Gospel: 

There seems to be a perfectly adequate conclusion to the Gospel in 20:30-31, coming immediately after the 
confession by Thomas in 20:28, which is the real climax to the narrative. 20:30 even seems to make 
essentially the same statement as 21:25. Yet on the other hand there is no obvious break in the narrative and 
no discernable difference in style, vocabulary, or grammar. 

These observations have led to three different views on the relationship of chapter 21 to the remainder of 
the Fourth Gospel: 

(1) It was written by the same author as chapters 1-20 (with the possible exception of 21:24, see discussion 
below on that verse) at the same time as chapters 1-20 were written; 

(2) It was written by the same author as chapters 1-20 (again with the possible exception of 21:24) but at a 
later time (perhaps much later, near the end of the author’s life); or 

(3) It was written by someone other than the author of chapters 1-20 and added to chapters 1-20 at some 
later time. 

If chapter 21 was indeed a later addition to the Fourth Gospel by a different author, it must have been added 
very early, because no extant Greek manuscript lacks the last chapter, and there is no serious evidence in 
the manuscript tradition for later addition. 

As far as stylistic and linguistic evidence is concerned, nothing absolutely conclusive can be said. Some, 
like Plummer, find similarities which point to identity of authorship. Others, like Moffatt, find indications of 
divergence of style. Bultmann offers perhaps the strongest argument on the basis of style against identity of 
authorship between chapters 1-20 and 21. Significantly, however, Barrett is not convinced by these stylistic 
arguments, although he does not hold to identity of authorship on other grounds. In Barrett’s own words, 
“These linguistic and stylistic considerations, when weighed against the undoubted resemblances between 
chs. 1-20 and ch. 21, are not in themselves sufficient to establish the belief that ch. 21 was written by a 
different author.”169 

Most scholars, including Barrett, make the decision for or against identity of authorship not on the basis of 
stylistic or linguistic evidence, but content and logical argument flow. S. Smalley demonstrates that chapter 
21 is not as much of an addendum as some believe, and that it does in fact provide a necessary conclusion 
to the Fourth Gospel, which does not merely end with Thomas’ confession, but has repeatedly emphasized 
that the disciples will continue Jesus’ witness to the world after he has departed (15:27) and will carry 
on his mission in the world.170 

Although it is impossible to be dogmatic about such a conclusion, it seems best to regard chapter 21 as an 
integral part of the original composition of the Fourth Gospel in the absence of compelling evidence to 
the contrary. 
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1 B  The risen Jesus appears to the disciples at the Sea of Galilee (Tiberias) (21:1-14) 

21:1 MetaV tau'ta The time reference here is indefinite, in comparison with the specific “after eight days” 
(meq= hJmevra" ojktwV) between the two post-resurrection appearances of Jesus in 20:26.  

 

ejpiV th'" qalavssh" th'" Tiberiavdo" The sea of Tiberias was another name for the sea of Galilee (cf. the 
Notes on 6:1); this designation occurs only in the Fourth Gospel. We are not told how or why the disciples 
came to be back in Galilee after the events of the passover week in Jerusalem. In spite of the commissioning 
of the disciples by Jesus in 20:21-23, they do not appear to have had a clear purpose in mind at this time. 
This is something that would come after their empowerment by the Holy Spirit at Pentecost some weeks 
later. 

 

21:2 The disciples who were together in Galilee are specified: Peter, Thomas (whose mention forms a link 
with the climax of chapter 21, in verse 28), Nathanael (who is said to be from Cana), the sons of Zebedee 
(James and John), and two unnamed disciples. The two who are not named may have been Andrew and 
Philip, who are mentioned together in 6:7-8 and 12:22. 

 

21:3 uJpavgw aJlieuvein It is sometimes suggested on the basis of Peter’s comment that he was proposing to 
return to his former career of fishing. However, this is probably to see too much significance in the present 
infinitive; all that Peter was proposing was a fishing trip, perhaps out of economic necessity. Peter’s 
attitude may also have been partly the result of despondency over his threefold denial of Jesus during the 

trials. In any case, the other 
disciples who were with him 
agreed, saying, “we also will come 
with you.”  

 

kaiV ejn ejkeivnh/ th'/ nuktiV ejpivasan 
oujdevn Fishing on the Sea of Galilee 
was often done at night. This night, 
however, the disciples caught 
nothing at all. Perhaps we are to 
understand this as representing the 
unproductivity of mere human 
effort apart from Jesus. It is 
difficult to say with certainty, 
because when Jesus appears to 
them he does not explicitly censure 

their efforts (v. 5). 

 

21:4 prwi?a" deV h[dh genomevnh"… Just as day was breaking, Jesus stood on the shore, but the 
disciples did not recognize him. Jesus’ appearance is somewhat mysterious; the Evangelist does not tell us 
how he came to be there. Just as in the two previous appearances recorded in chapter 20 (20:19-23 and 
20:26-28) Jesus seems to have appeared unexpectedly, but the text here does not explicitly state this. 

Some (including R. Brown) see the statement that the disciples did not recognize Jesus as difficult since 
they had already seen the risen Jesus twice in chapter 20.171 This is understood to indicate that chapter 21 
was appended by someone other than the Evangelist, who was not too careful about the internal consistency. 
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But there are other good reasons for the disciples failing to recognize Jesus, one of them mentioned at the 
beginning of this same verse: dawn was just breaking as the disciples were returning in their boat from the 
unsuccessful night of fishing, and they were within hearing distance of the shore but in the dim light they 
would not have been able to recognize the face of an individual at this distance. 

 

21:5 paidiva, mhv ti prosfavgion e[cete… Jesus spoke to the disciples from the shore, asking, “Lads, you 
haven’t caught any fish to eat, have you?” The question, phrased with mhv in Greek, assumes a negative 
answer. This is the only time in the Fourth Gospel that paidiva is used as an address for the disciples. The 
word used in 13:33, tekniva, is sometimes said to be a word indicating more tender affection than paidiva, 
but in 1 John 2:12 and 14 the two appear to be used interchangeably. Perhaps Jesus used this form of 
address because he did not yet wish to reveal his identity to the disciples. 

 

prosfavgion This is an unusual word. In Hellenistic Greek it described a side dish to be eaten with bread, 
and in some contexts was the equivalent of o[yon, “fish.”172 Used in addressing a group of returning 
fishermen, it is quite clear that the speaker had fish in mind. Here we have translated it “fish to eat” since 
some of the species of fish in the Sea of Galilee were not considered edible, and that is the point of Jesus’ 
question here. 

 

21:6 bavlete eij" taV dexiaV mevrh tou' ploivou toV divktuon, kaiV euJrhvsete After the disciples indicated 
that they had caught nothing, Jesus instructed them to cast their net to the right side of the boat, and they 
would find (something). As is often the case the direct object (in this case of euJrhvsete) is omitted in 
Greek, but is easily supplied from the context. Implicit in Jesus’ directions to the disciples is his 
supernatural knowledge (here, of the location of the fish) and the importance of obedience on the part of 
the disciples. 

 

kaiV oujkevti aujtoV eJlkuvsai i[scuon The Evangelist goes on to tell us that the result of the disciples casting 
their net where Jesus had directed is that they were not able to haul it in because of the size of the catch 
of fish. In verse 11 we are told the exact number of the fish in the net, one hundred fifty-three. 

21:7 oJ kuvriov" ejstin As a result of the tremendous catch of fish, the Beloved Disciple realized that the 
stranger on the beach who had directed them where to cast the net was Jesus. He then said to Peter, “It is 
the LORD”. It appears that Peter was still not able to recognize Jesus visually, since his response came 
when he heard that it was the LORD. In all probability we are to understand that it was spiritual insight 
into the miracle itself which enabled the Beloved Disciple to recognize the stranger on the shore as Jesus, 
rather than eyesight superior to Peter’s. 

 

toVn ejpenduvthn diezwvsato, h\n gaVr gumnov", kaiV e[balen eJautoVn eij" thVn qavlassan Peter’s behavior 
here has been puzzling to many interpreters. It is generally understood that gumnov" does not refer to 
complete nudity (as it could), since this would have been offensive to Jewish sensibilities. It is thus 
commonly understood that the meaning here is “stripped for work,” that is, with one’s outer clothing 
removed, and Peter was wearing either a loincloth or a loose-fitting tunic (undergarment). Believing himself 
inadequately clad to greet the Lord, Peter cast his outer garment (toVn ejpenduvthn) around himself and 
dived into the sea. C. K. Barrett offers the explanation that a greeting was a religious act and thus could not 
be performed unless one was clothed.173 This still leaves one with the improbable picture of a person with 
much experience on and in the water putting on his outer garment before diving in. R. Brown’s 
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suggestion seems much more probable here: the verb used, diezwvsato, does not necessarily mean putting 
clothing on, but rather tying the clothing around oneself (the same verb is used in 13:4-5 of Jesus tying 
the towel around himself).174 The statement that Peter was naked (h\n gaVr gumno") could just as well mean 
that he was naked underneath the outer garment (toVn ejpenduvthn), and thus could not take it off before 
jumping into the water. But he did pause to tuck it up and tie it with the girdle before jumping in, to allow 
himself more freedom of movement. Thus the clause that states Peter was naked is explanatory (note the 
use of gavr), explaining why Peter girded up his outer garment (toVn ejpenduvthn) rather than taking it off: 
he had nothing on underneath. 

 

Why did Peter respond so quickly by jumping into the water, rather than waiting for the boat to get 
to shore? Some have suggested that this was the first appearance of the risen Jesus to Peter. This would 
perhaps explain why Peter did not recognize Jesus until the Beloved Disciple identified him, and might also 
provide some insight into why Peter had returned to Galilee and begun fishing again. Furthermore it might 
explain the absence of any mention of Peter in the accounts of the two post-resurrection appearances to the 
disciples in Jerusalem (20:19-23 and 20:26-28).  

In spite of this, however, Paul mentions that Jesus appeared to Peter first (which does not negate the 
presence of companions, so this may or may not have been a separate appearance) in 1 Cor 15:5, and Luke 
similarly indicates that Jesus first appeared to Simon (Luke 24:34). The location where this first 
appearance to Peter took place is difficult to determine; Luke’ evidence would point to Jerusalem, but some 
have argued the appearance took place on the road from Jerusalem to Galilee.  

In any case, a sufficient explanation for Peter’s behavior here can be found in his emotional state resulting 
from his denials of Jesus. This despondency may have also been behind his proposal to resume fishing (cf. 
verse 3). It is not necessary to understand this as the first time Jesus had appeared to Peter in order 
to explain Peter’s behavior. 

 

21:8 tw'/ ploiarivw/ e\lqon Unlike Peter, the other disciples came with the boat. It appears that the weight 
of the net loaded with fish was so great that they could not lift it into the boat (or perhaps they feared the net 
would tear if they lifted it out of the water), for they came towing the net loaded with fish (suvronte" toV 
divktuon tw'n ijcquvwn). 

 

wJ" ajpoV phcw'n diakosivwn When they made this miraculous catch of fish and Peter lept into the water to 
swim to shore, they were not far from land. The Evangelist tells us they were about two hundred cubits 
from the land. A ph'cu" was about 18 inches or .462 meters, so two hundred phcw'n would be about 100 
yards (92.4 meters).175 

 

21:9 blevpousin ajnqrakiaVn keimevnhn kaiV ojyavrion ejpikeivmenon kaiV a[rton When they disembarked 
on the land they saw a charcoal fire prepared, and [a] fish placed on it, and bread. It is not entirely 
clear whether ojyavrion is to be read as singular or plural, since it is anarthrous. Some have seen in the 
mention of only one fish and one loaf a symbol of unity; others have suggested a miraculous feeding in 
miniature, where Jesus multiplies the one fish and one loaf to feed the seven disciples. The latter 
explanation seems unlikely, however, since such a miracle, following on the previous one (the catch of fish) 
would probably not be mentioned so indirectly. In light of the fact that Jesus asks the disciples to bring 
some of the fish they have just caught in the following verse, it seems that only one may have been on the 
fire, and more were needed. But these fish the disciples had just caught were just as miraculously provided 
as the one already on the fire! 
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21:10 ejnevgkate ajpoV tw'n ojyarivwn w|n ejpiavsate nu'n Jesus said to the disciples, “Bring some of the 
fish (ajpov is used as a partitive here) which you have just caught.” As mentioned above (in the preceding 
verse) it seems best to understand this request to mean that some of the fish caught by the disciples were 
to be used in the meal. 

 

21:11 ajnevbh ou\n Sivmwn Pevtro" It was Peter who took the initiative in drawing the net to land in 
response to Jesus’ request. We are not told where he went up to, but the verb ajnabaivnw is used of 
boarding a ship, and that would be the logical explanation for its use here. Although we may recall that the 
net full of fish was not pulled into the boat, but towed behind it to land, it may well have been necessary for 
Peter to go up into the boat to loosen the net where it was fastened in order to bring the net to shore.  

 

mestoVn ijcquvwn megavlwn eJkatoVn penthvkonta triw'n The Evangelist makes two further points about the 
catch of fish: (1) there were one hundred fifty-three large fish in the net, and (2) even with so many, the 
net was not torn. Many symbolic interpretations have been proposed for both points (unity, especially, in 
the case of the second), but we are given no explicit clarification in the text itself.176 It seems better not to 
speculate here, but to see these details as indicative of an eyewitness account. Both are the sort of thing 
that would remain in the mind of a person who had witnessed them firsthand. Perhaps we are simply to 
understand this as the abundance which results from obedience to Jesus, much as with the amount of 
wine generated in the water-jars in Cana at the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry (2:6). 

 

21:12 deu'te ajristhvsate Jesus said to the disciples, “Come, have breakfast”. The verb ajristavw and the 
corresponding noun a[riston were normally used for the meal at the beginning of the day, as here. At this 
time there were usually two main meals per day for laborers; the other meal was the dei'pnon (cf. 12:2). 

 

A Note on the Response of the Disciples to Jesus: 

Now none of the disciples dared to ask him, “Who are you?” because they knew that it was the 
LORD. The response of the disciples in this situation is somewhat puzzling. On the surface it reads like a 
recognition scene, yet Jesus was already recognized by the Beloved Disciple in verse 7. This apparent 
awkwardness has led some, like R. Brown, to propose that two separate recognition scenes, one here and 
one in verse 7, have been blended together imperfectly, so that Jesus in effect is recognized twice in the 
same account.177 This is not necessary, however, and it overlooks the explanation given in the present verse 
for the disciples’ hesitancy in questioning Jesus: “because they knew that it was the LORD”. In verse 7 
the Beloved Disciple had recognized from the boat that the stranger on the shore was the risen Jesus, but 
this appears to be a spiritual insight following the miraculous catch of fish rather than a visual perception 
based on the appearance of Jesus. In verse 7 Peter plunged into the sea after he heard that it was Jesus, not 
because of what he could see. It appears that the disciples were not actually able to get a good look at Jesus 
until they got to shore. We might suppose that this would have been enough to clear up any doubts, 
although it should be remembered that there was something about the appearance of the risen Jesus which 
was different enough to make immediate recognition difficult. Mary Magdalene (20:15) did not 
immediately recognize him, and when he appeared to the disciples (20:19-23) he had to show them his 
hands and side before they are said to have recognized him.  

There is also another factor to consider, however. When the Evangelist gives the reason for the disciples’ 
hesitancy, he does not say it was because they knew that it was Jesus, but because they knew that it was 
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the LORD. Mary Magdalene had announced to the disciples that she had seen the LORD in 20:18, and 
when Jesus was recognized by the disciples in 20:20 they rejoiced when they saw the LORD. The climax is 
reached in the recognition scene with Thomas (20:28) where he exclaims, “My LORD and my GOD”. As 
pointed out there, kuvrio" was used by the LXX to translate hwhy, and thus Jesus’ prophecy in 8:28 (“When 
you lift up the Son of Man, then you will know that I AM”) is being fulfilled in these post-resurrection 
appearances. The reticence of the disciples is understandable if they knew themselves to be in the 
presence of Deity. 

 

21:13 kaiV lambavnei toVn a[rton kaiV divdwsin aujtoi'" Jesus came and took the bread and gave [some] 
to them, and the fish likewise. Is Jesus’ action here to be understood in light of similar actions in 6:11, 
where he also distributed bread and fish? Many have been led to see verse 13 here as a reference to the 
Eucharist, mainly in light of the suggested connection with 6:11. But such a conclusion is far from certain, 
and assumes that 6:11 itself alludes to the Eucharist. 

 

21:14 tou'to h[dh trivton ejfanerwvqh =Ihsou'" The Evangelist has added a note explaining that this was 
the third time Jesus had manifested himself to the disciples after his resurrection. The first time was 
described in 20:19-23 and the second in 20:26-29. We should probably understand this as a reference to 
appearances to the disciples as a group, since at least one additional appearance is mentioned in the 
Fourth Gospel itself (in 20:14-17, to Mary Magdalene), and Luke and Paul both mention a prior appearance 
to Peter (which may or may not constitute a separate appearance, see the discussion above in the Notes on 
21:7). 

 

2 B  The risen Jesus speaks to Peter about his ministry and his future (21:15-23) 

1 C  Jesus restores Peter to fellowship and commissions him (21:15-17) 

21:15-17 ”Ote ou\n hjrivsthsan levgei tw'/ Sivmwni Pevtrw/ After the conclusion of the meal, Jesus said to 
Simon Peter,”Simon [son] of John, do you love me more than these? (ajgapa'/" me plevon touvtwn…)” 
Before considering the implications of the variation in vocabulary between ajgapavw and filevw, we must 
first attempt to answer the question, to whom (or what) does “these” (touvtwn) refer? Three possibilities are 
suggested: 

(1) touvtwn should be understood as neuter, “these things,” referring to the boats, nets, and fishing gear 
nearby. In light of Peter’s statement in 21:3, “I am going fishing,” some have understood Peter to have 
renounced his commission in light of his denials of Jesus. Jesus, as he restores Peter and forgives him for 
his denials, is asking Peter if he really loves his previous vocation more than he loves Jesus. Three things 
may be said in evaluation of this view: (a) it is not at all necessary to understand Peter’s statement in 21:3 as 
a renouncement of his discipleship, as this view of the meaning of touvtwn would imply; (b) it would 
probably be more likely that the verb would be repeated in such a construction (see 7:31 for an example 
where the verb is repeated); and (c) as R. Brown has observed, by Johannine standards the choice being 
offered to Peter between material things and the risen Jesus would seem rather ridiculous, especially after 
the disciples had realized whom it was they were dealing with (the LORD, see above on verse 12).178 

(2) touvtwn refers to the other disciples, meaning “Do you love me more than you love these other 
disciples?” The same objection mentioned as (c) under (1) would apply here: could the Evangelist, in light 
of the realization of who Jesus is which has come to the disciples after the resurrection, and which he has 
just mentioned in 21:12, seriously present Peter as being offered a choice between the other disciples and 
the risen Jesus?  

This leaves option (3), that touvtwn refers to the other disciples, meaning “Do you love me more than 
these other disciples do?” It seems likely that there is some irony here: Peter had boasted in 13:37, “I will 
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lay down my life for you,” and the synoptics present Peter as boasting even more explicitly of his loyalty 
to Jesus (“Even if they all fall away, I will not,” Matt 26:33; Mark 14:29). Thus the semantic force of what 
Jesus asks Peter here amounts to something like “Now, after you have denied me three times, as I told 
you you would, can you still affirm that you love me more than these other disciples do?” 

 

ajgapa'/" me plevon thouvtwn… What are we to make of the variation in vocabulary in verses 15-17? The 
variation between ajgapavw and filevw in these verses is as follows: 

21:15 ajgapa'/" me plevon thouvtwn… naiv, kuvrie, suV oi\da" o{ti filw' se 

21:16 ajgapa'/" me… naiv, kuvrie, suV oi\da" o{ti filw' se 

21:17 filei'" me… kuvrie, pavnta suV oi\da", suV ginwvskei" o{ti filw' se 

In summary it should be noted that aside from Origen, who saw a distinction in the meaning of the two 
words, most of the Greek Fathers like Chrysostom and Cyril of Alexandria, saw no real difference of 
meaning. Neither did Augustine nor the translators of the Itala (Old Latin). This was also the view of the 
Reformation Greek scholars Erasmus and Grotius. The suggestion that we should see a distinction in 
meaning comes primarily from a number of British scholars of the nineteenth century, especially Trench, 
Westcott, and Plummer. It has been picked up by others such as Spicq, Lenski, and Hendriksen. But 
most modern scholars decline to see a real difference in the meaning of the two words in this context, 
among them Bernard, Moffatt, Bonsirven, Bultmann, Barrett, Brown, Morris, Haenchen, and 
Beasley-Murray. 

There are three significant reasons for seeing no real difference in the meaning of ajgapavw and filevw in 
these verses: 

 the Evangelist has a habit of introducing slight stylistic variations in repeated material without any 
significant difference in meaning (compare, for example, 3:3 with 3:5, and 7:34 with 13:33). An 
examination of the uses of ajgapavw and filevw in the Fourth Gospel seems to indicate a general 
interchangeability between the two. Both terms are used of God’s love for man (3:16, 16:27); of 
the Father’s love for the Son (3:35, 5:20); of Jesus’ love for men (11:5, 11:3); of the love of men 
for men (13:34, 15:19); and of the love of men for Jesus (8:42, 16:27). 

 If (as seems probable) the original conversation took place in Aramaic (or possibly Hebrew), there 
would not have been any difference expressed because both Aramaic and Hebrew have only one 
basic word for love, bha. In the LXX both ajgapavw and filevw are used to translate bha, although 
ajgapavw is more frequent. It is significant that in the Syriac version of the NT only one verb is 
used to translate verses 15-17 (Syriac is very similar linguistically to Palestinian Aramaic). 

 Peter’s answers to the questions asked with ajgapavw are ‘yes’ even though he answers using the 
verb filevw. If he is being asked to love Jesus on a higher or more spiritual level his answers give 
no indication of this, and we would be forced to say (in order to maintain a consistent distinction 
between the two verbs) that Jesus finally concedes defeat and accepts only the lower form of love 
which is all that Peter is capable of offering! 

Thus it seems best to regard the interchange between ajgapavw and filevw in these verses as a minor 
stylistic variation of the Evangelist, consistent with his use of minor variations in repeated material 
elsewhere, and not indicative of any real difference in meaning. 

 

bovske taV ajrniva mou Again we are faced with a variation in vocabulary in verses 15-17: 

21:15 bovske taV ajrniva mou 

21:16 poivmaine taV provbatav mou 

21:17 bovske taV provbatav mou 
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There are some textual variants involved; it is understandable in such a case that scribal confusion would 
occur! The apparatus of the 27th edition of Novum Testamentum Graece (Nestle-Aland) should be 
consulted for the existing variant readings. 

As for the meaning, it is sometimes pointed out that bovskw describes a more restricted activity, that of 
feeding animals, than poimaivnw, which refers to guiding and protecting the flock as well as feeding it. This 
may be true, but taken comprehensively both terms form a general description of pastoral care. Again we 
are probably dealing with stylistic variation here on the part of the Evangelist. The Latin Vulgate translated 
both verbs with the same verb, pascere. And as for the different words for sheep, it should be noted that 
there are no less than three different words for fish in verses 5-13. 

As for the significance of the entire scene in the narrative, it seems clear that it is intended to indicate 
Peter’s complete restoration to a position of apostolic leadership after his threefold denial. Three 
times Peter had denied Jesus; three times Peter now affirms his love for his Lord, and three times Jesus 
commissions Peter to care for the flock of God. There could be no question on Peter’s part or on the part of 
the other disciples that he had been completely restored. 

 

2 C  Jesus tells Peter of his future (21:18-23) 

21:18 ajmhVn ajmhVn levgw soi After restoring Peter to his former position of apostolic leadership, Jesus went 
on to tell him prophetically something of the fate that awaited him in his old age. Jesus told Peter that when 
he was young, he tied his own girdle, and went wherever he wished, but when he is old, others will 
bind him and carry him where does not wish to go. There are four elements that are being compared: (1) 
young—old; (2) tying his own girdle—being bound by others; (3) going—being taken; and (4) wherever 
one wishes—where one does not wish to go. For the stretching out of the hands in old age there is no 
corresponding element in the initial stage.  

 

21:19 tou'to deV ei\pen shmaivnwn… The Evangelist inserts a parethetical explanation. Jesus’ words to 
Peter signified the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. This explanation makes it clear that 
the comparisons of the preceding verse ultimately related to Peter’s death, a meaning which is not 
immediately obvious without the following explanatory note.  

The phrase shmaivnwn poivw/ qanavtw/ /doxavsei toVn qeovn almost certainly indicates martyrdom (cf. 1 Peter 
4:16), and it may not predict anything more than that. But the parallelism of this phrase to similar phrases in 
John 12:33 and 18:32 which describe Jesus’ own death by crucifixion have led many to suggest that the 
picture Jesus is portraying for Peter looks not just at martyrdom but at death by crucifixion. This seems to 
be confirmed by the phrase ejktenei'" taV" cei'rav" sou in the preceding verse. There is some evidence that 
the early church understood this and similar phrases (one of them in Isa 65:2) to refer to crucifixion.179 
Some have objected that if this phrase does indeed refer to crucifixion, the order within verse 18 is wrong, 
because the stretching out of the hands in crucifixion precedes the binding and leading where one does not 
wish to go. R. Brown sees this as a deliberate reversal of the normal order (hysteron proteron) intended to 
emphasize the stretching out of the hands.180 Another possible explanation for the unusual order is the 
Roman practice in crucifixions of tying the condemned prisoner’s arms to the crossbeam (patibulum) and 
forcing him to carry it to the place of execution.181 

After these words to Peter concerning his martyrdom, Jesus said to him in summary, “Follow me.” Peter 
was to follow Jesus first in discipleship and later in death, as Jesus had just foretold. 

 

                                                           
179 For a detailed discussion of the evidence see Morris, The Gospel According to John, 876, n. 52. 
180 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 1108. 
181 W. Bauer as cited by O. Cullmann in Peter: Disciple, Apostle, Martyr, 2d ed. (Philadelphia: 

Westminster, 1962), 88. 



© The Biblical Studies Foundation (www.bible.org) Winter 2001 

21:20 =EpistrafeiV" Apparently Jesus had been doing what he had frequently done during his earthly 
ministry with the disciples: he was walking along as he spoke with them. After Jesus had finished speaking 
with him, Peter turned and saw the Beloved Disciple following too. The Evangelist adds an explanatory 
note that this was the disciple who had leaned back on Jesus’ breast at the Last Supper and questioned him 
about the one who was to betray him (13:25). 

 

21:21 kuvrie, ou|to" deV tiv… Peter thus asked Jesus concerning the future of this other disciple. It is natural to 
suppose that after Jesus had spoken of Peter’s future, Peter’s curiosity would be aroused concerning his 
fellow disciples. So Peter asked Jesus, “Lord, but what [about] this one?” The actual question is 
elliptical; various verbs may be supplied: “what about this one?,” “what is to become of this one?,” “what 
will this man do?,” etc. 

 

21:22 tiv proV" sev… suv moi ajkolouvqei Jesus replied to Peter, “If I wish him to remain [mevnein] until I 
come, what is that to you? You follow me.” In the context it seems clear that mevnw means “to remain 
alive” (cf. the use in 1 Cor 15:6). It seems less likely that we should attach to it the special Johnannine 
theological sense involving the permanent relationship between Jesus and the believer and/or the Father. 
Jesus does not answer Peter’s question. The point Jesus makes to Peter is that it is none of Peter’s business 
what will happen to Peter’s fellow disciples. Peter is rather to concern himself with following Jesus.  

 

21:23 ejxh'lqen ou\n ou|to" oJ lovgo" eij" touV" ajdelfouV"… The Evangelist adds another parenthetical 
note to explain Jesus’ saying concerning the Beloved Disciple. This saying of Jesus circulated among the 
brethren that the Beloved Disciple would not die (but would remain until the Lord’s return). The 
Evangelist makes it clear, however, that this is not what Jesus had said. Jesus had not said the Beloved 
Disciple would not die. Jesus had asked a hypothetical question: what did it matter to Peter if Jesus wished 
this other disciple to remain until his return? The adversative used by the Evangelist (ajllav) indicates the 
strength of this distinction. 

 

3 B  The Conclusion to the Gospel (21:24-25) 

21:24 Ou|tov" ejstin oJ maqhthV" oJ marturw'n periV touvtwn kaiV oJ gravya" tau'ta The Fourth Gospel 
concludes with an authentication of the testimony of the one who both witnessed the events described and 
wrote them down. Many have understood this to be a conclusion written by someone other than the 
Evangelist. It is argued that the plural oi[damen indicates more than one person is involved in this statement 
of authentication, and thus it has been added by others after the completion of the Gospel. This may be so, 
but several points favoring authorship of these final verses by the Evangelist himself need to be 
considered: 

(1) If this statement of attestation were added by a later writer we would expect it to stand at the very end of 
the Fourth Gospel, but in fact it is followed by verse 25, which resorts to the first person singular (oi\mai) 
again; 

(2) Manuscript evidence for treating both verses 24 and 25 as a later addition to the Gospel is so slim as to 
be virtually nonexistent (verse 25 was omitted by the original copyist of Å, but the same copyist then added it 
as a correction; there is no manuscript evidence of any kind for the omission of verse 24); 

(3) Jesus in 3:11 uses a plural verb where it is clear in context that only he is speaking; 

(4) 1 John 1:1 uses plural verbs in the same way, in a context where authentication of testimony is 
concerned; and 

(5) The author of 3 John, who elsewhere uses the first person singular, uses a plural verb and pronoun to 
refer to himself in verse 12 in a context where authentication of testimony is concerned: kaiV hJmei'" deV 
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marturou'men, kaiV oi\da" o{ti hJ marturiva hJmw'n ajlhqhv" ejstin. In light of all this it seems probable 
that the Evangelist himself is the author of 21:24. 

 

21:25 “Estin deV kaiV a[lla pollaV a} ejpoivhsen oJ =Ihsou'" The Evangelist concludes with a note 
concerning his selectivity of material. He makes it plain that he has not attempted to write an exhaustive 
account of the words and works of Jesus, for if one attempted to do so, “the world itself could not contain 
the books which would be written.” This is clearly hyperbole, and as such bears some similarity to the 
conclusion of the Book of Ecclesiastes (12:9-12). As it turns out, the statement seems more true of the 
Fourth Gospel itself, which is the subject of an ever-lengthening bibliography! 

The statement in verse 25 serves as a final reminder that our knowledge of Jesus, no matter how well-
attested it may be, is still partial. We do not know everything that Jesus did during his three and one-half 
years of earthly ministry. This supports the major theme of the Fourth Gospel: Jesus is repeatedly identified 
as God, and although we may know him truly, on the basis of his self-disclosure, we can never know him 
exhaustively. There is far more to know about Jesus than could ever be written down, or even known. On 
this appropriate note the Gospel of John ends. 


