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introduction


 


INTRODUCTION


“ Jesus performed many other 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 Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.”


—John 20:30–31


[image: images]


The Bible contains four books referred to as Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—that give eyewitness accounts of the life and ministry of Jesus. The four gospels were each directed to different original audiences, thus having nuances and perspectives unique to them; but John's gospel is even more distinctive. Matthew, Mark, and Luke are known as the Synoptic Gospels because they contain many of the same stories, phrases, and sequencing. Nearly 90 percent of what you read in Mark's gospel, for example, can also be found in the other Synoptics.


The gospel of John is different.


Ninety percent of John's gospel is unique to John. Known as “the disciple Jesus loved,” John has invaluable insight about Jesus. While consistent with the Jesus presented in the Synoptic Gospels, John peels back the curtain to reveal Jesus in ways they do not. For example, instead of chronicling Jesus' birth, John takes us into eternity past and reveals Jesus before the creation of the world. From the beginning of his gospel where John reveals Jesus as divine Creator (1:1–3, 14), to the end of his gospel where Thomas confesses openly that Jesus is Lord and God (20:28), John's clear intention is that those who read his words would become convinced that Jesus is the one and only Savior of the world (20:30–31).


John wants us to read and believe. The word believe appears nearly one hundred times in the twenty-one chapters of John's gospel. John doesn't record Jesus' genealogy, birth, baptism, temptation, transfiguration, Gethsemane prayer, or ascension. He doesn't record a single parable from Jesus' lips or even mention Jesus casting out demons. Instead, John frames his gospel around seven specific events—John calls them signs. John is pointing us somewhere specific. And if we follow the signs we will, like John, believe and live. Really live (10:10).


Included in this book you are reading are fifty-two chapters that will guide you through a prayer experience based on John's gospel. It is intended to lead you into communication and fellowship with the One of whom John testifies. The commentary, reflections, and prayers flow out of what John recorded for us. So open your Bible as you open the pages of this book and read them side-by-side. As you pray at the end of each chapter, take some time to be quiet and listen to the same Spirit who inspired John's words. As you do, you will experience that which John said would happen—the Spirit of God counseling you, settling your anxious heart, and leading you into godly living.


Jesus has made God fully known, and John has recorded exactly what we need in order to believe and find life. Let's journey together, grow together, and pray together through this wonderful gospel—the Gospel According to John.











 


experience 1


 


THE LIGHT ALWAYS WINS!



“ In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”


—John 1:1–5
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John was the youngest of the disciples and outlived them all. Some details of his life can be assembled by looking at Scripture: His father was named Zebedee. John was successful enough in his fishing enterprise with his brother James in Capernaum to employ hired servants (Mark 1:19–20). He knew the high priest (John 18:15–16). He was convinced by John the Baptist's testimony (John 1:35–40) and became a disciple of Jesus, eventually leaving his fishing business and following Him.


Though he was the youngest apostle, John's writings were completed last. He had stored up a lifetime of proven conviction that Jesus is the Light of the World who can be, and must be, believed and trusted. From his home in Ephesus, some fifty years removed from Jesus' ascension, John speaks in his gospel as a trusted voice giving a clarion call to embrace the full, unmitigated deity of Jesus.


After waiting so long to speak, John's first words in his gospel are of supreme importance. If you're the apostle John, where do you begin to pen words that do justice to your Savior and Lord, Jesus?


John's first words could have been borrowed from the first words of Genesis. The first words of the Bible declare, “In the beginning God created” (Genesis 1:1). Here John takes us further by telling us that “the Word,” Jesus, was with God in the beginning. In Genesis, God says, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness” (Genesis 1:26). This is called the divine plural, where God is revealed as one in essence but three in persons. God is one in community with unity and diversity.


Jesus is not an afterthought or an “updated version.” He's not a subdeity with lesser authority. Jesus is not an impostor, for He was in the beginning with God and He was God. In order to emphasize the unity and diversity of the Godhead, John bursts out of the blocks with a bold shout: Our God is a forever God! He created the logic and light that keeps our globe spinning! Jesus was there, too, holding it all together! As the old hymn says, “This is my Father's world. O let me ne'er forget that though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is the ruler yet.” Yes, we can trust the God who cannot be deterred or defeated.


But into God's marvelous creation, darkness seeks to overtake the light. The aged John, moved by the Holy Spirit, speaks as one with good news to tell. Jesus is not only the God of creation, but He is also the logic and reason that holds it all together. God has come, in Jesus, to redeem His creation from its plunge into darkness. Jesus is our prophet, priest, and king who has the right and power to vanquish the foe.


Jesus is the bright flame of God's love for His fallen creation. Since He made all things (John 1:3), He has the right to remake them as our Redeemer. Jesus has the power to bring something out of nothing. He is and was from eternity past. There has never been a day when Jesus didn't exist. And His creative light is the light that is remaking all things today and restoring all things to God's original design in the future.


Jesus, the Light of the World, is stronger than the darkness. His light prevails over it. The darkness knows no strategy that can sneak up on the light or confuse, confound, or extinguish the light. Light always wins. Since Jesus cannot be overcome or His light be extinguished from the world, those who are hidden by faith in Him are counted as overcomers as well!


John focuses on the truth of the deity of Jesus. He recounts and emphasizes this bedrock foundation through the things Jesus said, even more than the things He did. His gospel beautifully paves the path to the core of Christian belief.
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REFLECT


In what ways do you find it significant that the opening verses of Genesis 1 and John 1 are written in such similar fashion?


 


What does it mean to you that Jesus is the logic and light holding together everything in your life today?
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PRAY


Dear Father of light in whom there is no night, this is the day You have made. I receive it with rejoicing and I ask You to guide my steps by Your light.
You are my beginning and I praise You that I will never end, because You created my never-ending soul. I know You had something in mind when You created me and put Your light inside of me—the Holy Spirit, my constant companion, tells me it's so.
I submit all of me to You, my Creator. Let me be a light-bearer to a dark and dreary world. May I be a part of Your redemptive light that shines best in dark places. May I never lose confidence in You, my Creator, my Redeemer, and my reason to shine.











 


experience 2


 


THE COST OF ADMISSION IS ADMISSION



“ 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. Yet to all who did receive 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.”


—John 1:10–13
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Where was the welcoming committee when King Jesus came on the scene? It wasn't like the prophets had been silent about the circumstances of His arrival (Isaiah 42). He wasn't trying to start a new religious movement. He didn't sound or act like one of the other power-hungry egomaniacs roaming the landscape in the first century.


Jesus was the creation's Creator come to claim His property. After thousands of years of waiting, hope had arrived and the fulfillment of God's promise to Abraham was at hand (Genesis 17). This was the Messiah, the God-man come down to make His dwelling among His people. Finally God had shown up and all things would be made right—or would they?


How could it be that Jesus' own creation either failed or refused to recognize Him? How insulting that the very world He held together (Colossians 1:16) failed to recognize and acknowledge Him. The power behind their very existence stood right in front of them, a humble servant ready to pay their ransom.


Even more tragic was that the Jews and their religious leaders stood deaf and mute in the presence of the Messiah they had prayed and pleaded for God to send. Not only did the Jews, the chosen people (Matthew 15:24), fail to receive their Messiah; but in a wider sense the whole world joined in the rebellion of the created over its Creator. There could be no sadder story told of advantage squandered and privilege wasted.


How did Jesus respond to this scandal? He turned to the Gentiles, the outsiders of the faith, and gave them the right to become what they could have never hoped for on their own—children of God. Yes, Jesus gave them both the power and authority to have a legitimate standing in God's new kingdom.


Jesus didn't come to make us a better class of sinners. He came to make us true children of God in the spiritual sense. For us mere mortals, Jesus offers full regeneration (John 3:3). But this miracle is not accomplished by works or even family history. It is achieved by believing and receiving, which is to say, trusting that Jesus is who He says He is and that He can do what He says He can do.




John uses the word “believe” almost one hundred times in his gospel. To repeat an idea this many times means that it is important. Believing is the key that unlocks the mystery of our new birth in Christ. When you believe who Jesus is and you receive into your heart what Christ has done, the resulting transformation is supernatural. This new life is not created by the union of a man to a woman but by the heart of God in Christ causing the dead heart in man to bring about a new life that can never die.


If you're ever tempted to feel like a nobody, read and remember that you are a child of God not by birth but by special invitation. God made a decision in a moment in time that you are valuable enough to Him to be invited into His covenant life!


Those who should've welcomed Jesus, worshipped Jesus, and offered Him to the world as the promised Messiah, judged Him a phony. So what did God do when Israel rejected their own Messiah? Did He throw a fit? Did He retract His promises? No. He simply turned to the outsiders—the Gentiles. To the “nobodies,” He gave the special invitation that then gave them the right, the privilege, the place of highest honor: to be called a King's kid.


We cannot claim class or privilege. Our choice position was not earned and is not deserved, but it is to be received with contagious joy and great gratitude.
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REFLECT


When did you trust Jesus to be the Messiah and Lord of your life?


 


What are your rights, privileges, and responsibilities as a child of God?
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PRAY


Dear Father, thank You for choosing me, for loving me with Your generous and gracious heart. Thank You for the opportunity to stand in a place of privilege and be called a child of God. Today, when I am tempted to feel like I am king of the world, remind me who's in charge. May arrogance and pride find no footing in my soul!
Help me, too, when I'm tempted in the next minute to feel like I am a “nobody” to remember that Your love for me and Your choice of me makes me a “somebody.” May I find my rest in You. Remind me that I have been granted the greatest privilege any human being can be given—to be adopted into and included in Your family.











 


experience 3


 


THE CORE CLAIM OF CHRISTIANITY



“ The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. (John testified concerning him. He cried out, saying, ‘This is the one I spoke about when I said, “He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.”’) Out of his fullness we have all received grace in place of grace already given. For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.”


—John 1:14–17
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Jesus comes from God? How dare John say such a thing! Is he delusional or is he just a reckless heretic? Was John using hyperbole or did he intend for us to take his words literally? Has God, the one and only God, torn the veil between heaven and earth to become one of His own creation? Even if it could happen, why would God go to such extremes?


John wants us to believe that God took on “flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood” (1:14 MSG). Some scholars interpret the phrase “made his dwelling” to mean that Jesus “pitched his tent.” Our infinite Creator God has “humbled himself” (Philippians 2:8) to become as one of His frail, limited human creatures. What a scandal of love and sacrifice. Yet as outrageous as John's words were at the time, they must have had a familiar ring to them.


This wasn't the first time God had pitched His tent among the people of Israel. Surely the Jews would remember the stories their ancestors told of the days when God's shekinah glory would dwell in another tent they called the tabernacle. It was a temporary dwelling for God's glory, much as Jesus' earthly body was a temporary dwelling place for Him.


John masterfully anchors his incarnation claim in Jewish history by linking Jesus to Moses. He further bolsters his case by inserting John the Baptist's own assertion that this Jesus is the one whom he himself was sent to proclaim as Messiah. Jesus has come to fulfill what Moses started. So what is Moses best known for among the Jews? He was the human instrument God used to give the Law, the Ten Commandments—those ten undoable moral “musts” that no one has been able to keep from then until now.


Here John makes yet another radical claim that when God gave the Law, He was giving us grace! The Law is the verbal expression of the true nature of our Creator and remains the true standard by which all of mankind will receive justice.


The grace of the Law was the promise of the Messiah who would provide the grace essential for bridging the gap between the demands of God's truth and the failure of mankind to measure up.




Into a world already sustained by God's mercy and grace comes the One who adds a better kind of grace. Grace is a word used by Paul in abundance, but John uses the word sparingly. Only here does it appear in his gospel. Salvation comes through Jesus, the God-man. And that salvation is provided by grace—God's unearned, unmerited love and favor. All people, from all time, are only made right with God through Christ alone, by grace alone. This formula became the motto of the Protestant Reformation: Solus Christus. Sola gratia.


Simply put, Moses got the ball rolling with the giving of the Law, and then Jesus completed God's plan to rescue mankind as the long-awaited Messiah who by His incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection accomplished God's purposes. From the beginning, God promised to redeem, reconcile, and restore all things that have gone so terribly wrong to His original intent. Not only would creation be made right again, but so would all who come to God through the Messiah-Savior Jesus.


Jesus, being fully God and at the same time fully man, offers us a grace that is only possible because He became one of us. Because He lived, died, and was resurrected, we have a better kind of grace. Jesus was and is the merciful, majestic marriage of both truth and grace. His grace is not just a saving grace, but it is a living grace and a dying grace. That's why God could tell Paul that His grace is sufficient for every conceivable circumstance (2 Corinthians 12:9). This is the good news of Christianity: people are justified by grace, not by works.
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REFLECT


In what ways do you see the promises of God in the Old Testament fulfilled by Christ in the New Testament?


 


Is it difficult for you to believe that grace alone makes you right with God? If so, why?
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PRAY


Father, as I move through this day, I pray for grace sufficient for the race that is just ahead of me. I don't know and can't predict the good or bad that awaits me, so I once more surrender to Your amazing grace and submit my life with all its potential, and my hopes and dreams, to Your divine providence.
So as I leave this private sanctuary and go back into the world as it is, not yet as it ought to be, I ask for grace: living grace; suffering grace; achieving grace; enduring grace; and then one day, in Your providence, dying grace.
I know that it's Your charge and my privilege to run the race for which I was created, the one marked out particularly for me, the one for which I have all the grace I need. So now, in this moment, I reach out by faith and take possession of that which You gladly give!











 


experience 4


 


FINALLY, SOMEONE WORTH FOLLOWING



“ The next day Jesus decided to leave for Galilee. Finding Philip, he said to him, ‘Follow me.’ Philip, like Andrew and Peter, was from the town of Bethsaida. Philip found Nathanael and told him, ‘We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the prophets also wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.’ ‘Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?’ Nathanael asked. ‘Come and see,’ said Philip.”


—John 1:43–46


[image: images]


 


Jesus is on the move. As soon as John the Baptist finished baptizing Him, He began the implementation of His plan by disrupting the religious status quo to start a spiritual revolution. But rather than going to the big population centers like Jerusalem or appealing to the rich and powerful, He stayed in obscure, insignificant towns and chose a small, working-class band of brothers with whom He would change the world forever.




Jesus chose four ordinary, blue-collar men as His first disciples. Andrew enlisted his brother Simon (who would be called Peter, meaning “a rock”). Jesus then called Philip, who in turn brought along Nathanael. And it was Nathanael who dared say out loud what the others must have been thinking: “Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?” (John 1:46). What gut-level honesty, proving Jesus didn't recruit a bunch of weak “yes men.” After all, Jesus wasn't asking these men to “make a decision” for Him like some do today. As a matter of fact, Jesus never asked anyone to accept Him as his or her personal Savior. He simply and directly challenged the disciples to follow Him. He invited them to reorient their entire lives and to stake their futures on who He was and what He was about to do.


Even today in our high-tech society, we can't resist stories about underdogs and renegades who overcome the odds. We love big thinkers and bold doers. We love adventures where the pauper becomes the prince. Rags-to-riches stories become bestsellers and are often turned into movies. So imagine the story of a handful of nobodies coming from nowhere and, against all odds, turning the world on its ear. How did they do it? Was it a new widget, idea, or invention? Was it a new form of government or some breakthrough philosophy that caught on and lifted people to a higher level of consciousness? Nope, none of the above.


The early church was founded by common, ordinary people from small towns in the backside of nowhere. Yet these nobodies became the somebodies whom God used to shake and shape His new world. How did they do it? Simple. They followed Jesus, did what He said, and believed what He taught. They found Someone worth following.


Jesus was the first one who could lead them to a place they'd always hoped to go. Like every good Jew, the disciples were looking for the promised Messiah. They knew the Law of Moses and the covenant significance of their homeland. But they could not have been prepared for humble Jesus, who came from a small town, had no apparent claim to royalty, and avoided the limelight as much as possible.


Yet they followed Him. They changed their lives. They dared to believe this man in front of them claiming to be God in the flesh just might be the One they had been looking for all along.


In Jesus of Nazareth, every ordinary man and woman in the world finds significance. It's only in Christianity that we can truly and accurately say, “Everyone matters to God.” He finds and asks us to follow. The ultimate rags-to-riches story.


Like the disciples who first followed Jesus, the early Christians were unafraid, unashamed, and unhesitating to tell those around them that the long-promised Messiah had finally come. We stand on the shoulders of those who have gone before—from the apostles to the gospel-sharers in our own stories—who without fear or doubt have boldly proclaimed the good news: the Messiah has come, the kingdom has begun, and everything is forever different.
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REFLECT


At the very beginning Christianity was relational, friend telling friend. How is it still that way two thousand years later?


 


In what ways has Christianity become less relational today?
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PRAY


Dear God, in this big and sometimes scary world, help me remember that I am not alone, that my faith is not the invention of my family, my church, or a group of people who decided to make up a religion. Remind me today that I stand in the long tradition of covenant faith that belongs to all who embrace Jesus as Messiah.
When I'm intimidated by the unbelief around me, may I rest on the Rock of my salvation. Help me to remember and be glad that my faith is deeply rooted in thousands of years' worth of prophecy, both future and fulfilled. I stand with the saints who have proclaimed that “Jesus is Lord” before me. Give me the courage to walk without being intimidated by my surroundings. May I live out this day knowing that my faith, my life, and my future are founded on You.











 


experience 5


 


CELEBRATING THE MIRACLE IN THE MUNDANE



“ The master of the banquet tasted the water that had been turned into wine. He did not realize where it had come from, though the servants who had drawn the water knew. Then he called the bridegroom aside and said, ‘Everyone brings out the choice wine first and then the cheaper wine after the guests have had too much to drink; but you have saved the best till now. ‘ What Jesus did here in Cana of Galilee was the first of the signs through which he revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him.”
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