The Symbolism of John
Introduction

Because Jesus identified himself so closely with God, many of his fellow Jews reacted against him. They could accept neither him as God nor his equal. From their perspective, his revelation did not fulfil, let alone supersede, the Torah. In short, most in the synagogue did not believe in Jesus as the Johannine Christians did.

Throughout the book of John, Jesus discussions with the Pharisees surround his claims about himself (see, for example, John 5:18-47, 6:41-58, 8:12-30, 39-59, 9:40-41, 10:1-21, 22-39).

Controversy over Christ put Johannine Christians on the fringe of their synagogue community. As the Johannine believers struggled to forge their identity, they proclaimed that Jesus offered a necessary new beginning to all people, whether Jewish, Samaritan, or Gentile. This was too much for the Jewish rulers, and the Johannine Christians were expelled from the synagogue.

This community were the first part of the church to be evicted from the synagogues, probably because of their emphasis that Jesus was not just the Messiah but was the manifestation of God himself. Throughout the Gospel of John conflict with the religious authorities is identified in the ministry of Jesus as the forerunner of their own eviction.

Excluded, the community of John developed the polemical language used in its Gospel. “The Jews” came to mean those from the synagogue who did not believe in Jesus. In particular, the phrase most often refers to religious authorities opposed to Jesus.

John does not, however, reject Judaism or condemn the Jewish people. The Gospel writer and his first audience were Jewish. Nearly all the people he wrote about, including Jesus, were Jewish. John’s conception of Jesus and his ministry is rooted in Judaism. He sees Jesus as the fulfilment of Jewish hopes and practices.

Students of the Gospel of John today must bear this historical context in mind when reading its narratives. We must not read the references to ‘the Jews” in John as if they apply to all Jewish people everywhere in every generation. To do so misrepresents Jesus, John and the Christian Gospel. It can lead to hatred instead of love, condemnation instead of salvation and death instead of life.

The Johannine community developed separately from the rest of the Apostolic church. They were derived directly from the Apostle John’s evangelism but, as such, had their own theological emphases. The writings of John demonstrate these.

With deep insight and faith, the Beloved Disciple shared his vision of Jesus Christ with the world. Those who accepted the vision found their relationship to God transformed and a unique community of believers emerged. As they interacted with their Jewish, Christian and Pagan neighbours, their experiences shaped their thought and language. A Gospel formed that presents the claims of Christ in a rich and unparalleled way.

In the latter part of the first century, this community came back under the authority of the Petrine church; however, their distinct literature was incorporated into the cannon of New Testament literature.

Primarily, in this set of studies, we will be concentrating on the gospel of John. However, from the themes incorporated within the gospel we will also consider the other Johannine writings: the Epistles of John and the book of Revelation.

The gospel is in 4 parts:

The Prologue: 1:1 - 18

The Book of Signs: 1:19 – 12:50

The Book of Glory: 13:1 – 20:31

The Epilogue: 21:1 – 25

The book of John is markedly different from the synoptic gospels. In this book there is no moral teaching; there are no parables. The purpose of this book is distinctly different: it is to present Jesus as divine and to demonstrate that all his works, his words, his actions and his declarations were part of God’s great plan of redemption through which he would bring the world to himself (John 3:16). The pivotal act for the individual is to believe in Jesus as the manifest God. Eternal life or eternal judgement are based on this alone (John 12:44-50).

The gospel of John is not just a narrative, unlike the synoptics. It abounds with symbolism. A literalistic, superficial reading of john will leave you with a sense that you are missing something in the otherwise apparently insignificant descriptive details, numbers, dualisms, ambiguous statements and peculiar stylistic features. Truth and falsehood, light and darkness, love and hate, above and below: all of these dualisms permeate John so that no incident or statement can be interpreted apart from these categories. Seven signs, seven “I am” sayings, six stone waterpots, three denials and a threefold restoration of Peter; 153 fish; these numbers all have meaning. Jesus uses words with double meanings to reveal his message to the discerning listener. References to “water”, “wine”, “bread”, “flesh”, and “blood” all are ripe with symbolic meaning. Even the deliberate and persistent anonymity of the Beloved Disciple itself has a symbolic function. All of the actions and words of Jesus point to something deeper so the reader is drawn into the mysteries that lie behind the words.
Finally, some have thought that the Gospel of John was largely a Hellenistic construct. Evidence for this is given by the use of the term Logos, etc. Whilst this. and the interpretations throughout the gospel, of Jewish words and customs for a Greek audience show us that it was largely read amongst the Greek-speaking Christian world, the style and content (drawing upon the Wisdom and Rabbinic traditions; John’s description of the transcendent Son of Man drawn from Apocalyptic Judaism; the similarities with the writings of the Qumran sect) are much more geared towards a Palestinian Jewish origin.
Jesus Christ: God in the Flesh

The Logos

Before his incarnation the Logos was the pre-existent agent of creation. To offer the ultimate revelation of God’s glory, the Logos became flesh and lived with people for a while as Jesus, the human embodiment of God. Even now, God sustains creation through the Light and Life of the Logos.

The term ‘Logos’ is unique to John’s gospel and to 1 John 1:1. It is a common word in Greek, just as its English translation ‘Word’ is not unusual. However, it is also laden with significance because it infers the self-revelation of God to humanity, ultimately in Jesus.

As a concept, it was already live in Greek philosophy, as seen in the writing of the Stoics and Plato. However, it also relates back to the Genesis narrative itself. When God spoke, creation happened. Thus, his word was his creative expression.
Israel’s wisdom schools took the concept of the creative word of God and identified it with wisdom personified. Thus wisdom was the active agent through which God created the world (see Proverbs 8:22-31). The Rabbis saw this as the Torah, however, Jesus is the New Torah and therefore the word and the Law is personified in him.

From this concept we can discern the following concerning the Logos:

1. He is pre-existent: he existed before anything else was created.

2. He is the agent of creation: ‘all things came into being through him and without him nothing was made that has been made’. Thus the redeemer of life is also the creator of life in John’s gospel.

3. He is the sustainer of creation: ‘in him was life...’ Life and light continue to come to creation through the Logos.
4. He is God: ‘...was with God and was God’. The Logos is presented as both associated with God and as God himself.

The climax of this thought concerning the Logos is found in John 1:14: ‘And the Word (Logos) became flesh and dwelt amongst us, and we beheld his glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth’. In the Logos becoming flesh, humanity was able to see God in the Logos.

In this verse there is something of John’s own wonder at seeing the glory of God in Jesus. This is mirrored in 1 John 1:1-3 ‘That which we have touched...’

The divinity of Christ is boldly affirmed and the human embodiment of God explicitly presented in this passage (1:1-18). The Logos did not merely descend upon or enter Jesus but the Logos of God became the human nature that he bore. The life of Jesus is the history of God himself on earth.

In verse 14, the word ‘lived’ means literally ‘tabernacled’.  Thus, God pitched his tent amongst us in the body of Jesus. This, of course, refers back to the Exodus. Just as the glory of God was manifested in the tabernacle (Exodus 33:7-11, 40:34-38), so the glory of God is revealed in the Logos. God actually came and resided on earth for a time as the Logos, passing through to lead the way in a second Exodus (this notion is picked up in the signs and I AM statements – see below). 
Time and again the symbolism of John refers back to the Exodus. John’s whole thrust is that a new Exodus is happening through Jesus. Without an understanding of the Exodus motif we will not understand the Gospel of John.

The glory of Jesus is a recurrent theme in this gospel, beginning with 1:14. Jesus’ signs (see below) “manifested his glory” (John 2:11, 11:4, 40). In John 5, when affirming the witnesses for him, Jesus declares that that his glory is not from men (5:39-47). In John 8:50, Jesus states that he is glorified by the Father. In his High Priestly prayer Jesus refers to the heavenly glory that he left behind in order to glorify the Father on earth (17:5). He also imparts his glory to his disciples (17:22) so that ultimately they might see his glory with the Father in heaven (17:24).

These 18 verses concerning the Logos form the basis of the whole of Johannine thought. The rest of the Gospel of John presents Jesus as the Logos made flesh. The letters of John present the implications of the Logos for our community together.

This prologue also preludes the Gospel of John itself: The revelation of the Son, and ensuing rejection by some and acceptance by others is anticipated in structure of the prologue: revelation (v1-5); rejection (v.6-11), acceptance (v.12-18).
Just prior to the epilogue (chapter 21), the gospel concludes with the declaration of the disciple (Thomas) who has finally come to faith. On seeing the risen Lord he declares ‘My Lord and my God!”. Thus the book commences with the revelation of Jesus as the Logos, the Word of God, and ends with the revelation of Jesus as God himself.

The Titles of Jesus 

In the remainder of Chapter 1 of John, Jesus is assigned a number of titles, each of which has Messianic significance: Lamb of God, Messiah, Anointed, King of Israel, Son of God, and Son of Man. 
Lamb of God

(John 1:20, 36)
This phrase is not found anywhere else in Scripture but is used twice by John the Baptist in heralding Jesus.  The image of the Lamb is of course rich in symbolism: the sacrifice of the lamb provided atonement for sin. Further, the Passover lamb, though not a sacrifice for sin, symbolized deliverance from evil. Also, this image relates directly back to the Suffering Servant of Isaiah 53:7. Finally, it prefigures the horned lamb of Jewish thought who would bring about the judgement of the wicked and the salvation of the righteous in a decisive way at the end of the present age and bring in the new age. It is of course, this image which John picks up in the book or Revelation (see Revelation 5:6-14, etc. See also Revelation 19:7-10).
Messiah, the Anointed, the King of Israel

In 1:41, 45 & 49, there is no doubting who John is declaring Jesus to be.  He is the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy; He is the Son of David; He is the Christ.
Son of God

(John 1: 49)
Whilst, in Greek thought, this title signified divine extraction (cf. Alexander thinking himself the son of Zeus), however, in Jewish circles, this term signified an association with a role in salvation history which included the son of David, the Messiah and the nation of Israel itself. Thus, this term is more strongly associated with Jesus messianic claims than with his divine ones.
Where Johannine though is different in this respect is that it presents Jesus as ‘the only begotten Son of God’ (John 1:14, 18, 3:16, 18, 1 John 4:9) which literally means ‘of a single kind’. No one is God’s son in the sense that he is. This may explain why John does not say that we can become ‘sons of God’. Instead we become ‘children of God’ (John 1:12, 11:52).

Son of Man

(John 1:51)
This is the one term Jesus uses of himself (1:51). Often theologians compare the term ‘Son of Man’ with ‘Son of God’ to illustrate Jesus divinity and humanity juxtaposed. Whilst this is valid, it is not the primary meaning of this term.

‘Son of Man’ is first used in Daniel 7:13 of the Messiah. By using this title, Jesus identified himself as the Messiah and was thus able to re-educate his audience as to who the Messiah was and what he would do (see John 5:27, 6:62, 8:28, 12:23, 34, & 13:31). The Gospel of John presents an extended discourse on this term and Jesus makes the explicit claim that he is the Son of Man (John 9:35-38) and that he is unique (John 3:13-31).

Finally, this term is used again by John to identify Jesus in Revelation 1:13.
The Sign Miracles

Seven miracles are found in the first half of the Gospel of John which share specific qualities characterising them as “signs”. These are as follows:

1. Changing water into wine (2:1-11)

2. Healing a royal official’s on (4:46-54)

3. Healing a paralytic (5:1-15)

4. Multiplication of loaves (6:1-15)

5. Walking on the sea (6:16-22)

6. Healing a man born blind (9)

7. Raising Lazarus from the dead (11)

Throughout the Bible, the number seven symbolizes completion or perfection so it is of note that John selects seven miracles from amongst the many that Jesus performed (see John 20:31). The reason for this is profound: the signs themselves have specific revelatory significance on a number of levels.

Superficially, the signs of Jesus produce faith as his Lordship is revealed over space, time, nature, suffering and death (John 2:11, 23; 4:53-54; 6:14; 9:38; 11:27 & 45). On a deeper level the signs reveal specifics about the work and person of Christ.

For example, in John 6:26-27, having multiplied the loaves, Jesus reveals himself as the “Bread of life”; the healing of the blind man confirms his claim as “the Light of the World”.
Changing water into wine

(John 2:1-11)
The outcome of this sign is that he “...manifested His glory and his disciples believed” (2:11). The revelation of the glory of God draws upon the Old Testament passages where the glory of God revealed the visible presence of God. In the case of this miracle, the visible presence of God was revealed through the miracle.
Further, the waterpots were made of stone, as opposed to clay, and were filled with water, thus the pots in their material symbolise the Mosaic law. They are filled with water for cleansing and thus symbolise specifically the Jewish laws of purity. In converting the water into wine, Jesus declares that the ritual of the Law has been replaced with the wine of Christ which is the life of God. There were six waterpots, indicating the work of the Law was incomplete (the sacrifice had to be repeated) but that the work of salvation is completed in Christ.

Finally, God has saved “the best ‘til last” by pouring out Christ in these latter times.
Healing a royal official’s Son

(John 4:46-54)
The second sign was performed in the same place as the first: Cana of Galilee.  What is significant about this miracle is that the official was a gentile. Jesus has just taken the truth of who he is to the Samaritans (4:1-45) and now he takes it to the Gentiles who also believe. This prefigures the spread of the Gospel following the day of Pentecost.

In this miracle, the nobleman’s son moves from death to life on the basis of his father’s faith in the spoken word of Jesus: “Go; your son will live” (v.53).

Jesus has the power to give new beginning, both physically and spiritually, to all who can accept his word in faith.
Healing a paralytic 

(John 5:1-15)
The healing of the paralytic at the pool of Bethesda had a number of implications. Firstly, it took place on the Sabbath, and Jesus command for him to carry his mat home was also on the Sabbath. This was in contradiction of the Mishnah (the oral tradition of the Pharisees, based on the Mosaic law which declared what was or wasn’t allowed) which forbade both healing on the Sabbath and the carrying of a mat on the Sabbath.

In addition, Jesus was condemned by the Pharisees for calling God his father (v.18) making himself equal with or independent of God.

It is clear that the Pharisees fully understood that Jesus was claiming divinity for himself. Jesus did not deny it but confirmed it declaring that ‘the Son can do nothing of himself, unless it is something he sees the father doing’. 

In his debate with the Pharisees, Jesus calls on five witnesses to testify concerning himself: John the Baptist, his own works, the Father, the Scripture, and finally Moses.

Symbolically, Jesus is revealing himself as both the God who heals and the Lord of the Sabbath.
Multiplication of loaves

(John 6:1-15)
The new Exodus begins as Jesus leads the people into the wilderness in John 6:1-2, and then ascends the mountain in the manner of Moses (cf. John 6:3 and Exodus 3-4; 19; 24:31-34). The mention of the Passover in v.4 strengthens the association. 

All four gospels contain this miracle, however, in John’s gospel there is a different emphasis. In response to this miracle or sign, the people recognise Jesus as ‘the prophet who is to come into the world’ indicated by Moses (Deuteronomy 18:15). Following the subsequent discourse in verses 26-58, the comparison with the Exodus account of the manna is clear. This emphasis is not given in any of the synoptic gospels.
Comparison of the Exodus account of the manna and the multiplication of the Bread and fish:
	Exodus 16
	John 6:1-14

	The people have a need which is satisfied by Moses
	In the face of Humanity’s greatest need, Jesus alone is the abundant source of life

	Israel were tested (16:4).
	Philip is ‘tested’ (6:6)

	Meat followed manna
	Fish followed bread

	The Israelites were allowed to take as much as they needed (16:8,12,18)
	The crowd in Galilee ate as much as they wanted (6:11)

	God directed the Israelites to gather the manna (16:4,5,16)
	Jesus directed the disciples to gather the fragments (6:12,13)

	When the manna was gathered it could not be kept in case it perished (16:24)
	Jesus compares the food that endures to eternal life with that which perished (6:27)


From their response (v.14) and subsequent intentions (v.15) the people clearly understood the implications of this sign.

(John 6:35, 51)

Once more, this clearly draws on the Exodus narrative (cf. Psalm 78:24 ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat’).

There are a number of implications in this statement:

1. Jesus compares himself with Moses but also drawing upon Psalm 78 in which it states that God gave Israel the Manna, Jesus says that he gives bread from heaven and thus compares himself with God.

2. Jesus is the sustainer of life. He claims to offer the only satisfaction for the spiritually hungry.

3. Jesus came down out of heaven (v.41). Thus, he again declares his divinity.

4. He is both the dispenser of the bread and the bread itself.

5. The results of eating Jesus (the life giving Word of God) are eternal life (v.51).

In summary, He has come down from heaven to invite all to partake fully in his incarnation and thus find eternal life that will transcend even physical death.
Walking on the sea

(John 6:16-22)
John’s fifth sign is a complement to the fourth as it also develops the Exodus theme. By walking on the sea and delivering the disciples boat safely to shore, Jesus re-enacted the crossing of the Red Sea.
The disciples are not shown as being afraid by the storm but only by the appearance of Jesus (v.19). In giving them assurance he declared ‘I am. Do not be afraid’ (often translated as ‘It is I’). In so doing he declared himself to be God (see I Am statements below).

In comparison with this, the crossing of the Red Sea was also regarded as a powerful theophany on the water (see Psalm 77:16-19). 

Compared with the previous sign, this escalates Jesus from the ‘prophet like Moses’ to a manifestation of God himself. While the disciples are separated from Jesus they are in the dark, struggling under their own power against the forces around them. God comes to them through Jesus; when they see him and accept him, they are delivered.
Healing a man born blind

(John 9)
At the end of every day at the Festival of Tabernacles, the feast was marked by an elaborate, festive lamp-lighting ceremony in the court of the women in the Temple. Four huge lamps were lit, each containing approximately 65 litres of oil, with wicks made out of discarded priestly robes. With torches in their hands, people danced and sang in festal joy throughout the night, celebrating God’s presence with them in the pillar of fire during the nights of the Exodus. 

Against this backdrop, Jesus stood and proclaimed, in this very court, “I am the Light of the World”. He who follows me will not walk in darkness but will have the light of life” (John 8:12).

In so doing, Jesus, again, associated himself with the manifest presence of God which leads God’s people into all truth (see 8:32, 36). Essentially, Jesus is saying that he is the pillar of fire which led the people in the wilderness (that’s what the lights symbolised).

 It is only the truth that comes from the revelation of Jesus that will set men free. Jesus demonstrates this truth with the healing of the Man born blind (John 9).
At the commencement of John 9:5, Jesus reiterates that he is ‘The Light of the World”. To illustrate it he brings light into the life of a man born blind. 
The rest of the passage contains a discussion regarding those who have true spiritual sight and those who are blind. Jesus declares that the Pharisees are not blind but refuse to see and that exacerbates their sin (v.41). In comparison, the blind man has no prioritorial right to revelation and yet receives both physical sight (v.9) and spiritual sight (v.37).
According to the Old Testament, the dawning of the Messianic age would be confirmed by the giving of sight to the blind (Isaiah 29:18; 35:5; 42:7) and so this act of Jesus is a messianic announcement.

Raising Lazarus from the dead 

(John 11)
The raising of Lazarus from the dead is a very deliberate and pre-planned act on the part of Jesus, as is made clear in 11:16. The purpose of this sign is so that the disciples ‘may believe’. In other words, that they might believe in his power over death and therefore be ready and prepared for his resurrection.

The fact that Lazarus had been dead for four days is significant in that in Jewish thought, the soul remained in proximity with the body for days in the hope of returning, but at 4 days all hope of resuscitation was gone.

The foreshadowing of Jesus own death and resurrection in this sign makes a fitting climax to the book of signs for it show that the saving, revealing work of Christ comes through his personal victory over death.
The “IAM” Statements 
As did the concept of the Logos, all of Jesus’ “I Am” statements identify him as God. As well, the seven saying that have complements for the verb “to be” offer various pictures of God’s relationship to people through Jesus. Jesus is revealer, judge, saviour, protector, our way and our goal, the source and sustainer of life, and the one who knows his disciples intimately.

Jesus has already used the statement “I am” twice but only implicitly (4:26, 6:20). This alludes to the one God, Yahweh. Elaborating on the affirmation of divinity, the ‘I Am’ sayings describe his divinity in relation to people.

His final use of this form is in the garden of Gethemane when, in response to the declaration that they are seeking “Jesus of Nazereth”, he responds three times using the term “I Am”. Their response is to fall back, as if they know they are in the presence of Almighty God.

I am the bread of Life 

See above
I am the light of the World

See above
I am the gate

(John 10:7)

This saying presents Jesus as the way to salvation and the guard from outside threats. The image draws upon Psalm 118:20 where the Lord himself is the gate to salvation. Only the sheep can enter through this gate – bandits and thieves are not prohibited (a reference to the religious leaders of Israel).

I am the good shepherd

(John 10:11, 14)

Only Jesus is the ‘good’ shepherd. This statement contrasts with the bad shepherds of Israel described in Ezekiel 34. In this same passage, the Lord himself is described as the one who will tend the sheep (34:15). Clearly, from Ezekiel 34, the shepherd whom God will set over the sheep is the Messiah and so once more, by using this image, Jesus is stating his Messianic claims. This would have been clear to his audience.

Also in this respect, he makes clear that the ‘good shepherd lays down his life for his sheep’. By this, Jesus declares his forthcoming Passion for the sake of the sheep. Jesus must die and rise again so that the sheep can share his victory over death (10:10, 28) and enjoy abundant life.

Jesus again affirms his deity by stating clearly ‘I and the Father are one’ (10:30). He also confirms that his salvation is beyond the sheep of Israel by stating that he has sheep which are ‘not of this fold’ (v.16), but that his intention is to create one new flock from the different folds.
I am the resurrection and the life

(John 11:25)

In connexion with the raising of Lazarus, Jesus makes clear his power over death. Just as he will lay down his life and take it up again, so he has the power to raise Lazarus from the dead.

This saying affirms that Christ’s life giving work affects our life on two levels and in two time-frames. In the future, Jesus will bring physical life again, but in the present, Jesus brings eternal life.
I am the way the truth and the life

(John 14:6)

In response to the disciples’ questions regarding the way to the Father, Jesus declares himself emphatically and exclusively to be not only the way but also the truth and the life. He is the only way (‘”No one comes to the Father but by me” (v.6)).

The son is not a map to get to the Father, but is the destination because in coming to the Son, the disciple comes to the Father. Their intrinsic unity, together with the Spirit is emphasised (v.10, 21).
I am the true vine

(John 15:1, 5)

In using the image of the vine, Jesus again emphasises that he is establishing a new covenant people. In the Old Testament, the image of the vine is used repeatedly of Israel (e.g. Isaiah 5:1-6, Jeremiah 2:21). Jesus declares that he, himself, is the true vine and that incorporation into the people of God is through abiding in him.

Abiding in Christ is also the means to fruitfulness which is keeping Jesus commandment to love one another (John 15:12-17 c.f. 13:34). 
The consequence for those whose life is not in Christ is eternal judgement (v.6). For those who do believe, there is the prospect of pruning (v.2) but only so that they are more fruitful.

John returns to the notion of abiding in 1 John 2:28. It is only by abiding in him that we will have confidence at his coming. Also, abiding in him should keep us from sin (1 John 3:4-6). In this passage, the practice of sin undermines the credibility of our faith in Christ (1 John 3:7-10).
Once more, in 2 John 9, abiding in the teaching of Christ is given as critical to having the Father and the Son.
Summary

John fully affirms both the divinity and humanity of Jesus. Christ’s glory and suffering are real and necessary aspects of his revealing work. Even the cross is seen as a revelation of the Glory of God. The life and death of Jesus show him to be the Messiah and the self-revelation of Yahweh to the world.

Life in the Faith Community

The arena of life in the Spirit is the circle of believers. Within the Johannine community, the faithful observed baptism, the Lord’s supper and footwashing. From John’s perspective, these sacramental acts enable disciples to believe and know Jesus better. They strengthen ties to one another and portray to the world the saving work of Christ.

Footwashing

In John’s gospel, the Eucharist is not mentioned (except, by implication in John 6 concerning Jesus as the ‘bread of life’). However, in this gospel alone, Jesus inaugurates the practice of footwashing (John 13:3-15). Whether we take this literally (as some have done, incorporating it as a sacrament into their pattern of discipleship) or figuratively is a matter of interpretation. The principle is that we are to ‘wash one another’s feet’ (v.14) i.e. serve one another as the lowest servant would serve the household. 

This image is symbolic of what Jesus did in leaving aside his Father’s glory, and humbling himself as a servant in order to cleanse us from our sin. He has given us an example which must be our pattern of discipleship.

A new commandment
Ethics in John are summed up in one command: Love one another as Jesus has loved you. This simple rule of conduct will condition all attitudes and behaviour. Among the committed, there is to be the same unity, intimacy, trust, understanding, and service that the individual shares with Christ.

This new commandment once more indicates the inauguration of a New Covenant. It stands in direct contrast with the commandments given by Moses. The difference in this commandment is that it takes its point of reference from Jesus himself: ‘as I have loved you’. He is the model for the new law and his death empowers its fulfilment. By loving one another, the disciples proclaim their mutual bond to him.

This idea is picked up again in Jesus High Priestly prayer in John 17 where he states that the world will know that the Father has sent Jesus by the unity of his disciples, one with another. Because we live in unity with the Father and the Son, we can reflect their glory in the world (17:22). Our love for one another will show that we are loved by God, just as Jesus was loved (17:23). The love we share with God appeals to the world and validates the work of Christ.
Hierarchy

John reflects no church hierarchy in his strong sense of community. Rather than elevating a particular group by virtue of their authority or function in the church, he speaks of disciples instead of apostles. All members of the community of faith are disciples. All have equal access to Jesus and his teachings. All have the same responsibility to follow Christ’s example, walk in his light, keep his words and remain in him and to love one another.

Women

Women are not excluded from any of these privileges and responsibilities. In John, they share a strategic place alongside men. Johannine women display insight, confess faith, remain loyal, glorify Jesus and proclaim the Good News. In other words, John does not restrict the role of disciple according to gender.

In John’s gospel, women play a strategic role at specific points:

· Mary, the mother of Jesus, prompts Jesus to begin his signs at the wedding of Cana (John 2:11)

· The Samaritan woman is the means by which Jesus opens up the gospel to the Samaritans and is the bridge to lead others to faith (4:1-42)

· Martha displays faith at the resurrection of Lazarus and declares “Lord, I believe you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world” (11:27)
· Mary anoints Jesus for his burial, pouring out the precious ointment of her worship as an example to all (12:1-8)

· Mary, the mother of Jesus, becomes the carer for and the responsibility of John himself (19:25-27).

· Mary Magdalene is the first witness of the risen Lord Jesus, and the one to carry the news of his resurrection to the disciples (20:1-18).

The Woman of Samaria

John 4:1-42

There is a symbolic  view of this story. It is drawn from the stories of Rebeccah (Genesis 24:10-61), Rachel (Genesis 29:1-20) and Moses with Zipporah (Exodus 2:16-22) – a woman drawing water at a well when approached by a man. In those cases this was very clearly a spousal story, but in this case, Jesus is bringing the Samaritans as a nation to be part of his bride.

Note also the contrast with the previous stories: in those, the women were young virgins in their fathers’ houses, but in this story, the woman is anything but. The Samaritan woman is typical of the sinful, compromised Samaritan nation, and yet they are a people still subject to the grace and mercy of Christ Jesus.

At the wedding of Cana, Jesus was identified as the true bridegroom who supplied the good wine to the wedding feast, and by John the Baptist (3:27-30) as the true bridegroom whom God has given to the New Israel as a bride. In this story, the bridegroom comes to claim Samaria as part of his Bride. This marital theme is underscored by the male / female dynamics in the scene, the conversation between the woman and Jesus about marriage.

What of the woman? Is she just a woman in sexual sin whom Jesus has come to save or is there something deeper than that in this passage that we should look for?

· First, her story sits between Jesus encounter with Nicodemus, representing Jewish religious authority, who fails (at this point) to recognise Jesus as the Messiah, and the story of the royal official (a gentile) with a sick son whom Jesus heals and who, though presumably Pagan, recognises Jesus’ life giving power and comes to faith through and in Jesus’ saving word. So, Nicodemus is symbolic of the Jewish authority not recognising Jesus. The royal official is symbolic of the Gentiles receiving Jesus in simple faith based on his loving grace and mercy. The woman, she is not only a Samaritan but represents Samaria itself. 

Samaria was an area occupied by a mixed up people. At the time of the Captivity of the Northern Kingdom, the Jews who were left in this area inter-married with people from the surrounding nations who were imported in to the area by the Assyrians. Thus, by Jesus day, they were a half breed race who had imported pagan practices into the worship of Yahweh. In other words, they were compromised in terms of their relationship with God having given themselves to other religions. And yet God sent his son to renew his relationship with them, to deal with their compromise and make them a part of his new bride. The woman is therefore symbolic of the Samaritans in that she is compromised, no longer fit to be a bride, and yet Jesus wins her in spite of her reputation.

· Second, her discussion with Jesus is religious / theological not moral. Her issues are around social and religious norms:

a) In V.9, she questions Jesus act of asking her for water, because he as a Jew and she is a Samaritan woman – a double barrier to this action. This would have been unheard of in those days, let alone his being willing to use her utensil for water.

b) In v.12, when Jesus offers her living water, she recognises that he is putting himself on a par with Jacob who dug the well and provided water for the nation – the association with the Patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob) was theologically important for the Samaritans because the Jews believed them to be not legitimate descendents of Abraham, but they assert their provenance.

The immediate meaning of ‘living water’ (although not the symbolic meaning) was ‘running water’. Thus, she thinks Jesus knows of the source of a stream which will provide fresh water rather than the water from the well and therefore, his gift would, in such circumstances be on a level with Jacob’s gift to the nation and he would therefore be on a level with Jacob.

c) In verse 16-17, in the exchange about 5 husbands, this is also symbolic and theological for the Samaritans. In the prophetic scriptures, marital infidelity was frequently used to symbolise the relationship of Israel with God. Thus, as Israel worshipped other gods, so she was accused of being like an adulterous wife (see, for example, Hosea).

The remnants of the northern tribes from Assyrian captivity, on their return assimilated the worship of five foreign gods into the worship of Yahweh. Thus, their worship was syncretistic and not the pure worship of Yahweh. Therefore, in saying ‘I have no husband’, the woman was admitting that Samaria was divorced from the worship of Yahweh, and Jesus confirms this in verse 22 by saying ‘you worship what you do not know’. In reminding her that she has had five husbands, Jesus is identifying the syncretism of the Samaritans which prevents them from knowing their true husband, Yahweh.

d) In verse 19, she recognises Jesus as a prophet. Her question about where worship should take place (v.20) is not a smokescreen as some have suggested. According to Samaritan theology the Messiah would not be a descendent of David  but a prophet like Moses (Deut 18:18-19) who, on his return, would reveal all things and restore true worship, not in the temple in Jerusalem, but in Israel – the Northern Kingdom that was. She is pursuing an investigation of who Jesus is: she has identified him with the patriarchs; she has identified him as a prophet; in asking him about true worship, she is asking him if he is the Messiah. In giving his answer that true worship supersedes physical location and is in spirit and in truth, Jesus confirms that there is something Messianic in his answers and so she pursues further her suspicions by stating that the Messiah will teach the Samaritans who is right in these religious issues. Jesus then declares his hand by stating that he is in fact the Messiah.

When the woman goes back to the townspeople and declares that Jesus has ‘told me all the things that I have done’, this is indicative of his being the Messiah who would ‘declare all things to us’.

In summary, the whole dialogue between Jesus and the Samaritan woman is the ‘wooing’ of Samaria to full covenant fidelity in the New Israel by Jesus the New Bridegroom. It is not about the woman’s private life but is about the covenant life of the community. In this conversation, Jesus is addressing the theological issues of the Samaritans and removing them so that they can come back into the covenant.

The shock of the disciples on their return in finding Jesus talking to a woman and a Samaritan are symbolic of the reaction of the nation of Israel as a whole to the covenant being opened up to non-Jews and also that women were allowed a place in the new covenant people.
The end of This Age

For the most part, John stresses a personal, realised eschatology. He describes the “end time” events of judgement and deliverance as present realities in the lives of those who have rejected or accepted the claims of Christ. Those who reject Jesus are judged now; those who accept him immediately enter eternal life.

Yet there are also apocalyptic elements in the Fourth Gospel: the Messiah will return to judge the wicked and the righteous. He will raise us up on “the last day”. Considering this, it is best to describe John’s eschatology as inaugurated but not yet fulfilled. Both the believer and the unbeliever still await the culmination of their respective destinies.
Realised Eschatology 

The judgement and deliverance by the Son are present realities. This is unique to Johannine thought and is known as ‘realised eschatology’. The future is already realised in Jesus. He confronts all people with his claims and calls for a decision. Those who reject him are judged now; those who accept him immediately enter eternal life. He embodied the new age in his earthly ministry. 
John 3:18-21, 36 “He who believes in him is not judged; He who does not believe has been judged already”.
John 5:24-25 “He who hears My word, and believes Him who sent me, has eternal life...has passed from death to life”.

In 1 John 4:17 we are told that we can have “confidence in the day of judgement” because God’s love is perfected with us by our acceptance of Jesus. 

This is summed up in 1 John 5:12 in the statement “He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son does not have life”.
See also John 12:31, 16:8-11.

The Resurrection

John 5:25-28 speaks of the Resurrection. In it, Jesus declares himself to be the judge of all the earth, as commissioned by the Father (v.27). Also, it is at the voice of the Lord himself that the dead rise, either to resurrection life or to a ‘resurrection of judgement’. John 6:39-40, 44 & 54 positions the Resurrection on ‘the Last Day’ (se also John 12:46-48). 
Heaven 

In John 14:1-3, Jesus emphasises that Heaven is a place prepared for the disciples where they will dwell with Christ himself in the ‘Father’s house’.  He also declares that he will return and take them to himself which preludes the Pauline teaching on the rapture (see also John 17:24).
Imminence

In 1 John 2:15-24, we have a sense of the imminence of the end in which the Johannine community lived.  Clearly there expectation is that the Antichrist was about to be revealed. The identification of the Antichrist is in the denial of the Father and the Son. In other words, in the denial of the truth concerning Jesus as the manifestation of the Father’s glory.

The Return

At Christ’s return “we will be like him, because we will see him just as he is” (1 John 3:2). This should lead us to be pure in preparation for his coming.

Entering Eternal Life

Jesus came to bring not judgement and death but light and life (John 1:4). The life he brings is eternal and abundant. It is based on an intimate relationship with him and his Father. It comes through believing and knowing Jesus, who is both the revealer and the revelation of God.

According to the fourth Gospel, “believing” and “knowing” are relational acts rather than propositional concepts. They require total personal investment. To believe is to entrust yourself to Jesus and obey his word. To know him is to unite with him in an intimate relationship. Believers are “born again, from above” They become “children of God”, brothers and sisters to one another, with God as their Father and Jesus as their Brother.

In 1 John 2:25, Eternal life is the promise of Jesus to us.

Other Concepts in Johannine Thought
Born Again

In John 3:3, 5, 7 we have the concept of being “born again”. This is the only place in Scripture in which these words are used of salvation, although the term ‘regeneration’ is used elsewhere in the New Testament.

New birth is a divine act of the Spirit (v.8). It follows natural birth and is not age-dependent.
Living Water

In John 4:14, Jesus refers to the ‘living water’ that he will give. John 7:38-39 confirms that this living water is the Spirit. Notice that those who receive the Spirit receive a well in themselves and a river which flows out of them.

Jesus made the declaration concerning his ability to impart living water in John 7 against the backdrop of the Feast of Tabernacles in which water was taken and drawn from the pool of Siloam, taken up to the Temple and poured on the altar.

LIVING WATER" IN JEWISH THOUGHT

The prophet Jeremiah provides the most direct parallel to the references to living water found in John 4:

(Thus says the Lord] . . . my people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of living water, and dug out cisterns for themselves, cracked cisterns that can hold no water (Jer 2:13).

O hope of Israel! O LORD! All who forsake you shall be put to shame; those who turn away from you shall be recorded in the underworld, for they have forsaken the fountain of living water, the LORD (Jer 17:13).

In the book of Sirach (Ecclesiasticus of the Apocrypha), Wisdom is personified and identified with the Torah. It is compared to water from various rivers which quench thirst and bring water:

Those who eat me will hunger for more, and those who drink me will thirst for more. Whoever obeys me will not be put to shame, and those who work with my help will not sin. All this is the book of the covenant of the Most High God, the law which Moses commanded us as an inheritance for the congregations of Jacob. It fills men with wisdom, like the Pishon and like the Tigris at the time of the first fruits. It makes them full of understanding, like the Euphrate, and like the Jordan at harvest time. It makes instruction shine forth like light like the Gihon at the time of vintage (Sir 24:21-27).
Worship in Spirit and Truth

In John 4:23, Jesus declares that true worship of God is not located at the Temple or at a certain mountain (Mount Gerazim in this case) but in the Spirit. That is the only authentication of true worship.

Worship must also flow out of the Truth (see below for a discussion of truth).

Dying to Live

In John 12:24-26 Jesus lays out the principle that in order to live one must first die. He speaks first of his own death and resurrection, but then declares that in order to receive eternal life, we must follow the same path. This idea is not unique to John’s gospel (c.f. Matthew 16:25, Mark 8:36, Luke 9:24), but in contrast with the synoptics, John uses the terms ‘love’ and ‘hate’ of one’s own life to identify how we receive eternal life. He also states that we must follow him through death and resurrection in order to receive eternal life.

Light and Dark

Throughout the Johannine writings light and dark are contrasted with one another. They are used as symbols of good and evil. Jesus is the light of the world bringing God’s revelation to a dark world.

Jesus is the light that has come into the world (John 1:9), which the darkness cannot extinguish (1:5).

At the point of Jesus’ betrayal, it was dark (John 13:30). When Mary came to the tomb, it was dark (John 20:1).
In 1 John 1:5, John declares that the message he is declaring is that “God is Light and in him is no darkness at all”. The disciple must “walk in the light” or else he declares himself to be a liar and not a practitioner of the truth. Walking in the light leads to fellowship with one another (1 John 1:7) that enables cleansing from sin which each one of us undeniably commits but which can be cleansed by the blood of Jesus through confession.

In 1 John 2:1-11, once again we see the contrast between light and darkness. Walking in the light is demonstrated by love for the brethren (see below).

Joy

Throughout the gospel of John, Jesus speaks of fullness of Joy (John 3:29, 15:11, 16:24, and 17:13). This is either his own Joy, the Father’s joy or the disciples joy. In all ways, the outcome of life in Christ is fullness of joy.

John picks up this notion again in 1 John1:14 declaring that his purpose in writing is to make his own joy full. That is achieved through the adherence of the disciples to the truth concerning the Word of Life (1 John 1:1).

Again in 2 John 12, John states that the reason for his writing is so that the recipient’s “joy may be full”.

Truth and falsehood

Hebraic thinking about truth involved the idea of reliability or faithfulness. More often in John, though, we find “truth” used in a Greek sense to refer to what is real compared to mere appearance. To say that Jesus is the truth is to say that his revelation affords a completely reliable revelation of reality in its fullest sense. 

Truth is pivotal in the writings of John. In John 1:14, Jesus is declared to be the one “full of grace and truth” and in 1:16 as the one through whom grace and truth are realised in comparison with Moses who brought the Law.

Knowing the truth is knowing and believing who Jesus is. It is practising the truth that brings us to the Light (John3:21). It is knowing the truth that sets us free (John 8:32).  It is our response to the truth which determines our eternal destiny.

John the Baptist “testified to the truth” (John 5:33) in that he revealed who Jesus was. Jesus own testimony about himself was the truth (John 8:44-47).

Jesus declares himself to be the truth in John 14:6 and he identifies the Holy Spirit as “The Spirit of Truth” in John 14:17, 15:26 and 16:13.

At the trial of Jesus, Pilate asks “what is truth?” (18:38). At that moment he had ultimate truth standing before him after Jesus had declared openly before him that his message was the truth.

In 1 John (1:6, 8, 2:4, 21-22) truth is associated with Light, and lies with darkness. Lies are associated with denying Jesus and this in turn is associated with the Antichrist (2:22). This is picked up again in 1 John 4:1-3 and is given as the test of spirits.

Finally, in 1 John 5:20, John declares that “we are in Him who is true, in His Son Jesus Christ”.

This theme of truth is also picked up in 2 John and in 3 John where John declares that his greatest joy is in the knowledge that disciples are “walking in the truth”.
The Paraclete

Life in the new family of God is also life in the Spirit, After Jesus was glorified on the cross, he gave his disciples the Paraclete. He, the Holy Spirit, became the continuing presence of Jesus in the Christian when the Son returned to the Father. The Paraclete reminds disciples of Jesus’ words. He enables worship and mission. He also works among unbelievers, convincing them of the truth of Christ’s revelation.

Jesus starts by saying (14:16) that he will send the disciples another ‘Paraclete, i.e. one who is just the same. In other words, he tells them that the Holy Spirit will continue with the same work that he has carried out amongst them, thus emphasising the unity between himself and the Holy Spirit.

In 1 John 2:1-2, John declares once more that Jesus is a Paraclete who pleads before the father on our behalf and who, furthermore, is our propitiation (the one who has turned away God’s wrath by bearing the punishment for our sin (and that of the whole world)) in himself.
The word ‘Paraclete’ has been variously translated ‘counsellor’, ‘comforter’, ‘helper’ or ‘advocate’. None of these translations is adequate in itself. The Greek word was used to infer someone who came alongside another as a barrister does in a courtroom situation, to plead their case. However, John also declares that the Holy Spirit is also a proclaimer or exhorter of truth.

The role of the Paraclete is defined as follows:

· “He abides with you and will be in you” (14:17). He is the presence of Jesus within us.

· He “will teach you everything and remind you of all that I have said to you” (14:26). He reminds us of Jesus teaching.

· “He will testify on my behalf” (15:27). He testifies in the world on behalf of Jesus.

· “He will convict the world of sin and righteousness and judgement” (16:8). Sin is not believing in Jesus (in John’s writings, this is the ultimate sin); righteousness is the truth of Jesus, his triumph on the cross and his return to the Father; judgement is associated with those who, like Satan, who is already judged, reject Jesus.

· “He will guide you into all truth” (16:13). The Spirit guides us into the truth concerning Jesus and it is the truth that sets us free.
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