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  Foreword




  It is not easy for someone trained in a scientific mindset with Enlightenment notions of truth to understand how apparently opposite things can happen at the same time and both be true. But they can both be true, as the biblical world and our post-Enlightenment culture testify.




  The most important book of the Bible we can read for the twenty-first century is the Gospel of John. While the apostle John has been called a “dialectical theologian” by biblical scholars as diverse as C. K. Barrett, Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Anderson, I prefer to think of John’s Gospel as a paradox icon, or a paradoxicon. The iconic image of John’s Gospel is the eagle. No bird flies higher than the eagle. But “eagle eyes” are the strongest in the animal kingdom. Soaring high in the heavens, an eagle’s eye can pick out the tiniest detail on the ground.




  This same paradoxical curving of “opposites” into connection and conversation is one of the most distinctive features of John’s Gospel. There is no higher understanding of Jesus’ divinity as the “Son of God” than in John’s Gospel. There is no fuller understanding of Jesus’ humanity as the “Son of Adam” or “the Human Being” than in John’s Gospel. John is the “I AM” Gospel because Jesus appears in his mysterious “I AM-ness” as part of the triune life of the Godhead, while Jesus is also present in his concreteness, as “I am the door,” “I am the true vine,” “I am the good shepherd,” and so on. John stands with his head in eternity and his feet in Eden.




  I was reminded of the paradoxical nature of John’s Gospel when reading the amazing “commentary” you are holding in your hand. With this book, The Gospel of John: When Love Comes to Town, Paul Louis Metzger has invented a whole new genre of literature, a hybrid commentary where the best in biblical scholarship is coupled with theological reflection on the text that is accessible to the layperson. What a novel and glorious experience to be reading a meditation which becomes an exegesis which becomes a devotional which becomes a homily—all in the space of a few pages. I fully expect this new form of “commentary” to become a standard form in the future.




  Metzger, like all the Gospel-centric writers (not just John), portrays Jesus as the One who comes in surround sound. If you hear only one thing, you aren’t hearing Jesus.




  

    Come and live. Come and die.




    Be as wise as serpents, innocent as doves.




    Lord I believe. Help my unbelief.




    You want to be first? Be last.




    You want to find yourself? Lose yourself.




    You want to be exalted? Be humble.




    The Prince of Peace came to bring a sword.




    Give to Caesar what’s Caesar’s, and to God what’s God’s.




    Good morning, saints. Good morning, sinners.


  




  But what brings the “opposites” together and connects them is the sign of the cross. John’s Gospel was once known as the “Book of Signs.” But the “sign” above all signs is the cross, which brings together the vertical and the horizontal. Jesus’ love is agape love, made up of two dimensions: love of God and love of neighbor. The horizontal and the vertical go hand in hand. How do you show love of God? Love your neighbor. And vice versa.




  The Gospel of John: When Love Comes to Town reveals how the Spirit of God forms in us cross-shaped minds, bodies and spirits. Christians live a cruciform life—a connective (well-connected?) life that brings the polarities together: the ebb and flow of love and hate, belief and unbelief, joy and suffering, trust and uncertainty. The cross is what bridges the banks, binds the ends and marries the extremes of being.




  Leonard Sweet, Ph.D.




  E. Stanley Jones Professor of Evangelism at Drew University and Visiting Distinguished Professor at George Fox University




  Series Introduction




  We live in an increasingly biblically illiterate culture—not simply in knowing what the Bible says but also in knowing how God wants to use his Word to draw us closer to him. The contemporary situation has drawn greater attention to the need for biblical and theological reflection that is culturally engaging. Yet the need isn’t somehow new.




  In every age and in every region around the world, the church needs to be concerned for the biblical sense (what does this particular book of the Bible mean?) and its cultural significance (what does it have to say to us in our particular setting?), never confusing the two but always relating the two. Only then can our reflections resonate well both with Scripture and with people’s life situations. As you can imagine, it’s a daunting challenge.




  This is the challenge I face daily in my work as a professor at Multnomah Biblical Seminary in Portland, Oregon, and as director of its Institute for the Theology of Culture: New Wine, New Wineskins (www.new-wineskins.org). Many of my students do not come from Christian homes and have never been exposed to Scripture in a meaningful way, but they often come well equipped at engaging pop culture. Other students have been long entrenched in the Christian subculture and struggle to engage meaningfully in a pluralistic context that does not recognize the Bible as truthful and authoritative for life. Thankfully, Portland is a wonderful living laboratory in which to prepare for ministry within an increasingly diverse setting—ministry that brings the Bible to bear on that context in a theologically sound and grace-filled manner.




  The aim of the Resonate series is to provide spiritual nourishment that is biblically and theologically orthodox and culturally significant. The form each volume in the series will take is that of an extended essay—each author writing about the biblical book under consideration in an interactive, reflective and culturally engaging manner.




  Why this approach? There are scores of commentaries on the market from biblical scholars who go verse by verse through the biblical text. While extremely important, there also is an increasingly urgent need for pastors who feel right at home within the biblical text to bring that text home to today’s Christ followers by interacting with the text expositionally, by placing it within the context of contemporary daily life, and by viewing their personal stories in light of the original context and unfolding drama of ancient Scripture. There also is an increasingly urgent need for people who feel right at home within contemporary culture but who are foreigners when it comes to Scripture to inhabit the world of the Bible without abandoning their own context. God would have us live in both worlds.




  Speaking of context, it is worth noting how this series emerged. I was participating at a consultation on the future of theological inquiry at the Center of Theological Inquiry in Princeton, New Jersey, when David Sanford contacted me to ask if I would serve as executive editor for Resonate. His timing could not have been better. During the consultation in Princeton, we discussed the need for academics to be more intentional on writing to popular culture and not focus exclusively on writing to our peers in the scholarly guild. We also discussed how greater efforts needed to be made to bridge the academy and the church.




  In addition to dialoguing with David Sanford and sketching out what I would envision for such a series (as outlined in this introduction), I spoke with several biblical scholars at the consultation. One of them went so far as to tell me there was no need for another commentary series, for there was an overabundance of them on the market. When they heard the vision for Resonate, they encouraged me to move forward with it. Like them, I believe a series of this kind could go a long way toward encouraging and equipping today’s pastors and teachers to engage each book of the Bible in a thoughtful and rigorous manner.




  That said, I have been told that this series is very ambitious—bringing practitioners and academics together, and especially in this unique manner. Some volumes are written by thoughtful practitioners and others by practically oriented academics. Whether practitioner or academic, the authors do not approach the subject matter from the standpoint of detached observers but rather as fully engaged participants in the text—always working with the community of editors I have assembled along with managing editor David Sanford and general editor Dave Zimmerman at InterVarsity Press.




  Instead of going verse by verse, the author of each Resonate volume draws insights from the featured biblical book’s major themes, all the while attentive to the context in which these themes are developed, for the purposes of guiding, guarding and growing readers as they move forward in their own spiritual journeys. In addition to focusing on the major themes of the biblical book under consideration, the author of each volume also will locate that particular biblical book within the context of the triune God’s overarching narrative of holy love for Israel, church and world.




  Our aim with this distinctive new genre or approach is to have one finger in the ancient Scriptures, another in the daily newspaper, and another finger touching the heart, all the while pointing to Jesus Christ. This is no easy task, of course, but when accomplished it is extremely rewarding.




  Each contributor to Resonate seeks to bear witness to Jesus Christ, the living Word of God, through the written Word in and through their own life story and the broader cultural context. So often we go around Scripture to Jesus or stop short at Scripture, not penetrating it to get to Jesus’ heart—which is the Father’s heart too. Instead, each of us needs to depend on God’s Spirit to discern how our culturally situated words and stories are included in the biblical metanarrative, and to learn how to bring God’s Word home to our hearts and lives in a truthful and meaningful manner.




  We trust that you will find this and other Resonate volumes beneficial as you exegete Scripture and culture in service to Jesus Christ, church and world, and as God exegetes your heart through his Word and Spirit. With this in mind, we dedicate this series as a whole to you as you embark on this arduous and incredible journey.




  Paul Louis Metzger, Ph.D.




  Executive Editor, Resonate




  Easter Sunday, 2010
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  Introduction




  The rock group U2 recorded the song “When Love Comes to Town” with blues legend B. B. King on their Rattle & Hum tour of America. I love to listen to that song, with its talk of shipwrecks, shipwrecked romances and lives. I especially love the verse in which King bellows that he participated in crucifying Jesus and witnessed Jesus’ victory of love.




  What does this have to do with a book on John’s Gospel? John—a fisherman and the beloved disciple—writes about God’s victorious love revealed in Jesus that delivers us from shipwrecked lives. This book is a tour through John’s Gospel involving cultural reflections and my spiritual journey. Everything is different since love came to town. Following the contours of the song, some of us were sailors lost at sea; others of us made love under red sunsets, only to abandon our lovers later; still others of us were dirt, living on the street.




  Yet all of this changed when love rescued us—when the divine Lover came to town, since God’s love revealed in Jesus came to town and since Jesus conquered the great divide. That tune and that verse will be playing in the background as you read the pages that follow, which echo the beat of God’s unconditional, relational, sacrificial and holy love disclosed in John’s Gospel. Like me, you were that sailor, the lover who jilts and the jilted lover. Like me, you were the dirt at others’ feet. And like me, you were the blind or lame man on the street, the woman at the well and the woman caught in adultery, the fisherman, Israel’s teacher, Rome’s governor and the soldier at the cross. But no matter who you and I were then, everything is different now that Jesus conquered the great divide that separated us from God and opened the way for us to respond to his loving call. And what if you have not yet responded to God’s call on your life? Toss aside the spear that you and I used to pierce Jesus’ side, and drop the dice that you and I threw to divide his clothes. Now you can be the disciple whom Jesus loves. This is your story—the day love comes to your heart’s doorstep, the day love comes to town in grace and truth.




  John 3:16, perhaps the most famous verse in the Bible, reveals God’s motivation in sending his Son: to love the world and to draw people into communion with himself in and through his Son (and as we shall see through other texts, through the Spirit). John 1:14 indicates the manner in which God’s Son—the divine Word enfleshed—reveals God’s love: in grace and truth (Jn 1:14). God as revealed in Jesus does not treat us as our sins deserve, but he doesn’t let us live the lie either. God’s love revealed in Jesus is not the casual, fleeting love so often present in our culture today. Rather, it is pure and good and constant and holy. His glorious love is manifest as a perfect marriage of grace and truth; it is steadfast and true.[1] Have you experienced it? Will you experience it now?




  [image: ]




  In keeping with the discussion above, I believe the apostle John wrote this love story of grace and truth.[2] I also believe that he wrote it between A.D. 85–95, and likely from Ephesus.[3] Moreover, I maintain that John’s purpose was to evangelize people, especially Jews and Jewish proselytes, and to edify second- and third-generation Christ-followers who had not seen Jesus, strengthening them in their faith and their love relationship with Jesus as revealed in this Gospel. Near the close of the book, John (the beloved disciple) speaks to this twofold purpose when he tells Thomas that those who have not seen and yet believe are blessed (Jn 20:29), adding that “Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” (Jn 20:30-31). I believe this passage contains a twofold purpose: calling people to faith and confirming believers in faith.[4]




  John’s words recorded as John 20:30-31 specify the nature of “Gospel” literature. What is a Gospel? A biography? A history? A theology or catechism? A Gospel includes elements of each, but cannot be identified with any one of them. A Gospel is a category unto itself; it is God’s good news written to help people come to faith and grow in their faith in Jesus, their Messiah.[5]




  John wrote his Gospel because his life was coming to a close; he was burdened to pass along a testimony of Jesus’ teachings and deeds and person to John’s spiritual children throughout history. All kinds of counterfeit teachings were surfacing about Jesus, and his followers were having debates about various matters of faith. As one of Jesus’ apostles, John wanted to set matters straight so as to reveal Jesus as the fullness of grace and truth, fulfilling and surpassing the revelation that had come before him through Israel. John desired that people would come to faith and grow in their love relationship with the triune God in and through Jesus—the Christ, the Son of God in the flesh.[6]




  God in the flesh is divine love enfleshed. God does not simply talk the talk; he walks it too. God’s Word, God’s Son comes to earth, moves into our neighborhood, moves in with us and takes up residence in our hearts. We are talking here of his incarnation and our reception. There are challenges along the way, as he makes connections with us. People often react and reject him. I have often reacted and rejected him too. We even humiliate, betray and deny him, but he is exalted in his humiliation at our hands through his cross and resurrection. In the midst of everything we do to him and in spite of us, he invites us into relationship.




  I have set forth an outline of the book, for the sake of flow of thought and plot development, that reflects the movement noted here. I will explain this approach after briefly engaging a predominant outline. Many outlines for the Gospel of John have been proposed, including “Prologue” (Jn 1:1-18), “Book of Signs” (Jn 1:19–12:50), “Book of Glory” or “Book of the Passion” (Jn 13:1–20:31) and “Epilogue” (Jn 21:1-15). Although I resonate with John 1:1-18 serving as the prologue of the whole Gospel and see that John 21:1-25 basically concludes the book, I struggle with dividing the majority of the book into “Book of Signs” and “Book of Glory” or “Book of the Passion.” What is to be made of the fact that the actual passion narrative does not begin until chapter 18? And is there not a sense in which the whole book is about signs used by God to reveal and conceal? Moreover, the whole of the Gospel is leading to the passion of Christ.[7] In place of this famous outline, I propose the following (alluded to briefly above): “Incarnation and Reception” (Jn 1:1-18); “Initial Connections” (Jn 1:19–4:54); “Reactions and Rejection” (Jn 5:1–12:50); “Preparations” (Jn 13:1–17:26); “Humiliation/Glorification” (Jn 18:1–20:23); and “Invitation” (Jn 20:24–21:25).




  The rationale for the outline is as follows. John 1:1-18 gives an overview of the book in the sense that many of the themes that appear in the Gospel are foreshadowed here. I have titled this section “Incarnation and Reception” because it focuses on the incarnation of God’s Word, the Son of God, and how people respond to him in various ways—many rejecting him, others believing in him.




  John 1:19–4:54 presents Jesus engaging many individuals and groups in unique ways in various contexts: from John the Baptist and his disciples, including Andrew and later Simon Peter (Jn 1:19-42), to Philip and Nathanael (Jn 1:43-51); from the wedding party and guests including his family and disciples at the wedding in Cana in Galilee (Jn 2:1-12), to his disciples and the religious establishment in the temple in Jerusalem (Jn 2:13-25); from Nicodemus and John the Baptist again (Jn 3), to the Samaritan woman and a royal official (Jn 4). As the living Word made flesh rather than an abstract concept reserved for a textbook on a shelf, Jesus connects with people, addressing and engaging them in their life situations with profound awareness and sensitivity. The confrontation at the temple cleansing in John 2 foreshadows the outright rejection of Jesus to come, as the authorities challenge him to provide his basis of authority for cleansing the temple. The pronounced and sustained reactions (and eventual rejection of him) do not begin until chapter 5. Although there are positive connections made in John 5–12, as in the case with the man healed of blindness in John 9, the growing opposition and attacks on Jesus are predominant in the section. Thus, I have titled John 1:19–4:54 “Initial Connections” and John 5:1–12:50 “Reactions and Rejection.”




  In John 5, we find Jesus healing a man on the Sabbath and claiming that he does only what his Father does, making himself out to be God’s Son and equal with God. As a result of the healing on the Sabbath and the claim to deity, the religious power brokers try to stone him (Jn 5:18). Not only does the Jewish establishment react and reject Jesus because of his claim to be God’s Son, but scores of Jesus’ own disciples disown him because of his claim that he is the bread of life, whose body they must eat and whose blood they must drink to receive eternal life (Jn 6:25-71). Jesus’ own brothers react to him, mocking and challenging him to reveal himself to all Israel at a festival in Jerusalem if he truly is the Messiah (Jn 7:1-5). In chapter 8, we find those John ironically refers to as “the Jews”[8] wanting to kill Jesus again because of his claim to exist before Abraham—more specifically, to be the God revealed to Moses as the great I AM (Jn 8:58-59). This section sets forth other rejections of Jesus, including the determination of the Jewish ruling council to destroy him—based on his raising of Lazarus from the dead (Jn 11:45-57)—and to kill Lazarus too (Jn 12:9-10). Later, in John 12, we find Jesus speaking about the hour of glory arriving—the hour of his passion and death (Jn 12:23-29).[9] This leads into the next section: “Preparations.”




  I have titled John 13:1–17:26 “Preparations” because Jesus is preparing his followers for his passion, death and resurrection, whereby he will prepare a place for them in his Father’s house through his saving work (Jn 14:1-4). Along with this and other things, Jesus prepares them for the descent and activity of the Spirit (Jn 14:15-17, 25-26; 15:26; 16:5-15), life together that requires love and sacrificial service (Jn 13:12-17; 15:9-17) and persecution (Jn 15:18-27; 16:1-4). He promises to take them to be with him, to be with them and that the Spirit will come (Jn 14:1-4, 15-21; 16:7). He warns them (Jn 15:18-27; 16:1-4) and prays for them (Jn 17:6-26), even while praying for himself in preparation for what lies ahead (Jn 17:1-5). John 13 involves the foot washing that takes place at the Last Supper. Chapters 14–16 are known as the farewell discourse, and chapter 17 is often referred to as Jesus’ high priestly prayer. The events and teachings set forth here, along with the arrest and trial before the Sanhedrin and Peter’s three denials in chapter 18, take place on one night. The inclusion of such a great amount of material from one night shows this material’s importance to John, not only in terms of understanding Jesus’ life and ministry and preparation for his immediate followers but also for John’s audience (including us), who are included in the latter portion of the high priestly prayer (Jn 17:20-26).




  John 18:1–20:23 presents Jesus’ passion, death and resurrection. Together, they present the hour of glory. I have referred to this section as “Humiliation/Glorification” rather than “Humiliation and Glorification” because the humiliation itself is part of his glory. So the occasion of glory is a paradoxical reality with different dimensions and also phases, disclosing his death as glorious and revealing his death and resurrection as one reality. Jesus’ humiliation/glorification is foreshadowed in Jesus’ humble act of service in washing his disciples’ feet (Jn 13:1-17). After Jesus’ farewell discourse and high priestly prayer in the garden (Jn 14-17), the passion begins with Jesus’ arrest when Judas betrays him into the hands of his enemies (Jn 18:1-11) and his trials before the Sanhedrin and Pilate (Jn 18:19–19:16), including the disgraceful treatment of him by the Roman soldiers (Jn 19:1-3). Perhaps even more cruel to Jesus than the soldiers’ treatment of him is Peter’s denial of him during his trial before the Sanhedrin (Jn 18:12-26). The passion climaxes in his crucifixion, death and burial (Jn 19:16-42), and culminates in his resurrection and first glorious appearances—to Mary Magdalene and then to his disciples (Jn 20:1-23).




  Lastly we come to the section titled “Invitation” (Jn 20:24–21:25). John lets us know in John 20:30-31 that he has not written his book as a mere history lesson or theological treatise. Rather, it is a letter of invitation, wherein John calls on his readers to respond to Jesus’ claim on their lives as the Son of God who entered the world to save the world through his miraculous signs, especially the chief signs of the death and resurrection. John’s book allows no place for abstract reflection, for it is a Gospel; as such, it is an invitation to believe and grow in faith in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. There is no opportunity for taking it or leaving it, or for taking Jesus lightly. Jesus’ claim on John’s readers’ lives is a matter of eternal life and death. John would have us know that Jesus’ claim is also on our lives. There can be no response of “No comment” or “Try again later (as in: the next life).” There can only be a yes or no to Jesus here and now. Either Jesus becomes our Savior and Lord and we enter into eternal life, or we retain lordship over our own lives and remain in death. What will it be? We may have doubted Jesus’ resurrection, like Thomas did (Jn 20:24-25). Indeed, this section opens with Jesus addressing Thomas’s doubt and transitions to John’s audience as Jesus tells his listeners that those who believe in him without seeing him are truly blessed (Jn 20:29). Yet Jesus leads Thomas to deep devotion (Jn 20:26-28). We may have denied him, as Peter did (Jn 18:15-27). Yet Jesus leads Peter into the riches of restoration (Jn 21:15-22). We may have always devoutly believed in him, as John did. Still, Jesus overwhelms John again and again (Jn 21:24-25). John wants us to know that Jesus will draw us to himself, leading us from doubt into deep faith. Jesus will restore and renew us, embracing us in his love and forgiving us for having denied him. And Jesus will engulf us in our devotion time and time again as we drink from him through our reading of John’s Gospel, filling us and blowing us away. In each case, John would have us finish our reading in awe and wonder, with the thrilling sense that we have met Jesus anew and that he is worthy of our worship. For he is love and life and grace and truth, and through faith in him we enter into the fullness of life.




  [image: ]




  Imagine what the world would have been like if love—Jesus as the Lord of love—had not come to town. What would John’s life—and yours and mine—have been like? Could Bono have been the songwriter he has become without John as a lyrical mentor? Even better than asking the “what ifs” is imagining what the world—your world—can be like as you meet Jesus again and again through your reading of John’s Gospel, just as I have engaged Jesus through my meditations on the Gospel of John recounted here. As you meet the incarnate Son of God for the first time or the millionth time, how will you respond?




  1
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  Incarnation and Reception




  John 1:1-18




  As stated in the introduction to this volume, John 1:1-18 serves as the prologue for John’s Gospel as a whole, as it sets forth many themes that will appear throughout the book. The following essay, “That Sense of Touch,” will highlight many of these themes. At the core of the prologue is the attention given to Jesus’ incarnation and how people respond to him as the Word made flesh. The sections that follow (“Initial Connections,” “Reactions and Rejection,” “Preparations,” “Humiliation/Glorification,” and “Invitation”) include content that unpack what is set forth in “That Sense of Touch.”




  “That Sense of Touch” constitutes the first major section of this volume. This opening section is unique in that it foreshadows much of what follows as Jesus comes close and touches us as the incarnate Word and Son of God. The other major sections are longer and self-contained, and so I will introduce those sections with summary or overview essays. There will also be transitional essays preceding them, which both bridge sections and focus on themes that span the entire Gospel as well as this volume.




  That Sense of Touch




  John 1:1-18




  Deep down in our souls, we all long for a sense of touch. Whether we are talking about infants in Romanian orphanages hitting their heads against walls because they have no one to hold them, or drivers in Los Angeles crashing into one another because they miss that sense of connection to others, as in the movie Crash, we all long for that sense of touch.




  Crash chronicles the collisions of people from different ethnic backgrounds in L.A., showing how racism is alive and well in our contemporary cultural context. At the outset of the movie, Detective Graham Ward reflects upon a car collision that he (an African American) and his partner (a Latino) just had with a Korean American. Ward makes the following claim: “It’s the sense of touch. Any real city, you walk, you know? You brush past people. People bump into you. In L.A., nobody touches you. We’re always behind this metal and glass. I think we miss that touch so much that we crash into each other just so we can feel something.”[1]




  We do long for the sense of touch. We do often crash into one another racially. But there are other reasons that we crash into one another. Those of us who are Christ-followers often crash into nonbelievers when witnessing to them, engaging in drive-by evangelism. No matter our faith commitments, we are all prone to crash into others in a variety of ways. We are often hasty, rushed, abrasive and insensitive, approaching one another from intolerance or indifference. We are often driven by hate or the love of wanting to prove ourselves right and righteous over against others. Fortunately for all of us, Jesus does not crash into us. He approaches us in love and grace as the Word of God and as the living truth (Jn 1:14; 14:6). John’s Gospel reveals that as the Word made flesh, Jesus comes alongside us and touches us with the gracious truth of his holy love (Jn 1:14; 3:16).




  What is the significance of John’s use of “the Word”? Often, scholars go to the Greeks or Hellenized Jews such as Philo for the background. John was likely aware of Philo and, before him, Plato and his doctrine of the logos. Yet even though there may be validity in tracing the usage of this term to these roots, we should give prime consideration to the Old Testament background. In the Old Testament, the Word is connected with creation (Gen 1:3—2:3; Ps 33:6), revelation (Jer 1:4; Is 9:8), and deliverance/salvation (Ps 107:20; Is 55:11). Also, the Word is personified as Wisdom in Proverbs 8.[2] In keeping with what I noted about the prologue foreshadowing the rest of the Gospel, Jesus as God’s personal Word creates, heals and gives life (Jn 1:3; 4:43-54; 5:1-9; 9:1-12; 11:1-44), makes known (Jn 14:5-14) and comes to save (Jn 3:1-21). We will take up each of these aspects of the Word’s activity in this essay, beginning with his creative work.




  John tells us that God creates all things through his eternal Word: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. Through him all things were made. Without him nothing was made that has been made” (Jn 1:1, 3). God’s very own eternal self-expression—his Word—brings into being the whole universe, all the way down to you and me. The relational language that John uses flows from interpersonal communion with the divine life revealed through the Word. God’s communal being, which involves his personal Word, provides the basis for God’s loving initiative and relational engagement with his creation.




  No doubt you’ve seen pictures of the Sistine Chapel in Rome. In Michelangelo’s painting, God has just created Adam and is reaching out to touch him. In the painting, Adam looks as if he’s still getting his bearings, as if God is just waking him from a very long, deep sleep. God is the one who first makes contact. In fact, Adam wouldn’t even be in the picture—or Michelangelo for that matter—if God had chosen not to create. We do not first touch God. God first touches us. God does so through his eternal and personal Word of creation, revelation, salvation and incarnation.




  God speaks the universe into being through his eternal and personal Word. What God says he does. In fact, when God says it, it is done. So often we hear words like “Talk is cheap.” We often witness the divorce between word and action. A husband tells his wife that he loves her and then sleeps all over town. A father tells his son that he loves him but never shows up for his baseball games or band concerts. A mother tells her daughter that she will never leave her and yet hands her over to grandparents so that she can pursue the nightlife when her husband bails on her. Grown children tell their elderly parents how much they miss them, but never bother to visit. There aren’t too many people whose words are as good as actions being performed. But God’s speech is active, and it produces results. God does what he claims he will do. In fact, his creative word is life-giving, bringing all things to life.




  In addition to God’s Word being creative and life-giving, God’s Word is also revealing: “In him was life, and that life was the light of men” (Jn 1:4). Perhaps John is reflecting back on Genesis 1 in which God says, “‘Let there be light,’ and there was light” (Gen 1:3). Perhaps John also has Psalm 119 in mind. There the psalmist says, “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path” (Ps 119:105). God’s Word reveals God to us, and his Word reveals our own lives to us too. As God’s very self-expression and light of illumination, God’s Word tells us what God is really like. God’s Word also tells us the most important things about ourselves. Such truth telling is in itself life-giving, even when the truth stings and hurts. It functions as a cleansing balm applied to an infected, open wound. By addressing not only the symptoms but also the source of our broken, diseased condition, we can find healing—lasting healing.




  But all too often, we’d rather not hear the truth and enter into the light of God’s presence. It’s too painful. While we all long for the sense of touch, God’s touch makes us vulnerable, perhaps even makes us feel as if we are losing control. All too often, we cannot handle the gracious truth of God’s love, and so we cover it with lies and ideology. Václav Havel writes,




  Ideology is a specious way of relating to the world. It offers human beings the illusions of an identity, or dignity, and of morality while making it easier for them to part with them. As the repository of something suprapersonal and objective, it enables people to deceive their conscience and conceal their true position and their inglorious modus vivendi, both from the world and from themselves. It is a very pragmatic but, at the same time, an apparently dignified way of legitimizing what is above, below, and on either side. It is directed toward people and toward God. It is a veil behind which human beings can hide their own fallen existence, their trivialization, and their adaptation to the status quo.[3]




  We try to hide behind such things as lies and ideologies rather than deal with the truth, especially when the Truth is staring us right in the face as God incarnate (Jn 1:14). We would rather lie about the Truth, resort to ideology or simply ignore the Truth, if at all possible. It is hard enough when witnesses like John the Baptist tell us about the Word who gives light to the world. John comes as a witness so that the world might believe in the Word of life and light (Jn 1:6-8, 15; see also the sections involving John the Baptist in Jn 1:19-34 and 3:22-36). The Word does not leave himself without witnesses. We have no excuse, especially given that the Word has taken the time to make his dwelling in our midst, coming up close and getting personal (Jn 1:9-10, 14).




  The light and darkness themes appear throughout John’s Gospel (see the transitional essay titled “The Dark Side of the Force”). A master of metaphor, John often uses physical day and night to convey spiritual and moral light and darkness. For example, Nicodemus comes to Jesus at night (Jn 3:2) and is in the darkness (Jn 3:19-21). Later he comes into the light of life, even when everything else around him is shrouded in darkness (Jn 7:45-52; 19:38-42). Judas goes out at night into the darkness to betray Jesus (Jn 13:27, 30). Jesus is the light of the world (Jn 8:12). There is a strong polarity between light and darkness in John’s Gospel. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness does not understand it and cannot overcome the light (Jn 1:5).[4]




  The moral aspect to the light and darkness polarity is borne out by the fact that the personal Word comes to the world and to his own people but is not recognized or accepted. “He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him” (Jn 1:10-11). Jesus makes contact with us (see “Initial Connections”), but we often react and reject him (see “Reactions and Rejection”). Why do we often reject the Word when he makes contact with us? Connected to our fear of vulnerability and losing control is love of the darkness. As Jesus says, “Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil” (Jn 3:19). We live in the spiritual darkness of self-delusion. As a result, we cannot tolerate real love when it touches our hearts. We can settle for love as a commodity. We can even make a compartment for love. But God as love revealed in the person of Jesus will not allow us to commodify or compartmentalize him. And so we kill him.




  No one likes to hear bad news—especially about themselves. How can we listen to an indictment that reveals to us our need and spiritual bankruptcy and hardness of heart, especially when we so often justify ourselves and make ourselves out to be in the right? This is especially true of us who grew up thinking of ourselves as God’s chosen people—not just good Jews, as in the case of John’s Gospel, but also true-blue Baptists and Lutherans and other steadfast religious or even emerging spiritual types. We often think that others are broken, that others have baggage and that others are standing before God’s judgment seat. Not us; we’ve arrived. We may even be so blind as to think that we reached out and touched God before he ever thought of reaching out to touch us.




  Why do insiders so often reject the message and receive the guilty verdict? God comes to his own chosen people, and they reject him (not the other way round). Throughout John’s Gospel, we find that insiders often reject God’s message centered in Jesus. God does not reject them, but they reject God. While the world at large does not recognize him either, many outsiders do get it. Yet the insiders—the few, the good, God’s kind of people—often don’t want it. Maybe many outsiders in John’s Gospel get it because they know they’re outside, because they’re tired of living the lie and because they want God’s life-giving truth, no matter how painful it is. And yet even the awareness of their brokenness comes from God. (For more on this theme of insiders and outsiders, see “Non-Members Only.”)




  Now for the rest of us. While we long for that sense of touch from God as those created by God and wired for intimacy with God, we often pull back. The very thing we want we reject. The very thing we want most we find most difficult to give. In John’s Gospel, God’s people are crying out for their Messiah, but many do not recognize him in their midst; if they do, many do not want what he offers them. He doesn’t come to give us what we want but what we need: intimacy with God. But intimacy, especially intimacy with God, is difficult to embrace, especially when our hearts have so often been burned by others. We sometimes spurn God’s love out of fear of being burned by someone who gets close.




  The movie Good Will Hunting chronicles the story of a brilliant young man (played by Matt Damon) who protects himself from being hurt by others until love finally breaks through to him. It takes the forceful, loving embrace of Will’s counselor (Robin Williams) to tear down Will’s walls of self-defense, which have kept people from hurting him ever since his stepfather badly beat him when he was a child. Will’s counselor becomes his real father, not some biological-or-legal-by-marriage-father-figure impostor. Will’s counselor does not simply tolerate Will. He does not begrudge his existence and beat him, or allow Will’s tough-guy exterior or brilliance to repel him. He touches Will. He embraces him. Although Will fights it at first, he finally breaks down and weeps in his counselor’s arms, and then travels across the country in pursuit of the young woman he loves but has kept at arm’s length for so long.




  When we are used to being beaten or—perhaps worse—ignored, it is very difficult for us to accept God’s acceptance of us and his embrace. God does not tolerate us, as many of our parents do, treating us like “accidents.” God loves us. Sometimes God has to embrace us forcefully (though not violently) so that we cannot break away to hide and so that our hearts’ walls will break so his love can flow through.




  Will’s counselor speaks truth into Will’s life, telling him while he embraces him that the beatings he received as a child from his stepfather were not his fault. There is a difference as well as a parallel between Will’s life and our own. Although we were at fault, God forgives us and removes our sins and heals the wounds of our broken condition. God does not hold our sins over our heads or beat us with them. God removes them and welcomes us into his family. God’s Word receives us into God’s family as we respond to the good news and believe in him.




  God’s Word is creative and life-giving, and it reveals God to us as well as our need for God. As such life-giving truth comes home to us and saves us, we are born anew and enter God’s family. Those who receive God’s Word are welcomed into God’s family, a family not of natural but of supernatural origins: “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God” (Jn 1:12-13). John’s Gospel is aimed at inviting people to know and grow in vital communion with God through his Word, Jesus (see “Invitation”).




  Any birth is miraculous—so mysterious, so beautiful and so amazing. If natural birth is miraculous, just think how miraculous a birth is that is not the result of natural descent or a husband’s decision. We are talking about divine decision here. God is no fickle deity who willy-nilly does things without planning, like many parents do when their hormones take over. When God plans a supernatural birth, he uses ultimate foresight. God doesn’t make mistakes or accidents, and God doesn’t abort or reject us if we have defects. All that is required of us is to trust in and accept his acceptance of us. And even our acceptance of God is a gift from God that comes to us at birth based on God’s love and calling, not our merit. It’s part of our inheritance as his children whom he loves.




  Giving birth is a painful process, and raising children takes a lot of humble love and patience. You can’t speak to your child about the complexities of life or of deep theology as you would to your best friend or your professor. You have to speak in a way with which little children can connect. I couldn’t talk to my kids when they were little the way that I talk to my students in advanced courses in theology. That’s the way it is with God’s Word. That’s why he becomes flesh and blood: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (Jn 1:14).




  When God’s Word comes to us, the Word doesn’t speak to us at the level of rocket science technology or even at the level of auto mechanics. The Word simplifies his message for us as spiritual babes. He gets down on his hands and knees and speaks baby talk to us. “Baby talk” is a simple description of what we theologians call “accommodation.” Here’s what the great John Calvin says about the matter:




  For who even of slight intelligence does not understand that, as nurses commonly do with infants, God is wont in a measure to “lisp” in speaking to us? Thus such forms of speaking do not so much express clearly what God is like as accommodate the knowledge of him to our slight capacity. To do this he must descend far beneath his loftiness.[5]




  The Word gets down on all fours, descending “far beneath his loftiness,” lisping and speaking baby talk so that we little children can understand. And the Word doesn’t just speak with lisping words but with deeds. In fact, the Word is deed. The Word doesn’t do drive-by evangel­ism. He stops, stoops and stays with us, showing us that his love for us is not just talk. As Eugene Peterson puts it, “The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood.”[6] In fact, as God in the flesh, he allows us to climb up into his lap or lean against him, just as John does (Jn 13:23) and as Jesus does with his Father (Jn 1:18).




  As God’s saving knowledge comes home to us, we long for intimacy with God. We long to get close because we realize that what we see in Jesus is what we get with God. As those to whom the Word has revealed himself, we have come to realize that his glory is full of grace and truth, and full of humility and self-sacrifice, as John’s Gospel makes clear. (See “Preparations,” the transitional essay “Fifteen Minutes of Fame and the Hour of Glory,” and “Humiliation/Glorification.”) “We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth” (Jn 1:14).




  Our sense of Jesus’ all-surpassing and glorious grace and truth is confirmed by the witness of John the Baptist and by Moses as well. As great as they are, they realize that the incarnate Word of God is superior to them (Jn 5:31-47). “John testifies concerning him. He cries out, saying, ‘This was he of whom I said, “He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.”’ From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another.[7] For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (Jn 1:15-17). As great as the law (Jn 1:17) and Bethel (see “Stairway to Heaven”) and the temple (see “Trinket Shop”) and the Sabbath (see “Missing the Forest, Missing the Trees”) and the manna from heaven (see “Happy Meals”) are, Jesus is the fulfillment of all Old Testament types and realities. He alone is the fullness of salvation as the ultimate grace and truth, and he alone can truly satisfy us—not Moses or some Old Testament institution or individual saint (see “False Redemption”). For Jesus comes to us as God in the flesh, revealing God’s shekinah glory in the tabernacle of his body, full of grace and truth.[8]




  As Jesus comes close, he touches us in a way that no one else can, transforming us from the inside out for all eternity. It is not that Moses’ law does not contain grace or that it is lacking in truth. But the grace and truth of the Word enfleshed is far superior to what comes through Moses.[9] How can it be otherwise? For only the enfleshed Word comes to us from the bosom or side of the Father. He alone comes from above and is the one and only Son of God. The rest of us are from below (Jn 3:31-36 and 8:23-24). We only enter into God’s family through union with the Word enfleshed (Jn 8:23-24), as we are born again (or born from above) as we believe in the one who is lifted up on the cross (Jn 3:1-21). The Word, Jesus, exists in eternal communion with God, and we only enter into communion with God through faith in God and Jesus, whom God has sent (Jn 17:1-5).




  At the close of the prologue, John tells us that Jesus is in the bosom of the Father: “No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side [in the bosom of the Father], has made him known” (Jn 1:18). Jesus’ intimacy with his Father is profound. Given their vital relationship from all eternity, Jesus truly makes God known, for he is God in the flesh. No one had ever seen God face to face in the past, but now we find him revealed in the face of Jesus. Jesus is the fullest manifestation of God, and so is full of grace and truth (Jn 1:14).




  And so we have received Jesus’ all-surpassing grace and can minister God’s gracious touch to others—Christian and non-Christian alike, just as he has touched us. As John says in 1 John 1:




  That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us. We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ. We write this to make our joy complete. (1 Jn 1:1-4)




  Jesus climbs into our skin, assuring us that God understands us. It’s almost as if Jesus has read Atticus Finch’s words in To Kill a Mockingbird: “If you can learn a simple trick, . . . you’ll get along a lot better with all kinds of folks. You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view . . . until you climb into his skin and walk around in it.”[10]




  Communication requires that one understand someone else and make oneself understood. As Jesus climbs into our skin to assure us that he understands us, he also gets into our hearts to make himself known and to invite us to know him. Even though Jesus says many things that are difficult to understand, love communicates well in any language, no matter one’s proficiency level. I know people full of grace, and I know others full of truth. But I have never come across anyone like Jesus, who is full of both grace and truth in equal measure.




  Grace and truth go hand in hand and bring healing as God reaches out to touch us with his love: just as he touches Adam all by himself in the garden, just as he touches John, just as he reaches out to embrace babies locked away in Romanian orphanages and just as he makes a sudden impact on isolated drivers in L.A. It’s all about touching and being touched, or banging one’s head, crashing and being burned.




   




  Transition




  The Egg-Headed God and the Gospel of Jesus




  As we have noted, the Word exists for all eternity with God in vital communion (Jn 1:18). John 1:1 tells us that the Word was in the beginning with God and is God. One could easily get lost in deep theological and trinitarian reflection on the divine Word of John 1, and how the Word is with God and is God from all eternity. And while deep theological reflection on the divine Word has a vital place, there is never room for esoteric, egg-headed abstractions when dealing with the God disclosed in John’s Gospel. John does not want us to know the triune God in the abstract but to know the Father and Son in the Spirit experientially, participating in the divine life (Jn 17:3). If the Word were simply a logical ideal, one could simply reflect logically. But God calls on us to reflect experientially, for the Word is personal and becomes incarnate as Jesus Christ, and the Father invites us to enter into interpersonal communion through Jesus in the Spirit. The best trinitarian reflection throughout the ages has always involved focused consideration on union and communion and participation.[1]




  With this interpersonal and communal framework in mind, consider the many well-intentioned explanations of the doctrine of the Trinity that seemingly make God out to be a mathematical formula or a giant egg. You know: “Just as 1 x 1 x 1 = 1, so too God is three persons yet one”; or “Just like an egg shell, egg white and egg yolk make up an egg, the three persons of the Trinity make up the one God.” No wonder people look a bit puzzled when I passionately say John’s Gospel is so trinitarian—as if that should make them want to read it![2]




  The Trinity is not some mathematical puzzle to solve or a recipe calling for egg whites and egg yolks, and it cannot be reduced to some creedal statement, no matter how well (or badly) formulated. God is personal truth, and as such, undergirds our truth claims. Where do I find support for this claim? In John’s Gospel, of course. Jesus is God’s ultimate Word, who was in the beginning with God: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (Jn 1:1). He is “the way and the truth and the life” (Jn 14:6; italics added). Eternal life does not equal knowing statements about him, but knowing him: “Now this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent” (Jn 17:3). In the Bible, true knowledge is personal and participatory. Adam knew Eve, and they had a child (Gen 4:1-2). While there is a difference between physical and spiritual knowing, they are both profoundly personal and participatory. Such experiential knowledge undergirds those truth claims we rightly make about God in Christ through the Spirit. For those who worship God must worship him in spirit and in truth (Jn 4:24), and the Spirit is the one who leads us into the truth of Jesus: “But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come. He will bring glory to me by taking from what is mine and making it known to you” (Jn 16:13-14).[3]




  Such knowledge of God starts with Jesus’ knowledge of the Father. “No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known” (Jn 1:18). Later, this Gospel will tell us that John, the beloved disciple, reclines next to Jesus at the Last Supper, leaning back against Jesus’ side (Jn 13:23-25). Knowledge is personal, communal and participatory.




  Knowing Jesus entails knowing God, as in the case of John and the other disciples, but rejecting Jesus entails a failure to know God. How can it be otherwise, when God is Jesus’ Father? “‘You do not know me or my Father,’ Jesus replied. ‘If you knew me, you would know my Father also.’ He spoke these words while teaching in the temple area near the place where the offerings were put. Yet no one seized him, because his time had not yet come” (Jn 8:19-20). Since Jesus and God are one (Jn 10:30), how could it not be the case that rejecting Jesus is rejecting the Father?




  You can’t put this God on a shelf. The Word becomes flesh and blood in our midst, living among us, encountering us where we live (Jn 1:14). He comes looking for you—you the religious scholar, you the well woman, you the lame man and you the fisherman: Nicodemus, the Samaritan woman at the well, the paralytic by the pool and Peter on the shore.




  Each person, in his or her own way, would have preferred to deal with the egg-headed God. It’s so much easier to deal with God in abstractions and formulas and recipes. But when God destroys your theories and abstractions and you come face to face with God in Jesus, you can’t avoid the unavoidable. To Nicodemus he says, “You must be born again” (Jn 3:7). To the woman he says, “Go, call your husband and come back” (Jn 4:16). To the paralytic: “Do you want to get well? . . . Get up! Pick up your mat and walk” (Jn 5:6, 8). And to Peter: “Do you love me? . . . Feed my sheep” (Jn 21:17). None of this he says to condemn; he speaks a distinctive word to each one of them to get beyond the façade and the pretense. Then he can touch each one of them in a special way so that they might come to worship God in spirit and in truth.




  The only one mentioned above about whom we remain uncertain is the paralytic. When the authorities question him, he tells on Jesus for healing him. I am like that man: do I want to be made well? I’m not sure at times, just like I’m not sure he knew what he really wanted. Did he really want to get well? I like my pretense and façade. I like leaning on crutches, and so I don’t like it when Jesus kicks them out from under me. I also don’t like it when Jesus comes to me and says, “Do you love me?” At least I don’t have to worry about Jesus telling me to go call my husband! I can handle that story. And I like the woman’s delay tactics, as she raises theological abstractions about different places for worship: Samaritans worship on this mountain and Jews on that mountain . . . (Jn 4:20). But Jesus says to you and me what he says to her: each of us must worship in spirit and in truth (Jn 4:23-24).




  So which will it be? In spirit and in truth, or in abstractions? In flesh and in blood, or in old books filled with formulas and recipes that collect dust on their shelves? Will we truly believe in Jesus or simply believe certain things about him?[4] Which will it be? It all depends on who it will be—the egg-headed God, or God in Jesus reconciling to himself you and me.
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  I knew an egg-headed guy who worshiped the egg-headed God. He would use the gospel to validate himself, including his mathematically formulated doctrine of the Trinity. He could rationalize everything and disprove all his adversaries in apologetics debates, making no apologies to his wounded and dying converts. This continued on for some time, until the Trinity became more than something to understand and became someone whose love he experienced. He came to realize that all his proofs didn’t prove anything because he didn’t really believe them himself. They left him hollow, even though he got a high from proving others wrong. Perhaps what cracked him was that those in his midst who knew God’s love did not validate him based on his factual prowess about God but based on the fact that God really loved them—and him too. Such nurture changed his nature. The Trinity went from being the grand egg white, yolk and shell to being the God who is lover (the Father), beloved (the Son) and the one who binds the Godhead in love (the Spirit).[5]




  This man will tell you today that insecurities led him to seek to validate himself using Christianity—insecurities that were based on people’s cruelty to him as a youth. All his attempts to overcome such victimization lasted until God validated him. God’s Spirit cracked his invincible shell with God’s vulnerable love—the very love that led the Father to give his Son to the world so that we might receive and believe.




  The man of whom I speak is one of my best students. He used to challenge a lot of what I said in class, which was fine in and of itself. His reason for doing so was the problem. He was turning seminary into a cemetery with his attempts to justify and save himself. He just didn’t get it. But now he gets it. And now he helps me get it as he challenges me in a different way, encouraging me to move from reflecting on this God of triune love to experiencing God’s love myself. He has gone from simply being one of my best students to being one of my best teachers, helping me experience the truth that the God of triune love truly loves me.




  What about you? You don’t need to be a theological Einstein, like the Swiss Karl Barth, to understand this truth, even though it was through Barth’s theological tomes on trinitarian theology—including his discussion of formulas—that I came to know more fully the depths of God’s love disclosed in Jesus. Interestingly enough, Barth is often quoted as saying, “Jesus does not give recipes that show the way to God as other teachers of religion do. He is Himself the way.”[6] Jesus doesn’t give us recipes and formulas; he is the truth and life. Barth’s theological instincts were profoundly Christocentric and relational, as reflected in this statement and the one that follows. In an interview session during Barth’s sole trip to the States toward the end of his life, a reporter supposedly asked Barth to sum up the gospel in simple terms. Barth’s supposed response? The same response my Sunday School teacher led me to give as a child: “Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so.” That computes far better than E=MC2 or any mathematical formula any day, don’t you think? Now, won’t you experience?
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  John would have us experience the Word made flesh—not simply understand him and theologize over him but receive him and experience his love. As John 1:12 indicates, “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.” As Jesus connects with people, many will reject him—even from his own community. Yet the call to respond is an open invitation that runs throughout this Gospel. It remains an open invitation, even to those who have not yet believed in him or so far have rejected him. As Jesus connects with individuals and groups of people throughout John’s Gospel, notice their responses and reactions. Take note as well that Jesus as the Word of God is by no means egg-headed but soft-hearted. Jesus is no mathematical puzzle but a living person longing for loving communion with his creation, making us children of God.




  2
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  Initial Connections




  John 1:19–4:54




  In this section of John’s Gospel, we find Jesus making initial connections with various individuals and communities: John the Baptist; John’s disciples, including Andrew who also introduces his brother Simon Peter to Jesus (Jn 1:19-42); Philip and Nathanael (Jn 1:43-51); his mother Mary, his own disciples and the group at the wedding in Cana (Jn 2:1-12); the religious leaders, merchants and other people gathered at the temple in Jerusalem (Jn 2:13-25); Nicodemus (Jn 3:1-21); John the Baptist once again (Jn 3:22-36); the Samaritan woman at the well and her Samaritan village community (Jn 4:1-42); and the royal official who comes to Jesus in Galilee (Jn 4:43-54).




  One of the most striking features of this section is that Jesus never engages individuals and communities in a rote manner. While you should expect “rote” if you are dealing with an abstract ideal, it would be unwise to expect sameness and predictability when preparing to meet God in the flesh. If you presume that Jesus encounters people—including you—in a predictable and methodical manner, you are in for a rude awakening.




  Who knows how often John the Baptist interacted with Jesus growing up? The text does not tell us, but the text does tell us that John the Baptist knows that Jesus is the Messiah—the one who would baptize with the Holy Spirit—based on the Spirit’s descent on him (Jn 1:32-34). John will later say that he is not worthy to untie the thongs of Jesus’ sandals (Jn 1:27). No doubt, John (rightly) feels inadequate in relation to Jesus, because Jesus is uniquely marked by the Spirit’s presence and he is the Lamb of God who will take away the sin of the world (Jn 1:29-34). The Spirit’s descent and Jesus’ ongoing work of taking away the world’s sin are both indications that Jesus is the Messiah. Instead of placing stock in his celebrity status among the people, John acts in a saintly manner, serving as a witness to the only one who can take away his sin and the sins of the entire world.




  John does not hide the revelation of Jesus that he has received but confesses it freely to others, including his own disciples (Jn 1:29-36). As a result, some of John’s own followers leave John to follow Jesus (Jn 1:37). When they ask Jesus where he is staying, Jesus tells John’s disciples to come and see (Jn 1:38-39). Just as the Spirit remains on Jesus, Jesus allows them to remain with him (Jn 1:32-42). Whereas the Spirit’s clear descent in the form of a dove leads John to declare that Jesus is the Messiah (Jn 1:32-34), it is spending the day with Jesus that leads John’s disciple Andrew to say to his brother Peter that Jesus may be the long-awaited one (Jn 1:39-42). Jesus finds Philip, and not the other way round. What would you expect from a God who is alive and loving? He doesn’t wait for us to seek him; he seeks us out! It is Jesus’ declaration to Nathanael, followed by Jesus’ promise to him that Nathanael would meet God, that moves Nathanael beyond cynicism about Jesus of Nazareth to belief in him as the Messiah. Instead of rejecting Jesus because he views Nazareth as a godforsaken place, Nathanael now looks at Jesus himself as the place where God meets us (Jn 1:43-51). God connects us to the incarnate Word in various ways. The same is true of what happens in chapters 2–4.




  In John 2, we find Jesus connecting with people and revealing his glory in completely different ways. First he turns water into wine at a wedding in Cana of Galilee, thereby saving the day and shielding the master of the banquet from humiliation (Jn 2:1-10). Then he turns over the tables and disrupts the business of the moneychangers and merchants in the temple in Jerusalem, thereby cleansing God’s house of dishonor (Jn 2:13-17). Following Jesus’ cleansing of the temple, “the Jews” (members of the religious-political establishment) demand from Jesus a sign to demonstrate his authority to disrupt daily operations in the temple. Jesus predicts his bodily death and resurrection, speaking figuratively in temple language (Jn 2:18-21). Each of these initial connections or encounters with Jesus is instrumental in cultivating his disciples’ faith in him (Jn 2:11, 22; the latter response of faith is bound up with the sign of his resurrection from the dead). When in Jerusalem, Jesus’ miraculous signs lead many people to believe in him (Jn 2:23). Jesus does not perform miraculous signs and mighty deeds to wow people but to create relational faith and to turn flawed faith into vital, living faith, as we will soon see with Nicodemus. While many people come to believe in Jesus because of his miraculous signs, Jesus does not entrust himself to them because he knows what is in their hearts. He does not need their testimony about him (Jn 2:24-25), just like he doesn’t need Nicodemus’s testimony, as John 3 discloses.
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