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  What people are saying about The Knowable God




  John’s Gospel is both accessible and deep. So a reading of the gospel that deals directly with the text can take readers to a good depth, without a fog of scholarly cross-reference. Peter Brain has done some weighty academic reading, and has learned much from doing so, but he does not flaunt this constantly. Instead he lets us encounter St John’s gospel story, with its layers of meaning, its light and shadow, and its use of language, place and character to highlight the significance of Jesus. Occasionally Peter reflects on ways in which Christians might respond to the gospel and take its claims into their framework of faith; yet he does so in ways that allow us to make that response for ourselves. His writing style is articulate, logical and clear; he is a good explainer. This book arises from long and serious engagement with John’s Gospel. It would work well for thinking church members – people who are educated, but not especially educated in theology – who want to use their minds to deepen their faith. It could be read for personal growth and interest, or to inform the discussions of a house-group, or in preparation for preaching from the gospel.




  John Proctor, General Secretary of the United Reformed Church, formerly Director of New Testament studies at Westminster College Cambridge.




  Reading John’s Gospel can be hard work. Up close, it is repetitious and full of strange turns of phrase and detours that elude twenty first-century understanding. Peter Brain enables us to take a step back and see the overall sweep of the gospel, driven by the passion of its author that we should believe in the Jesus who dwelt among us, one with the Father, so that his joy might be in us and ours might be complete. In this light, even the most troubling passages, such as the exclusivity of ‘No one comes to the Father except by me’ or the harsh sayings about ‘the Jews’, fall into place as part of a greater whole. Peter Brain’s love for his subject is contagious. Having often steered clear of John to rely upon the more straightforward voices of the other gospels, I feel that part of the Bible has been restored to me, overflowing with energy and love.




  Roberta Rominger, Pastor of Mercer Island Congregational Church (UCC) Washington state, previously General Secretary of the United Reformed Church




  It’s a lively, even entertaining, read. Thought-provoking and, without losing its serious purpose, it has sufficient contemporary images and verbal squibs to make the reader smile; sly comments bring the text alive. ... The repeated emphasis on most Christians shuffling the pack of four Gospels so that the different emphases of each are lost is a valuable reminder to preachers.




  Tony Burnham, one-time General Secretary of the United Reformed Church and Radio 4 broadcaster




  A very enjoyable and cultured read ... This is neither a commentary or a devotional work but is a serious and informative mediation ... a gracious introduction to a distinctive Gospel.




  John Sutcliffe, formerly General Secretary of the Christian Education Movement
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  Preface




  There is something Wagnerian about John’s Gospel. Not in the cast list or the plot, of course. But the way the Ring cycle is composed helps us understand what John is doing in his own work of artistic genius. Wagner works with a number of musical phrases (‘motifs’) some of which are a few bars, some only a few notes; each represents a personality or a theme or a thing. If you listen carefully, peering closely like an expert admiring the brush marks on a classic canvas, you can recognise these motifs, sometimes shouted by the brass or the chorus, sometimes whispered by the flute or a soloist. And then of course you sit back to admire the whole which is magnificently greater than the sum of its parts.




  John too has a palette of motifs, some the universal themes of life, light and love, some the more faith-based ones of creation, incarnation, rejection and glory. The Prologue is akin to an overture (1 vv1–18) in which John introduces these motifs much as Wagner anticipates the subsequent music in his overtures and preludes. Within a few hundred words he takes us from the initial act of God in creation, through the story of Jesus and back ‘out’ to God, now knowable – and seeking to be known – as Father. After this opening, John’s main supporting characters each have a turn on stage in the limelight: John the Baptist, Nicodemus, the Samaritan woman, the equally anonymous blind man, Judas, Caiaphas, Pilate, Mary Magdalene and Simon Peter. Each succeeding scene is constructed out of the underlying motifs, sometimes ringing out, sometimes barely audible; you do need to pay attention. There comes a point when they are combined at the climax of the story: ‘It is finished’ (19 v30) when one can almost hear the orchestra sounding off the ‘glory’ theme in the brass against the ‘rejection’ theme in the strings but all woven together in this masterpiece.




  God chose Jesus; God chose to be Jesus. These two core incompatible yet equally necessary beliefs are orchestrated and dramatised to perfection. And you can read the whole thing in the time it takes for one Act of Wagner to reach the interval!




  Chapter 1 The Distinctive Gospel





  In the year 64 AD the emperor Nero notoriously ‘fiddled while Rome burned’. Historians writing several decades later – and modern historians too – differ on whether he was instrumental in starting the blaze, depending on their overall judgement on Nero and his reign. It is also uncertain whether he picked on the Christians to blame, though that would have been in character; such a persecution would have been popular. Whatever the truth, Christian writers assert that the apostle Peter was killed in Rome in the persecution at that time.




  About 80 years later, according to the fourth-century historian Eusebius, Papias, bishop of Hieropolis in modern Turkey wrote:




  

    This also the Elder said [i.e. quoting someone earlier] that Mark, who became Peter’s interpreter, wrote accurately though not in order all that he remembered of the things which were said or done by the Lord. For he had himself neither heard the Lord nor been one of his followers, but afterwards, as I said, he had followed Peter who used to compose his discourses with a view to the needs of his hearers, but not as if he were composing a systematic account of the Lord’s sayings.1


  




  Most scholars believe that Mark’s was the first full ‘gospel’ written down in the 60s, and written for the obvious reason that the first-hand oral record, transmitted by the apostles and other eye-witnesses, would not last much longer if they were going to be killed or die anyway. To over-simplify, most scholars believe that Matthew’s Gospel was written as a rewrite of Mark, arranging some of the material into sections with additional material, with the editorial aim of making the book more useful to the Church as a teaching resource. In that the writer succeeded and thus Matthew’s Gospel is placed first in the canon of Christian scriptures – though some would say it is the dullest of the four! Similarly, though again not all scholars would agree, Luke set about writing an account of the story of Jesus, doing some independent research; he then came across the text of Mark and also some of the sources utilised in Matthew, and rewrote his draft to include lots of Mark and a fair amount of material shared with Matthew’s Gospel. For these reasons it is possible to set down a synopsis of the first three gospels and they are often called the Synoptics for convenience.




  The reason for this extended preamble is to highlight, as if it were needed, the fact that John’s Gospel is deceptively similar and yet substantially different from the other three. As C. H. Dodd says: ‘There is no book, either in the New Testament or outside it, which is really like the Fourth Gospel’ (his italics).2 This book, described by the author as a purposeful selection from lots of material, is ‘written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and through believing you may have life in his name’ (20 vv30–31). It can be argued that the other three books were written primarily as resources for Christians or, in Luke’s case, for those who were serious about becoming Christians, whereas John seems to say that he is writing for a non-Christian readership. None of them are biographies as we might understand it. John is the most evangelistic in seeking to kindle faith; his appears to be the least biographical in intent. In that sense it is the most blatant ‘gospel’ of the four, if by that is meant an assertive selective exposition of the saving power of the phenomenon of Jesus of Nazareth in God’s purposes. John is ‘preaching for a decision’, emphasising the choices, light or darkness, life or death, truth or falsehood, love or self, acceptance or rejection. To paraphrase his conclusion: ‘reader, you had better believe it!’ (20 v31).




  A second-century bishop, Clement of Alexandria, famously said that ‘John, observing that the bodily facts had been made clear in the (earlier) gospels ... composed a spiritual gospel’3 as though the Synoptics gave us factual history and John added interpretation. Thus Clement began a line of commentators seeking to cut through the Gordian knot of incompatibility between the four gospels. There is hardly a village Orthodox chapel in Greece which does not contain an icon of ‘John the Theologian’. And yet it is clear, and recent scholarship has been highlighting this, that the first three gospels are just as theological, if by that is meant that they were written to present and interpret the story of Jesus of Nazareth as the unique intervention of God in human history, rather than as straightforward narrative. Matthew, Mark and Luke each have a distinctive picture of Jesus which they are trying to get across. All four Gospel writers are primarily preachers, even if John declares his hand more clearly. None are biographers, journalists or historians as we might understand those professions.




  Alongside his book The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel setting out the extraordinary depth of cultural, religious and philosophical allusions to be discerned within the text, Dodd felt it necessary to produce his Historical Tradition in the Fourth Gospel.4 This complements the work done by commentators in exposing the theological element in the Synoptics; Dodd argues that John’s Gospel drew on a distinctive, no less authentic, source of history, derived from personal memories preserved through the oral tradition, telling of the life and teaching, suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus. Dodd argues for ‘an ancient tradition independent of the other gospels and meriting serious consideration as a contribution to our knowledge of the historical facts concerning Jesus Christ’.5 Indeed we would have expected someone like John who took so seriously the Incarnation, the down-to-earth identity of Jesus as the revealed Word of God, to take equally seriously the historical context, however dramatically and imaginatively he wrote up each episode. This is a proclamation of the Word made flesh, not some fantasy. It may be richly theological – that is John’s primary purpose – but it is as authentic a life of Christ as that found in the Synoptics, not discounting plenty of editorial freedom!




  Of less concern in this book are the matters of authorship, provenance or date, though inevitably they feature at length in formal commentaries. It is interesting that the oldest fragment of John’s Gospel – indeed the earliest portion of Christian scripture – ever found was unearthed in Upper Egypt. The scrap of papyrus, now at the John Rylands Library in the University of Manchester, contains verses from John chapter 18 written on both sides (i.e. from a codex or book format rather than a scroll) dating from around 130 AD. This book was clearly copied and circulated very widely. Given that Egypt had a large Jewish diaspora, those who interpret John’s evangelical emphasis as being primarily aimed at converting Jews to the Christian faith have some additional circumstantial evidence as we shall see.




  Whether the book actually originated with John the son of Zebedee is a case made by some scholars and strongly resisted by others. There seem to have been several well-known Johns, as well as others writing as ‘John’ to add weight to their work, such as the later Letters or the Book of Revelation. This actually matters less when the underlying evangelistic purpose of the book is emphasised.6 Unlike one or two of the Letters of John which are probably only in the canon of Christian scripture because of their presumed authorship – most scholars would claim that they were probably not so authored – the Gospel of John would have been among the first choices of any editorial conference, as it was when an agreed canon of Christian scripture was eventually prepared in the fourth century. And though a date after, say, 70 AD might seem to be required given the maturity and complexity of the composition, there is now no reason to argue for a much later date merely on the grounds that the author must have seen at least Mark’s Gospel and perhaps one or two of the others. Dodd cautiously argues that his evidence of independent sources ‘may rightly serve as a warning against a hasty assumption that nothing in the Fourth Gospel which cannot be corroborated from the Synoptics has any claim to be regarded as part of the early tradition of the sayings of Jesus’.7 John himself admits to being highly selective: ‘Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples which are not written in this book’ (20 v30), echoed in the postscript: ‘There are many other things that Jesus did’ (21 v25). Interestingly, Luke comments that ‘many have undertaken to write down an orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us ...’ (Luke 1 v1) as a justification for his own attempt to get it right!




  All the four gospels are the fruit of conscious selection and editing, whether by one or more than one hand, and all are an impressive mix of reporting, imaginative retelling and underlying belief. It is not possible to compile a credible sequence of the life of Jesus without using all four as sources; indeed when Dodd wrote his The Founder of Christianity8 he did just that. Scholars will continue to debate the authorship, date and provenance of this work, and there are several commentaries which analyse these points. But as John Marsh puts it in his commentary: ‘the eloquence, nobility and persuasiveness of the story have not lessened down the years, for it is still the Gospel of John that speaks most tellingly to the simple believer and also most effectively plumbs the depths of Christian belief and commitment for the highly sophisticated’.9 But this version of Christianity is actually very distinctive.




  Chapter 2 Presenting the Good News





  So what is the ‘gospel according to John’? Is it the same as that discerned in Paul’s letters or in the Synoptics? Obviously, much of the narrative flow is different but what is even more striking is the difference in what constitutes the meaning and message of Jesus, and thus of Christianity for his readers. It needs to be said at the outset that reading John alone will not provide an adequate presentation of the Christian message as preached over the centuries but that without his distinctive emphases the remaining Christian scriptures are certainly incomplete.




  The reader will not avoid the conclusion that all that matters to John is the identity of Jesus as the Messiah/Christ. Other core elements in the Christian preaching, such as the ethics, the atonement, the ‘last days’ or the virgin birth, hardly feature in this presentation of the Christian faith.




  Of the four Gospels, as we saw, John is the most conscious of his readers. This leads to one of the criticisms often levelled at John’s Gospel, that it is too individualistic. The main walk-on characters are each given their opportunity to believe or not. Each of them is an individual but also a representative figure, standing in for a sub-set of John’s readers, though the outcome of each episode is very much for each character themselves. It is all very personal, episode by episode, and the writer is clearly highlighting the need for a personal response, that response being to acknowledge the identity of Jesus as Messiah/Christ or not. By contrast, in the Synoptics, starting with his baptism by John, the message of Jesus is clearly aimed at the kind of national repentance and renewal as God’s chosen people which characterised the impact of the ancient prophets; see Matthew 4 v17; Mark 1 vv14f; Luke 4 vv16–21. But there is hardly any of that in John. Even John the Baptist’s role is simply to identify Jesus as Messiah and hand over his disciples (as 1 vv35ff). Thus, when the topic is supposed to be ‘purification’ (i.e. preparing the nation through baptism for renewal) it is the Baptist’s relationship with, and recognition of, Jesus which is the writer’s focus (3 vv25ff).




  Though the presentation of Jesus as king is central (crucial, one might say) for John, the term ‘kingdom’ only occurs briefly in the conversation with Nicodemus (3 vv3, 5) and never in the public teaching of Jesus. In the Synoptics, by contrast, it is the core of the message; a word used dozens of time, e.g., over 50 times in Matthew. Jesus has come like a Son of David, to lead the whole people, to establish God’s rule, to act like one of the great prophets. There are no ‘parables of the kingdom’ in John (as, e.g., in Matthew 13) and Jesus’ descent from David is only a minor talking point (7 v42).




  There is very little of what we would call biography in the four gospels and even less in John than in the Synoptics, apart from one odd mention of his brothers (7 vv3ff). There are no personal details, nothing about his appearance unless the remark in 8 v57 (‘you are not yet fifty years old’) might imply a face old for its years. Such matters do not concern gospel writers.




  So it is perhaps not so surprising that the mother of Jesus is not actually named by John in either of the two episodes in which she appears. Up in Galilee she is at a family wedding at Cana to which Jesus and his disciples were also invited (2 vv1–11). There may have been local rivalry between the neighbouring towns of Cana and Nazareth which prompted Nathanael, who was from Cana, to remark ‘Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?’ (1 v46). ‘When the wine gave out the mother of Jesus said to him “They have no wine”’ (2 v3). Jesus at first resists her request in words which seem much rougher in English than in the original Aramaic, calling her ‘woman’: ‘My hour is not yet come.’ But he does oblige in what John calls the first of his signs. After that, unlike the Synoptics’ episodes10 there is nothing of Mary in John until ‘his hour’ comes (17 v1). Then, with a symmetry which is surely intentional, the second appearance of his mother finds her standing at the cross with some of her friends and family (19 vv26ff): ‘Woman, behold your son’11 he cries, referring to himself and not to ‘the beloved disciple’ whom Jesus (as head of the family) then commissions to take care of her.




  If there is little about the family, there is also no treatment of the shared life of the disciples and, by implication, teaching about church life, which is a considerable strand in the Synoptics, especially Matthew – the only Gospel to use the word ‘church’ (Matthew 16 v18; 18 v17). The ‘twelve’ (never called ‘apostles’ in John) are not listed and their ‘twelve-ness’ – echoing the twelve tribes of ancient Israel – is not the focus of attention. Peter still features as the leader and spokesperson, but the other two of the core three with a high profile in the Synoptics and in Acts, James and John, are never mentioned by name.




  Perhaps this mainly individualistic approach is why John’s Gospel appeals to those Christians who regard the ‘social gospel’ with suspicion or even hostility. The transformation of attitudes and relationships, which is arguably the central element of the Christian message for Luke with its noticeable inclusivity, is not a priority for John. Nor is the building up of the church as such, which is Matthew’s underlying purpose. The Pharisees are not rebuked for ignoring ‘the weightier matters of the law, justice and mercy and faith’ (Matthew 23 v23) but simply for not recognising who Jesus is. Though John is surely writing after the fall of Jerusalem and the last stand at Masada (66–73 AD) and these devastating events form the backdrop of fierce passages in all three Synoptics (Matthew 24; Mark 13; Luke 17), John seems to care little for such history. The end-times, which in Jesus’ teaching in the Synoptics are (again with hindsight) described in terms of that catastrophic war, become for John simply an exercise of divine discernment of the true believers, who are not known ‘by their fruits’ (Matthew 7 v20) nor as those who ‘are not weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this life’ (Luke 21 v34) but simply as ‘those who will believe in me through their word’ (17 v19).




  Often unnoticed, there is in John no expectation that Jesus will come again, whether ‘in his glory with all the angels’ (Matthew 25 v31) or ‘in clouds with great power and glory’ (Mark 13 v26; Luke 21 v27). John’s ‘second coming’ is Jesus returning after the triumph of the cross, indistinguishable from the Advocate, the Spirit of the Father and of the Son. It is as though Jesus himself is now back with the Father, having ‘conquered the world’ (16 v33) and said goodbye – as at 13 v1. In Dodd’s graphic words: ‘Christ’s death on the cross is His ascent to the Father and his return to His disciples after death, which is closely associated if not identified with the coming of the Holy Spirit, is His second Advent’ [his italics].12




  The nearest John gets to writing about the last judgement as others understand it is in the subtle asymmetry of a passage such as this: ‘whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever disobeys the Son will not see life but must endure God’s wrath’ (3 v36). The word ‘disobeys’ implies that unbelief will be evidenced in a lack of good works, but there is no scarier vision than that. The lack of divine love in a person means lack of eternal life, as we shall see. The ‘last day’ (11 v24; 12 v48) is presented in about as undemonstrative and undramatic a manner as possible. John specifically distances Jesus from the role of judge on at least four occasions.13 Maybe another John (or someone taking that name) wrote the book of Revelation to supply the grand finale which the Gospel omits! But for the evangelist there will be no ‘rapture’, no ‘end of the world’: ‘I am not asking you to take them out of the world but to protect them from the evil one ... As you have sent me into the world so I have sent them into the world’ (17 vv15ff).




  Equally interesting and controversial is the lack of any explicit doctrine of the atonement, as taught elsewhere in the New Testament and throughout church history. The death of Jesus is for Paul the moment of justification for sinners, the sacrifice of atonement by his blood (Romans 3 v25). Thus the Letter to the Hebrews speaks of ‘a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, who makes a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the people’ (Hebrews 2 v17). But this is not John’s theology; we will look at this in more detail later. As a trained Pharisee, Paul’s preferred language is drawn from the legalism of the Jewish faith, with concepts of righteousness and judgement and sacrifice and scapegoats etc., although he seeks to rise above it – unlike later theologians who turned it into a highly structured legalistic framework of substitutionary atonement. But John is not tied to that way of putting it. For John the identity of Jesus is itself our sufficient salvation, if we believe that he is indeed the promised Christ. Yes, the death of Jesus was the death of the Messiah/Christ, an act of God, but only because the incarnation was the salvation of humankind. There is no sense in John that the death of Jesus is somehow an offering or a sacrifice offered to God as a ransom; it is all the purposeful victorious initiative of God’s love from start to finish. And the believer can make this salvation his/her own, in terms of the life of the church, when ‘those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me and I in them’ (6 v56). This is not the new covenant of a gathered company or church (or new Israel); the word ‘covenant’ is missing from John. In place of the institution of the new covenant at a Last Supper we have the believer’s personal response: ‘the one who eats this bread will live for ever’ (6 v58).
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