


C H A R L E S  R .  S W I N D O L L

S W I N D O L L ’ S 

LIVING 
INSIGHTS

N E W  T E S T A M E N T  C O M M E N T A R Y

JOHN

Tyndale House Publishers, Inc.
Carol Stream, Illinois



Swindoll’s Living Insights New Testament Commentary, Volume 4

Visit Tyndale online at www.tyndale.com.

Insights on John copyright © 2014 by Charles R. Swindoll, Inc.

Cover photograph copyright © Arcangelo Piai/SOPA RF/SOPA/Corbis. All rights 
reserved.

All images are the property of their respective copyright holders and all rights are 
reserved.

Maps copyright © 2013, 2014 by Tyndale House Publishers, Inc. All rights reserved.

Photograph of notebook copyright © jcsmilly/Shutterstock. All rights reserved.

Designed by Nicole Grimes

Published in association with Yates & Yates, LLP (www.yates2.com).

Scripture quotations marked NASB are taken from the New American Standard Bible,® 
copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman 
Foundation, La Habra, Calif. Used by permission. All rights reserved. For permission to 
quote information, visit http://www.lockman.org.

Scripture quotations marked NLT are taken from the Holy Bible, New Living Transla-
tion, copyright © 1996, 2004, 2007, 2013 by Tyndale House Foundation. Used by permis-
sion of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Carol Stream, Illinois 60188. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked NET are taken from the NET Bible® copyright © 1996-2006 
by Biblical Studies Press, L.L.C. All rights reserved.

The “NASB,” “NAS,” “New American Standard Bible” and “New American Standard” 
trademarks are registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office by The 
Lockman Foundation. Use of these trademarks requires the permission of The Lock-
man Foundation.

Material adapted from Parenting: From Surviving to Thriving by Charles R. Swindoll, 
© 2006 Thomas Nelson Inc., Nashville, Tennessee, is used by permission. All rights 
reserved.

TYNDALE, New Living Translation, NLT, and the New Living Translation logo are regis-
tered trademarks of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc.

ISBN 978-1-4143-9379-7  Hardcover

Previously published by Zondervan under ISBN 978-0-310-28435-2

Printed in the United States of America
20	 19	 18	 17	 16	 15	 14
7	 6	 5	 4	 3	 2	 1



Author’s Preface . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                   v
Numbering System and Transliteration. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                             vii
Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                       3
Prologue (John 1:1-18). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                            15

God in Human Flesh (John 1:1-18). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                  16
Presentation of the Word (John 1:19–4:54) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           29

A Man Sent from God (John 1:19-34). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                               31
Five Who Followed in Faith (John 1:35-51) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           43
Wine . . . Coins . . . and Signs (John 2:1-25). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           53
Brainstorming the New Birth (John 3:1-21). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           63
The Preacher Who Lost His Congregation (John 3:22-36). . . . . . . . . . . . . .               76
Water for a Thirsty Woman (John 4:1-42). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                            83
Healing at a Distance (John 4:43-54) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                               97

Authentication of the Word (John 5:1–12:50). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                        105
An Exposé of Legalism (John 5:1-18). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                               108
The Claims of the Christ (John 5:19-30). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                            119
Witnesses for the Defense (John 5:31-47) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                          125
God’s Specialty: Impossibilities (John 6:1-21). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       133
Bread Delivered from Heaven (John 6:22-71) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       142
Jesus in the Lions’ Den (John 7:1-52). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                              157
Letters in the Sand (John 7:53–8:11) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                              170
Reasons for Rejection (John 8:12-59). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                              174
Blind Men’s Bluff (John 9:1-41) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                  187
The Living Door (John 10:1-42). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                    199
Back from Beyond (John 11:1-46). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                 210
The Breaking Point (John 11:47-57). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                               221
Seeking before Hiding (John 12:1-50) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                              226

Confirmation of the Word (John 13:1–17:26). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                        241
Humility Personified (John 13:1-17). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                244
How High Is Your A.Q.? (John 13:18-30) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                            250
Agapē: Authentic Love (John 13:31-38). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                             258
Tranquil Words for Troubled Hearts (John 14:1-24). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  263
Overcoming Fear (John 14:25-31). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                 275
Abiding (John 15:1-11) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                          281
Qualities of a Friend (John 15:12-17) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                               289
The Promise of Persecution (John 15:18–16:4). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       295
Functions of the Holy Spirit (John 16:5-15). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                         304
Three Words That Keep Us Going (John 16:16-33) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    310
Divine Intercession (John 17:1-19) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                317
When Jesus Prayed for You (John 17:20-26) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                         326

Vindication of the Word (John 18:1–21:25). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                          333
Truth on Trial (John 18:1-27). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                     335
Rush to Judgment (John 18:28–19:16). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                             351

Contents

 iii



Death on a Cross (John 19:17-37) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                  365
A Miraculous Resurrection (John 19:38–20:10) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     374
Reactions to the Resurrected Lord (John 20:11-31). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    382
Our Weakness . . . His Strength (John 21:1-23) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      391
Many Other Signs . . . Many Other Things (John 21:24-25) . . . . . . . . . . . .             401

Endnotes. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                       405

List of Features and Images
Timeline. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                        2
Map of John’s World . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                              2
The Gospel of John at a Glance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                    4
Ephesus: The Birthplace of “The Word”. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                             18
The Library of Celsus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                           19
John’s Prologue, an Ancient Rubik’s Cube. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                          21
Illuminating “Light” in Biblical Literature. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                          23
The Judean Wilderness. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                           33
Map of Bethany beyond the Jordan. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                 38
The Jordan River . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                39
Map of Judea, Samaria, and Galilee . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                               48
A Fig Tree. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                      50
Seven “Signs” of the Son of God. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                   57
“Son of Man”. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                  71
Map of Routes from Judea to Galilee. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                87
Map of Cana and Capernaum. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                     100
The Pool of Bethesda . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                          111
The Hebrew Sabbath. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                           115
The Jewish Calendar and Festival Cycle. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           135
Map of the Sea of Galilee . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                       136
Fourth-Century Synagogue at Capernaum. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                         147
Contemporary Feast of Tabernacles “Tents”. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       162
Stages of Rejection . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                            178
Lampstands for the Feast of Tabernacles at the Temple. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .              179
Excursus: God Does Not Disguise His Wrath. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       193
A Natural Enclosure for Sheep. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 204
Final Week: From Public to Private. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                230
Excursus: A Tale of Two Hearts. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                  237
The Double Amēn in John. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                        254
A New Kind of Love. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                             260
Jesus Foretells His Death and Resurrection. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                        267
“Training” by Vinedressers. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                      283
The Filioque Controversy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                        299
The Trials of Jesus. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                              339
Map of Jerusalem and Gethsemane. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                               340
Gethsemane. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                  341
Annas, the “Godfather” of Jerusalem. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                             344
The Mis-Trials of Jesus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                         346
Model of the Meeting of the Sanhedrin . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           348
Pilate’s Residence. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                             355
Pontius Pilate. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                  356
Drawing of a Flagrum. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                          360
The Fortress of Antonia . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                        361
Drawing of a Roman Cross. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                       369

 iv



For more than sixty years I have loved the Bible. It was that love for the 
Scriptures, mixed with a clear call into the gospel ministry during my 
tour of duty in the Marine Corps, that resulted in my going to Dallas Theo-

logical Seminary to prepare for a lifetime of ministry. During those four great 
years I had the privilege of studying under outstanding men of God, who also 
loved God’s Word. They not only held the inerrant Word of God in high esteem, 
they taught it carefully, preached it passionately, and modeled it consistently. 
A week never passes without my giving thanks to God for the grand heritage 
that has been mine to claim! I am forever indebted to those fine theologians 
and mentors, who cultivated in me a strong commitment to the understanding, 
exposition, and application of God’s truth.

For more than fifty years I have been engaged in doing just that—and how I 
love it! I confess without hesitation that I am addicted to the examination and 
the proclamation of the Scriptures. Because of this, books have played a major 
role in my life for as long as I have been in ministry—especially those volumes 
that explain the truths and enhance my understanding of what God has writ-
ten. Through these many years I have collected a large personal library, which 
has proven invaluable as I have sought to remain a faithful student of the Bible. 
To the end of my days, my major goal in life is to communicate the Word with 
accuracy, insight, clarity, and practicality. Without informative and reliable 
books to turn to, I would have “run dry” decades ago.

Among my favorite and most well-worn volumes are those that have enabled 
me to get a better grasp of the biblical text. Like most expositors, I am forever 
searching for literary tools that I can use to hone my gifts and sharpen my 
skills. For me, that means finding resources that make the complicated simple 
and easy to understand, that offer insightful comments and word pictures 
that enable me to see the relevance of sacred truth in light of my twenty-first-
century world, and that drive those truths home to my heart in ways I do not 
easily forget. When I come across such books, they wind up in my hands as I 
devour them and then place them in my library for further reference . . . and, 
believe me, I often return to them. What a relief it is to have these resources to 
turn to when I lack fresh insight, or when I need just the right story or illustra-
tion, or when I get stuck in the tangled text and cannot find my way out. For the 
serious expositor, a library is essential. As a mentor of mine once said, “Where 
else can you have ten thousand professors at your fingertips?”

In recent years I have discovered there are not nearly enough resources 
like those I just described. It was such a discovery that prompted me to con-
sider becoming a part of the answer instead of lamenting the problem. But the 
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solution would result in a huge undertaking. A writing project that covers all of 
the books and letters of the New Testament seemed overwhelming and intimi-
dating. A rush of relief came when I realized that during the past fifty-plus years 
I’ve taught and preached through most of the New Testament. In my files were 
folders filled with notes from those messages that were just lying there, waiting 
to be brought out of hiding, given a fresh and relevant touch in light of today’s 
needs, and applied to fit into the lives of men and women who long for a fresh 
word from the Lord. That did it! I began to work on plans to turn all of those 
notes into this commentary on the New Testament.

I must express my gratitude to both Mark Gaither and Mike Svigel for their 
tireless and devoted efforts, serving as my hands-on, day-to-day editors. They 
have done superb work as we have walked our way through the verses and 
chapters of all twenty-seven New Testament books. It has been a pleasure to see 
how they have taken my original material and helped me shape it into a style 
that remains true to the text of the Scriptures, at the same time interestingly 
and creatively developed, and all the while allowing my voice to come through 
in a natural and easy-to-read manner.

I need to add sincere words of appreciation to the congregations I have 
served in various parts of these United States for more than five decades. It 
has been my good fortune to be the recipient of their love, support, encour-
agement, patience, and frequent words of affirmation as I have fulfilled my 
calling to stand and deliver God’s message year after year. The sheep from all 
those flocks have endeared themselves to this shepherd in more ways than I 
can put into words . . . and none more than those I currently serve with delight 
at Stonebriar Community Church in Frisco, Texas.

Finally, I must thank my wife, Cynthia, for her understanding of my addic-
tion to studying, to preaching, and to writing. Never has she discouraged me 
from staying at it. Never has she failed to urge me in the pursuit of doing my 
very best. On the contrary, her affectionate support personally, and her own 
commitment to excellence in leading Insight for Living for more than three and 
a half decades, have combined to keep me faithful to my calling “in season and 
out of season.” Without her devotion to me and apart from our mutual partner-
ship throughout our lifetime of ministry together, Swindoll’s Living Insights 
would never have been undertaken.

I am grateful that it has now found its way into your hands and, ultimately, 
onto the shelves of your library. My continued hope and prayer is that you will 
find these volumes helpful in your own study and personal application of the 
Bible. May they help you come to realize, as I have over these many years, that 
God’s Word is as timeless as it is true.

The grass withers, the flower fades,
But the word of our God stands forever. (Isa. 40:8)

Chuck Swindoll
Frisco, Texas
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John’s World. Before he met Jesus, John probably thought he would spend his life 
tending the family fishing business in Bethsaida and travel no farther than 50 miles 
(80 km) from home. But the destruction of Jerusalem in ad 70 probably forced him 
to relocate to Syrian Antioch, where a large Gentile church continued to thrive. Then 
late in the apostle’s life, Domitian exiled him to Patmos, where he penned Revelation. 
Tradition strongly suggests he spent the remainder of his life near Ephesus, 
ministering to the churches in Asia.
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John
I n t rod   u c t ion 

John had lived long enough to see it all, from the beginning all the 
way through to the end. As a brash, blustering young man, the idea 
of tramping around the wilderness of Judea after John the Baptizer 

appealed to him a great deal—​so much so that the young fisherman 
left a thriving fishing enterprise in the hands of his brother, James, and 
abandoned his privileged status for the Baptizer’s diet of locusts and 
wild honey . . . and for the chance to help prepare Israel for the coming 
of the Messiah. He helped the forerunner of the Messiah baptize thou-
sands of repentant Jews, and supported the strange, Elijah-​like figure as 
he called down judgment upon the corrupt leaders of the Jewish people.

Then, finally, the day came when John saw the long-​awaited Anointed 
One. He looked nothing like what John had imagined, but the declara-
tion of his wilderness mentor, John the Baptizer, was unequivocal: This 
was the One. He and another of the Baptizer’s disciples decided to get 
a closer look, to follow Him home, to hear what He had to say about 
Himself and Israel. Before the dawn of the next day, he knew: They had 
found the Messiah.

The few years John spent with Jesus flew by in the beat of a lash, yet 
remained vividly clear in his mind for more than seventy years. During 
that short time with Jesus, he saw the man he thought would be a con-
quering super-​David, the Savior of Israel, stripped, beaten mercilessly, 
and hung on a cross like a petty thug. He saw the sky darken as the 
Light of the world faded into death. Then he saw his hope resurrected 
to assume a more glorious form than he ever could have imagined, 
and he stood in awe as the presence of God filled the squabbling, self-​
promoting disciples and transformed them into the body of Christ—​the 
bones and muscle, hands and feet of Christ.
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•	Heals invalid (ch. 5)

•	Feeds multitude 
(ch. 6)
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•	Heals blind  
man (ch. 9)

•	Raises dead  
(ch. 11)
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The Gospel of John at a Glance
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Then, as the blood of his martyred brothers and sisters yielded new 
believers, John nurtured them. As Paul, Barnabas, Silas, Apollos, Luke, 
Timothy, Titus, and a host of other missionaries zealously expanded 
the church westward, John anchored its foundation. As critics bashed, 
John defended. As imposters subverted, John exposed them. As false 
prophets misled, John refuted their heretical message. He condensed 
his teaching into three letters (1–3 John), which originally circulated 
within the churches of Asia Minor around ad 65.

Having outlived all his martyred peers, John was exiled by Emperor 
Domitian to the nearly barren isle of Patmos. There he saw the future of 
the world all the way to its destruction and re-​creation, and then pre-
served everything he heard and witnessed in “The Revelation,” which 
he sent as a letter to the churches of Asia Minor that were under his care. 
After Domitian’s death in ad 96, John rested in the care of the church in 
Ephesus, which in turn enjoyed his gentle, grandfather-​like shepherding.

The Synoptic Gospels, written as early as the ad 50s by Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke, had been staples of church teaching for decades. They 
told the story of Jesus from different perspectives, yet they chose to 
include many of the same events, largely taken from Jesus’ ministry in 
Galilee. Decades later, when the elder John was in Ephesus, the church 
was no longer a budding movement, but an established community 
and system of thought. The challenges were different than when Chris-
tianity was in its infancy. The danger came less in the form of physical 
attacks or religious opposition, and more through philosophical cor-
ruption and theological compromise. Furthermore, the biography of 
Jesus lacked a much-​needed cosmic dimension.

So, in the final years of John’s life, after he had witnessed the most 
significant period of history the world has ever known and with the 
nearness of death giving memories an urgency to be shared, John wrote 
of his Master.

“That You May Believe”
The Gospel of John is a masterpiece of storytelling. It is at once charm-
ing in its simplicity and challenging in its depth, a rare work of lit-
erature that fun-​loving children and deep-​thinking philosophers can 
share equally. John’s God-​breathed account of Christ’s earthly ministry 
uses such elementary Greek, it reads like a child’s primer and is often 
one of the first books novice learners of Koiné learn to translate. Yet 
philosophers and theologians spend lifetimes trying to fully compre-
hend the profound truths John presents.
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John’s Gospel presents God as Father more tenderly than any other 
book in the Bible. It boldly and unambiguously establishes the dual 
nature of Jesus Christ—​fully God and fully human, perfectly united in 
one person. And it reveals the mystery of the Holy Spirit unlike any other 
Gospel. Moreover, John’s narrative provides a broad range of practical 
lessons to guide the believer through life. Several passages come to 
our rescue when leading someone to faith in Jesus Christ, while others 
bring comfort and consolation when we are burying a cherished loved 
one. From the Gospel of John, we learn about our increasing estrange-
ment from the world and our deepening intimacy with the Almighty, 
and we begin to appreciate the priority the Lord places on unity in the 
family of God.

Despite its intricacy and complexity, the Fourth Gospel is usually 
the first book of the Bible to be read by students and new believers. 
Martin Luther marveled over the dual nature of John’s writing, admit-
ting, “Never in my life have I read a book written in simpler words than 
this, and yet the words are inexpressible!”1

John’s approach is deliberate. Under the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit, he carefully crafted each sentence to unveil the fascinating mys-
teries of heaven in simple language, and he painstakingly chose which 
facts to relate and which to leave out. In his own words, “There are 
also many other things which Jesus did, which if they were written in 
detail, I suppose that even the world itself would not contain the books 
that would be written” (John 21:25). Rather than pen a document that 
quadrupled the size of the Old Testament, he chose the “less is more” 
approach. Instead of overwhelming us with volumes of information, 
he strategically chose which stories to relate in order to accomplish his 
primary purpose: “So that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the 
Son of God; and that believing you may have life in His name” (20:31).

Why Four Gospels?
Why do we have four biographies of Jesus when one could have done the 
job just as well? Why not fourteen? In reality, we do not have four Gos-
pels; we have one Gospel from four different vantage points. We have one 
biography from four writers, each providing his own unique perspective.

If we were to document the life of Jesus using only pictures, we could 
choose one of several possible methods. For example, we could use a 
motion picture camera to record every movement in detail, and—​if the 
reel is long enough—​replay His life from birth to death to resurrection 
and beyond. The running time of the film would exceed thirty-​three 
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years of non-​stop viewing! Another method would be to capture key 
moments in still photographs—​perhaps from several angles at once—​
and tell the story of His life in a photo essay. The benefits would be 
obvious. The story could be told briefly, yet adequately, allowing time 
to reflect on the details of the most important moments. In the case 
of the Gospels, we have four albums of Christ’s life, put together by 
individuals who highlighted different, yet crucial, themes. Before John 
penned his account, these three were in circulation:

Matthew was a Jewish disciple of Jesus Christ who once earned 
his living as a tax collector, an official of the Roman government. 
Moved by the Spirit of God, he wrote a biography of Jesus from 
a Hebrew point of view, emphasizing the regal rights of Jesus as 
Messiah and legitimate King of Israel. Matthew traces Christ’s 
genealogy from Abraham, through King David. It’s a Jewish book 
written by a Jew to his fellow children of the covenant. Matthew’s 
primary theme: The Messiah has come.

Mark was not one of the Twelve, but the son of a follower named 
Mary (Acts 12:12) and a close associate of Barnabas, Paul, and 
Peter. He presents Christ’s ministry from a practical, action-​
oriented point of view in a narrative frequently punctuated by 
the phrase, “and immediately . . .” This style would have appealed 
to the can-​do Romans of the first century, who respected deep 
thinkers but looked to men of action for leadership. Mark’s Gos-
pel shows Jesus to be the no-​nonsense God-​man who came from 
heaven to complete a task. “[He] did not come to be served, but to 
serve, and to give His life a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). Mark’s 
primary theme: The Son of God came to seek, serve, and save.

Luke was a physician, probably born and reared in Macedonia. 
He was a Gentile, not a Jew. He wrote to neither the spiritually 
privileged Jew nor the politically privileged Roman, but to com-
mon Greeks, most of whom had no power, no wealth, and no 
hope. Luke’s Gospel highlights the humanity of Jesus, favoring 
the title “Son of Man” and providing details about His humble 
birth, His ordinary boyhood, His compassion for the poor and 
sick, and the global scope of His ministry. Luke’s genealogy 
traces Jesus’ lineage all the way back to Adam, the father of all 
humanity. Luke’s primary theme: The Son of Man came to redeem 
all of humanity.
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John certainly knew of the other Gospels and probably taught from 
them for many years before deciding under the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit that the biography of Jesus was still incomplete. The Christian 
world knew Jesus as the King of the Jews, Jesus as the servant, and 
Jesus as the Son of Man, but there remained a need to proclaim Jesus as 
the Son of God. John wrote his Gospel so that we would know that the 
Son of Man is God in human flesh—​completely human, yet no less God 
than when, “in the beginning,” He spoke the universe into existence.

The Gospel of John provides no genealogy, illustrating the fact that 
Deity has no beginning. The Gospel of John offers no childhood details 
and retells no parables,2 perhaps to emphasize Jesus’ transcendent 
nature as God. The Gospel of John bypasses Jesus’ temptation in the 
wilderness, His transfiguration on the mountain, His commissioning 
the disciples after His resurrection, and His ascension from earth.

Instead, John writes from a philosophical and theological perspec-
tive, placing great emphasis on the miracles of Jesus, which he calls 
“signs.” For John, the miracles were indicators of a supernatural hap-
pening, proof that what many considered to be theoretical truths were 
in fact tangibly real. The Word had become flesh to give all of humanity 
every reason to believe and to leave us with no excuse for doubt. John’s 
primary theme: The man we know as Jesus is none other than God on 
earth.

•	 Matthew says, “This is the Messiah, the King; worship Him.”
•	 Mark says, “This is the Servant who served humanity; follow 

Him.”
•	 Luke says, “This is the only Man among men without sin; emu-

late Him.”
•	 John says, “This is God in human flesh; believe in Him.”

The Crisis of Faith
John declares, in effect, “I’m not writing merely to inform. I’m not writ-
ing merely to entertain. I’m writing to stir the heart of the reader to 
believe.” The Greek word pisteuō [4100], translated “believe,” appears 
98 times in the Gospel of John—​multiple times per chapter. But what 
does it mean to believe? Does it mean to believe in the historical person-
age of Christ, to accept the fact that a man named Jesus lived at some 
point in time? Does it mean to admire Him, or to emulate Him, or to take 
up His revolutionary cause? Does it mean to entertain warm feelings, 
or to venerate Him as more than human, or to devote time and energy 
in order to please Him?
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No. Those kinds of belief are good—​some are even necessary. But 
the kind of belief John calls all his readers to embrace encompasses 
much more. First, the term pisteuō means “to acknowledge the truth 
as truth.” When I say that I believe the book of John, I mean to say that 
I accept its content as truth. To believe in Christ is, first, to accept what 
He says as truth. Second, and more important, pisteuō means “to trust, 
to rely upon, to derive confidence in” something or someone. When I 
say I believe in Jesus Christ, I declare that I trust Him, I rely upon Him, I 
have placed my complete confidence in Him; everything I know about 
this life and whatever occurs after death is dependent upon His claims 
about Himself and how I respond to His offer of grace.

Here is how I respond: I believe in Jesus Christ.
Recently, churches all across the United States have experienced 

remarkable growth and the “megachurch” phenomenon has encircled 
the globe. It’s exciting to see. However, the burgeoning numbers pack-
ing these sanctuaries include multitudes caught up in a movement, 
who listen week to week but have never given themselves over to the 
message of Jesus Christ and placed their absolute trust in Him. Many 
listen and learn and nod in agreement, but they do not believe. They 
have not submitted their hearts and wills to the truth of Jesus Christ—​
His identity as God and His offer of eternal life through faith alone.

Another important aspect of John’s call to belief is that we are 
invited to believe in Jesus Christ, the person. Not merely His message, 
not merely His teaching, not merely His example, not merely His chal-
lenge to live a certain way. We are called first and foremost to believe 
in Him. This was the intellectual and moral crisis presented to people 
of all kinds in John’s narrative, many of whom responded with pistis 
[4102]—​belief, complete trust. Here are just six examples of people who 
responded positively to Jesus’ message:

John the Baptizer
“I did not recognize Him, but He who sent me to baptize in water 
said to me, ‘He upon whom you see the Spirit descending and 
remaining upon Him, this is the One who baptizes in the Holy 
Spirit.’ I myself have seen, and have testified that this is the Son 
of God.” (John 1:33‑34)

Nathanael
Nathanael said to [Philip], “Can any good thing come out of Naz-
areth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see.” Jesus saw Nathanael 
coming to Him, and said of him, “Behold, an Israelite indeed, in 
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whom there is no deceit!” Nathanael said to Him, “How do You 
know me?” Jesus answered and said to him, “Before Philip called 
you, when you were under the fig tree, I saw you.” Nathanael 
answered Him, “Rabbi, You are the Son of God; You are the King 
of Israel.” (John 1:46‑49)

Peter
As a result of this [difficult teaching] many of His disciples with-
drew and were not walking with Him anymore. So Jesus said to 
the twelve, “You do not want to go away also, do you?” Simon 
Peter answered Him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have 
words of eternal life. We have believed and have come to know 
that You are the Holy One of God.” (John 6:66‑69)

Martha
Martha said to [Jesus], “I know that he will rise again in the res-
urrection on the last day.” Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrec-
tion and the life; he who believes in Me will live even if he dies, 
and everyone who lives and believes in Me will never die. Do you 
believe this?” She said to Him, “Yes, Lord; I have believed that 
You are the Christ, the Son of God, even He who comes into the 
world.” (John 11:24‑27)

Thomas
Then [Jesus] said to Thomas, “Reach here with your finger, and 
see My hands; and reach here your hand and put it into My side; 
and do not be unbelieving, but believing.” Thomas answered and 
said to Him, “My Lord and my God!” Jesus said to him, “Because 
you have seen Me, have you believed? Blessed are they who did 
not see, and yet believed.” (John 20:27‑29)

John (the author of this Gospel)
Many other signs Jesus also performed in the presence of the dis-
ciples, which are not written in this book; but these have been 
written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son 
of God; and that believing you may have life in His name. (John 
20:30‑31)

Signs and Discourses
John’s narrative is remarkable in several respects, not the least of which 
is its structure. The first verse of chapter 13 marks a dramatic shift in the 
story of Christ’s earthly ministry so that the final eight chapters read 
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very differently from the first twelve. Chapters 1 through 12 describe 
an extensive, very public ministry and message, whereas chapters 13 
through 21 bring us behind closed doors to witness the private ministry 
of Jesus. Chapters 1 through 12 carry us through a period of more than 
three years, whereas chapters 13 through 20 span four days (followed by 
the epilogue, chapter 21, which took place within forty days of Christ’s 
resurrection.) The first section highlights the miracles of Jesus, while 
the second section records His discourses with the Twelve.

John 1–12 John 13–21

3+ Years 3+ Days

Public Proclamation Private Instruction

Spectacular Miracles Intimate Discourses

Chapter 1 opens with the forerunner proclaiming the arrival of the 
Messiah and the baptism of Jesus, which is accompanied by the boom-
ing voice of the Father. In chapter 2, Jesus turns water into wine. In 
chapter 4, He heals an official’s son. In chapter 5, He heals a para-
lyzed man. In chapter 6, He feeds more than 5,000 men and their fami-
lies and walks across the surface of the Sea of Galilee. In chapter 9, 
He gives sight to a man who has suffered blindness from birth. His 
miracles reach a crescendo in chapter 11 with His raising a man from 
the dead. John calls these “signs” because they prove that Jesus, while 
completely human, is also more than human. He is the Son of Man who 
is also the Son of God.

Chapter 13 begins a relatively quiet period in the narrative, a calm 
before the great storm. Just before Jesus’ arrest, trials, crucifixion, 
burial, and resurrection, He pulled His men aside for a final time of 
preparation. This was a review of His most important lessons before 
the great test, after which they would be sent out to minister without 
their Master’s physical presence.

Chapter 13 describes servant-​hearted love. Chapter 14 explains the 
promise of heaven, the unity of the Trinity, and the promise of the Spirit. 
Chapter 15 encourages the believer in a hostile world and emphasizes 
the need to abide in Christ. Chapter 16 warns of the certainty of chal-
lenges and persecution, and assures of the care of the Holy Spirit, the 
power of prayer, and the promise of victory. Chapter 17 relates Jesus’ 
prayer for Himself, His disciples, and all future believers—​a prayer that 
casts His vision for the church. Chapters 18 and 19 describe His Passion, 
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then chapter 20 takes us behind closed doors for several private resur-
rection appearances to His closest followers. Chapter 21 allows us to 
witness the Lord’s quiet fellowship with His disciples and His gentle 
restoration of Peter after his failure.

John did not structure his Gospel account haphazardly. The narra-
tive unfolds much like the Christian life itself. Our initial, intriguing 
introduction to the Savior leads quickly to a call to believe and to fol-
low. Understanding will come in time. This is not an intellectual deci-
sion but a moral one. Then, as we witness His power, hear His teaching, 
and experience life in His presence, our understanding deepens and 
our confidence grows. Gradually we become mature disciples, though 
never beyond the need for grace after failure.

In other words, John’s account of Jesus’ life and ministry on earth 
is no mere biography. The Gospel of John is an invitation to believe in 
the Son of God, to become His disciples, to deepen our understanding 
of His identity and mission, to grow in maturity, and to join Him in 
tending His sheep.

Now . . . let us behold “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of 
the world” (1:29)!
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Key Terms in John 1:1‑18

charis (χάρις) [5485] “grace,” “joy,” “divine kindness,” 
“unmerited blessing”

The secular Greek definition is simply “rejoicing,” and is associated with 
the feeling of joy. In the Old Testament, this feeling is most frequently as-
sociated with God’s work of salvation, delight in His law, or His abundant 
provision at harvest. John draws heavily upon the joy of harvest time and 
wedding celebrations, both of which picture great blessing received as 
a gift. See John 1:14, 16, 17.

lambanō (λαμβάνω) [2983] “to receive,” “to accept,” “to 
hold to oneself”

In the literal sense, the term means to accept what has been offered. 
When used of a person, “to receive” is to welcome personal connection, 
as when a man or woman receives a partner for marriage, or when a host 
receives a houseguest. See John 1:12, 16; 5:43; 13:20.

logos (λόγος) [3056] “word,” “message,” “issue,” “reasoning”
The most basic meaning of the term is “word,” which can be a single term 
or an entire message, such as, “We received word of the army’s victory.” 
Greek philosophers adopted the term to describe the apparent logic that 
causes the universe to obey natural laws, such as gravity, mathematics, 
and morality. To them, the universe would fall into utter chaos were it not 
for this impersonal divine mind, which they named “the Word.” John’s 
Gospel claims that the divine mind is, indeed, personal and that He be-
came flesh in the person of Jesus. See John 1:1, 14; 12:48; 17:17.

sarx (σάρξ) [4561] “flesh,” “substance of the body,” “earthly, 
tangible matter”

This word has three spheres of use: literal, technical, and philosophical. 
In the literal sense, “flesh” is merely muscle and sinew, as distinct from 
bone, blood, etc. It also acquired a technical nuance, closely related to 
the literal, to denote the material aspect of humanity. Greek philosophy 
and religion—especially the Gnosticism of John’s day—eventually came 
to see everything tangible, including “flesh,” as inherently evil.1 John 
uses “flesh” to speak of humanity in the tangible realm for the express 
purpose of undermining the influence of Greek religion on Christian doc-
trine. See John 1:13, 14; 3:6; 17:2.

zoē (ζωή) [2222] “life”
At its most basic, the term refers to the physical vitality of a living being.2 
For Greek-speaking Jews, zoē is closely related to hayim [H2416], the 
Hebrew term for life, which they regarded as the supreme good of creation 
and a divine gift to be cherished, albeit shortened and corrupted by sin.3 
The Jewish notion of zoē carried with it the opportunity to enjoy shalom 
[H7965], “peace.” See John 1:4; 3:16; 11:25; 14:6.
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Prologue (John 1:1‑18)

In 1964, Thayer S. Warshaw, an English teacher at Newton High School 
near Boston, worried that when public schools banned the Bible, stu-
dents would be deprived of an important part of their culture. To make 
his point, he devised a quiz on common allusions to Scripture as they 
appear in secular literature and language. Despite their obvious intel-
ligence and first-​rate education, the majority of these college-​bound 
students couldn’t complete the following common expressions:

“They shall beat their swords into plowshares.” (63%)
“Many are called, but few are chosen.” (79%)
“The truth shall make you free.” (84%)
“Pride goeth before a fall.” (88%)
“The love of money is the root of all evil.” (93%)

Furthermore, several students at this nationally acclaimed school 
thought that Sodom and Gomorrah were lovers (rather than cities). 
Many named the four Gospels as “Matthew, Mark, Luther (rather than 
Luke), and John.” According to these top-​ranked students, Eve was cre-
ated from an apple (rather than eating an “apple”), Moses baptized 
Jesus, Jezebel was Ahab’s donkey (rather than his wife), and Jesus 
spoke in “parodies” (rather than parables).4

Around this same time, during the late 1950s and early 1960s, I had a 
close relationship with Campus Crusade for Christ. Some close friends 
of mine and I would talk to students on the campuses of the University 
of Oklahoma, Oklahoma State, and the University of Texas at Austin 
and in Arlington. As a conversation starter, we used a simple question-
naire, which included the question, “Who, in your opinion, was Jesus 
of Nazareth?” The most common response was, “The Son of God.” That 
may surprise you, as it did me. I expected “a great teacher,” or “the 
founder of Christianity,” or “a martyr who died for his beliefs.” How-
ever, when I asked the follow-​up question—“How did you come to that 
conclusion?”—​the most common response was, “I don’t know.” I find 
the same to be true among many Christians today. They know the right 
answer, but they don’t know why the answer is true.

The apostle John wrote his account of Jesus’ life to reveal the identity 
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of Jesus so that we might respond in belief. He opens his Gospel with 
a prologue (1:1‑18), which declares unambiguously that Jesus is God in 
human flesh. John then weaves this primary thesis through the rest of 
the narrative. Jesus claimed deity, His miracles supported His claim, 
His activities presupposed this truth, and His resurrection finally vin-
dicated everything He said and did.

God in Human Flesh
John 1:1‑18

N
A

SB
N

LT1
  In the beginning was the Word, 

and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. 2aHe was in the be-
ginning with God. 3

 All things came 
into being through Him, and apart 
from Him nothing came into being 
that has come into being. 4

 In Him 
was life, and the life was the Light of 
men. 5

 The Light shines in the dark-
ness, and the darkness did not acom-
prehend it.

6
 There acame a man sent from God, 

whose name was John. 7aHe came bas 
a witness, to testify about the Light, 
so that all might believe through 
him. 8aHe was not the Light, but he 
came to testify about the Light.

9
 There was the true Light awhich, 

coming into the world, enlightens 
every man. 10

 He was in the world, 
and the world was made through 
Him, and the world did not know 
Him. 11

 He came to His aown, and 
those who were His own did not re-
ceive Him. 12

 But as many as received 
Him, to them He gave the right to be-
come children of God, even to those 
who believe in His name, 13

 who were 

  1	 In the beginning the Word 
already existed.

The Word was with God,
and the Word was God.

  2	He existed in the beginning with 
God.

  3	God created everything through 
him,

and nothing was created 
except through him.

  4	The Word gave life to everything 
that was created,*

and his life brought light to 
everyone.

  5	The light shines in the darkness,
and the darkness can never 

extinguish it.*
6

 God sent a man, John the Bap-
tist,* 7

 to tell about the light so that 
everyone might believe because of 
his testimony. 8

  John himself was 
not the light; he was simply a wit-
ness to tell about the light. 9 The one 
who is the true light, who gives light 
to everyone, was coming into the 
world.

10
 He came into the very world he 

created, but the world didn’t rec-
ognize him. 11

 He came to his own 
people, and even they rejected him. 
12

 But to all who believed him and 
accepted him, he gave the right to 
become children of God. 13

 They are 
reborn—not with a physical birth 

Prologue (John 1:1‑18)
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John’s prologue offers four reasons to believe that Jesus Christ, the 
Word, is God:

•	 The Word is eternal; He had no beginning and He will have no 
end (1:1‑2).

•	 The Word is the Creator; all things were made through Him (1:3).
•	 The Word is the Source of life; nothing remains alive apart from 

Him (1:4‑13).
•	 The Word, though completely human, fully reveals the Father 

(1:14‑18).

Before we examine each of these reasons in detail, read 1:1‑18, and 
take note of John’s deliberate progression from infinity and eternity 
down to the single individual, Christ, in whom resides all that is infinite 
and eternal.

aborn, not of bblood nor of the will of 
the flesh nor of the will of man, but 
of God.

14
  And the Word became flesh, 

and adwelt among us, and we saw 
His glory, glory as of bthe only be-
gotten from the Father, full of grace 
and truth. 15

 John testified about Him 
and cried out, saying, “This was He 
of whom I said, ‘He who comes after 
me ahas a higher rank than I, for 
He existed before me.’” 16

 For of His 
fullness awe have all received, and 
bgrace upon grace. 17

  For the Law 
was given through Moses; grace and 
truth awere realized through Jesus 
Christ. 18

 No one has seen God at any 
time; the only begotten God who is 
in the bosom of the Father, He has 
explained Him.
1:2 aLit This one  ​  1:5 aOr overpower  ​  1:6 aOr 
came into being  ​  1:7 aLit This one ​ bLit for 
testimony  ​  1:8 aLit That one  ​  1:9 aOr which 
enlightens every person coming into the 
world  ​  1:11 aOr own things, possessions, 
domain  ​  1:13 aOr begotten ​ bLit bloods  ​  1:14 aOr 
tabernacled; i.e. lived temporarily ​ bOr unique, 
only one of His kind  ​  1:15 aLit has become before 
me  ​  1:16 aLit we all received ​ bLit grace for grace  ​ 
1:17 aLit came to be  ​ 

resulting from human passion or 
plan, but a birth that comes from 
God.

14
  So the Word became human* 

and made his home among us. He 
was full of unfailing love and faith-
fulness.* And we have seen his glory, 
the glory of the Father’s one and only 
Son.

15
 John testified about him when 

he shouted to the crowds, “This is 
the one I was talking about when I 
said, ‘Someone is coming after me 
who is far greater than I am, for he 
existed long before me.’”

16
 From his abundance we have all 

received one gracious blessing after 
another.* 17

 For the law was given 
through Moses, but God’s unfailing 
love and faithfulness came through 
Jesus Christ. 18

 No one has ever seen 
God. But the unique One, who is 
himself God,* is near to the Father’s 
heart. He has revealed God to us.
1:3‑4 Or and nothing that was created was 
created except through him. The Word gave life 
to everything. ​ 1:5 Or and the darkness has not 
understood it. ​ 1:6 Greek a man named John. ​
1:14a Greek became flesh. ​ 1:14b Or grace and 
truth; also in 1:17. ​ 1:16 Or received the grace 
of Christ rather than the grace of the law; Greek 
reads received grace upon grace. ​ 1:18 Some 
manuscripts read But the one and only Son. ​
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— 1:1‑2 —
The Word is eternal; He had no beginning and He will have no end.
In eternity past, before the beginning of anything—​space, time, matter—​
in the indefinite expanse of timeless existence, in a beginning that had 
no beginning, “the Word” was existing in an eternal, infinite “present.” 
The verb translated “was” is the imperfect past tense of the Greek verb 
eimi [1510], “to be.” A literal rendering of John’s first sentence is, “In 
the beginning, the Word was existing.”

Why is this so important? Because John carefully crafted these initial 
sentences to establish an essential truth. He chose his words carefully 
and arranged them precisely to leave no room for misunderstanding. 
Before any conceivable point in the eternal past, the Word was already 
existing.5 The Word, therefore, has no beginning. The Word has always 
existed.

Ephesus: The Birthplace of “the Word”

John 1:1
Around 500 bc, a Greek nobleman of Ephesus named Heraclitus taught 
that the universe operates according to a rational structure, a unified 
ordering principle, which we can discern if we carefully observe its 
patterns and solve its many riddles. According to this theory, all the 
laws of physics, mathematics, reason, and even morality can be traced 
back to this one ordering principle, which he called logos, “the Word.”

Other philosophers, such as the Stoics, adopted this seminal idea 
and added their own doctrines, even going so far as to describe “the 
Word” as a divine animating (life-giving, life-moving) principle perme-
ating the universe. Philo (20 bc—ad 50), a Jewish philosopher heavily 
influenced by Plato, taught that the logos was God’s creative principle 
in the realm of pure thought, which cannot have any direct association 
with anything in the tangible realm of matter.

Ephesus was not only the birthplace of the logos idea; it had also 
become a celebrated repository of texts on Greek philosophy. By the 
time John lived and taught in Ephesus in the final decades of the first 
century, clashes with the priests of Artemis were a distant memory. 
In John’s time, the philosophers of Greece, both ancient and modern, 
threatened to corrupt Christian doctrine. Some have suggested that 
John was overly influenced by the Greek logos idea, and have accused 
him of leaning toward Gnosticism. However, Greek philosophers would 
have strongly objected to the logos becoming flesh. John merely af-
firmed the parts of Greek philosophy that were valid in order to preach 
the truth of Christ on common ground.

Prologue (John 1:1‑18)
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Later in the prologue (1:14), we learn that the Word is Jesus Christ. 
The Greek term “Word” is logos [3056], which had been a profoundly 
significant concept among philosophers for at least three centuries be-
fore Christ. It referred to an uncreated divine mind that gives meaning 
and order to the universe. John essentially co-​opted the concept, saying 
in effect, “The concept pagan philosophers have theorized about actu-
ally exists; He is God, and Jesus Christ is He.”

John continues to describe “the Word” by saying He was with God. 
The Greek preposition pros [4314], when used in this particular man-
ner, represents familiarity. “The Word” and God the Father were exist-
ing closely together, sharing place, intimacy, and purpose. In fact, the 
intimacy and familiarity were such that “the Word was God.” The Word 
and God share the same essence; therefore, all that is true of God is true 
of the Word.

Psalm 90 came from the pen of Moses and it celebrates the eternal 
existence of God, who has no beginning—​unlike His creation.

Lord, You have been our dwelling place in all generations.
Before the mountains were born

The Library of Celsus. For centuries, various schools of Greek philosophy operated 
in Ephesus, attracting learners from around the Roman Empire. Then, in ad 110, 
the son of Roman consul Celsus Polemeanus began constructing this library in his 
father’s honor. When completed in ad 135, it housed approximately 12,000 scrolls, 
which undoubtedly cemented the reputation of Ephesus as a major center of learning.
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Or You gave birth to the earth and the world,
Even from everlasting to everlasting, You are God.  

(Ps. 90:1‑2)

The Hebrew word for “everlasting” is olam [H5769], which is proba-
bly derived from a similar word meaning “to hide.” If an object is moved 
farther and farther away from an observer, it eventually vanishes from 
sight. It is beyond the vanishing point. A good paraphrase would ren-
der the idea this way: “From the vanishing point in the past to the van-
ishing point in the future, You have existed, Lord.” A. W. Tozer captures 
the thought well in his book The Knowledge of the Holy:

The mind looks backward in time until the dim past vanishes, 
then turns and looks into the future till thought and imagination 
collapse from exhaustion; and God is at both points, unaffected 
by either.

Time marks the beginning of created existence, and because 
God never began to exist it can have no application to Him. 
“Began” is a time word, and can have no personal meaning for 
the high and lofty One that inhabiteth eternity.6

This is what John expresses about the Word. Then, to underscore and 
summarize his point, John adds, “He was in the beginning with God.” 
In that eternal existence before time, the Word and God were together 
and they were the same being.

— 1:3 —
The Word is the Creator; all things were made through Him.
In 1:1‑2, John states that the Word is Deity and then makes his case from 
the standpoint of time: Only God is eternal; and because the Word is 
eternal, He is God. In 1:3, the apostle establishes the deity of Christ from 
another perspective: creation. In the ancient mind—​Hebrew and Gentile—​
everything that exists can be placed into one of two distinct categories:

“Created” “Not Created”

Things (or beings) that exist 
because they were created

Things (or beings) that were not 
created because they have always 
existed

Anything “not created”—​that is, anything that was not brought into 
being—​is deity. For the Hebrew in particular, only God was “not cre-
ated.” Therefore, anything said to be “not created” is, by definition, God.

Prologue (John 1:1‑18)
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With this ancient worldview in mind, reread 1:3 carefully:

All things came into being through Him, and apart from Him 
nothing came into being that has come into being.

John emphasizes the phrase “come into being,” which he uses three 
times. Anything that “came into being” had a beginning. At one point 
it did not exist, and then it began to exist. John takes us back to eternity 
past, far beyond Genesis 1:1, to say that the Son of God was already 

John’s Prologue, an Ancient Rubik’s Cube

John 1:3
Why is John’s prologue so important? Because false teachers—start-
ing in John’s day and persisting even now—claim that Jesus Christ is 
not God, coeternal and coexistent with the Father in eternity past. Many 
claim that He was the first created being—that the Father brought the 
Son into existence, and the Son then brought everything else into being. 
Arius, a third-century false teacher, was fond of saying, “There was a 
time when He was not.”

This teaching continues today as official doctrine for the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (the Mormons) and the Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses, and both organizations have translated John’s prologue to suit 
their theologies. However, John’s prologue is not unlike a Rubik’s Cube, 
the puzzle-toy popular in the early 1980s: You can’t change one sen-
tence of the prologue without causing logical problems with the others.

For example, Joseph Smith altered John’s prologue in his Inspired 
Version of the Scriptures to support the notion that Christ is not God, 
but an exalted figure created by God before anything else:

In the beginning was the gospel preached through the Son. And the 
gospel was the word, and the word was with the Son, and the Son 
was with God, and the Son was of God. The same was in the begin-
ning with God. All things were made by him; and without him was 
not anything made which was made. (John 1:1‑3, Inspired Version)

However, Smith failed to account for 1:3. According to his version, 
the Word created “all things.” Furthermore, anything that “came into 
being”—that is, anything (or anyone) that had a beginning—was cre-
ated by the Word. But if “there was a time when Christ was not,” if He 
came into being at some point in time, this would mean that Jesus had 
to have created Himself before He existed.

If you think that sounds like nonsense, you’re right. It is nonsense! 
Therefore, on this point we can agree: “Without him was not anything 
made which was made.” The Son of God could not have made Himself, 
therefore He is God, and He created all things.
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existing. As “very God” (as the Nicene Creed puts it) who existed alone 
as “not created,” He brought everything else that exists into being.

Why is this point so important? Because false teachers—​starting 
in John’s day and persisting even now—​claim that Jesus Christ is not 
God, not coequal, coeternal, or coexistent with the Father in eternity 
past. Many claim that Christ was the first created being—​that the Father 
brought the Son into existence, and the Son then created everything 
else. Arius, a third-​century false teacher, was fond of saying, “There 
was a time when He was not.” However, John points to the moment of 
creation to say that before anything existed, Christ, who is the Creator, 
called “all things” into being.

— 1:4‑8 —
The Word is the Source of life; nothing remains alive apart from 
Him.
In 1:4, John’s Gospel does something not done by the Synoptic Gospels 
(Matthew, Mark, and Luke). Matthew traces Christ’s genealogy back 
to Abraham. Luke traces His roots to the first human, Adam. But John 
reaches beyond them to the creation of the universe. John states that 
in Jesus Christ was life and light, two images Moses used in reference 
to God in Genesis 1. The Creator spoke the universe into existence and 
then filled it with the light of His truth (Gen. 1:3). The Creator then 
began filling the earth with life: vegetation, sea creatures, birds, land 
animals, and His crowning achievement, humanity. He breathed His 
own life into the man and woman, who together bore His image.

John says, in effect, “In the beginning, God the Son created human-
ity and filled them with life. He then came to earth as a human to bring 
life again to humanity, which is spiritually dead because of sin.” While 
it is true that John did not specifically mention the fall of humanity 
(see Gen. 3), it is safe to assume that by the end of the first century, the 
doctrine of human depravity was well understood by most. Neverthe-
less, John did highlight our desperate need for salvation by describing 
the world’s reaction to the appearance of Life and Light.

John declares that the darkness of the world did not “comprehend” 
the Light. The underlying Greek word, katalambanō [2638], has a range 
of meaning depending upon the context and therefore has no direct 
English equivalent. The primary meaning is “to seize,” “to attack,” 
“to overpower,” or “to hold without losing grip.” However, as often 
happens in language, the literal definition eventually led to its meta-
phorical use, “to comprehend or understand.” Which did John mean? 
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“The darkness did not overpower the Light,” or “The darkness did not 
comprehend the Light”?

John could have intended a double meaning. In the end, darkness 
was not able to suppress the Light even by placing the Light in a tomb. 
However, the verses that follow appear to stress the mental deficiency 
of the darkness: its unwillingness to believe and therefore its inability 
to comprehend. Then, as the story of Jesus unfolds, John will show 
that truth is nonsense to a mind darkened by sin (8:44‑45, 47; 14:17; 
18:38).

John the Baptizer, the man Jesus called the greatest of all the proph-
ets (Matt. 11:9‑13), was no match for the darkness. Like Moses, Samuel, 
Elijah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and all the luminaries of the 
Word throughout the centuries before him, John failed to enlighten hu-
manity. After all, they were only human. The only hope for humankind 
was the Source of light, who can illumine every mind because He is 
more than human.

Illuminating “Light” in Biblical Literature

John 1:9
Some symbols are so universal, so common to human experience, 
they have the power to cross cultural and even linguistic barriers. Stu-
dents of art and literature know these symbols as archetypes. Green, 
for example, symbolizes growth or new life. Winter alludes to death 
or hardship. In the Bible and other ancient literature, truth is often 
pictured as light. When someone gains wisdom, we say he or she has 
been “enlightened.”

When Moses told the story of creation, he drew upon the literary 
symbol of light to communicate an important truth. Immediately after 
the formation of space and matter, the Lord filled the void and form-
less earth with light—literal light, yes, but not merely illumination. Be-
fore He fashioned physical sources of light on the fourth day—the sun, 
moon, and stars—He filled the universe with the light of His presence, 
with truth, the foundation upon which everything else would be built. 
Before giving the world order (dividing day from night, sky from earth, 
dry land from ocean), the Lord suffused every atom with His truth so 
that everything would reflect His character.

One day, perhaps sooner than we think, a new heaven and a new 
earth “will not have need of the light of a lamp nor the light of the 
sun, because the Lord God will illumine them” (Rev. 22:5). Evil will be 
gone and all of creation will again reflect the One in whom “there is no 
darkness at all” (1 Jn. 1:5). This is our hope because “these words are 
faithful and true!” (Rev. 22:6).
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— 1:9‑13 —
Verse 9 can be troublesome at first glance. It would seem to contradict 
what John had just declared in 1:5: “The Light shines in the darkness, 
and the darkness did not comprehend it.” Read on and John’s point 
becomes clearer. Now that the Source of light has come to earth and 
has illumined the minds of humanity, no one can legitimately claim ig-
norance. All who do not believe are without excuse. That is why, before 
His arrest, Jesus told His disciples,

“If I had not come and spoken to them, they would not have sin, 
but now they have no excuse for their sin. He who hates Me hates 
My Father also. If I had not done among them the works which 
no one else did, they would not have sin; but now they have both 
seen and hated Me and My Father as well. But they have done this 
to fulfill the word that is written in their Law, ‘They hated Me 
without a cause.’” (John 15:22‑25)

Let me illustrate John’s point another way. Every modern house is 
connected to an electric grid, which provides all the energy necessary to 
illumine every dark corner. However, the people living in these homes 
can choose to live in the dark. The light is available but it isn’t compul-
sory. The Source of light has come to the world and has illumined all 
minds; however, many choose to draw the shades and shun the light. 
Now that Christ has come, belief or unbelief is no longer a crisis of the 
intellect (if it ever was); it is a crisis of the will. When a darkened mind 
chooses to remain in darkness, no one is to blame but the individual 
making that choice.

Many have rejected the light; but many have chosen to receive it 
through faith—​the choice to believe in Jesus Christ. John foreshadows 
the teaching of Christ in 3:1‑21 by declaring that those who have chosen 
to believe are “children of God” as the result of supernatural birth from 
above. A natural birth is the result of two humans choosing to procre-
ate. By contrast, spiritual birth is the result of God’s sovereign choice.

— 1:14‑18 —
The Word, though completely human, fully reveals the Father.
In our day, the influence of naturalism has so permeated culture that 
we have trouble accepting the deity of Christ. In John’s day, most people 
had no problem accepting Christ’s deity. They were more troubled by 
His humanity. The influence of Plato permeated every aspect of religion 
and philosophy so that anything tangible came to be seen as inherently 
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From My Journal

God with us
John 1:14

The truth of Christ’s dual nature, His unblemished deity and His 

complete humanity, is vitally important theologically, but it’s crucial 

in a practical sense as well. When I am tempted to shake a fist at the 

heavens or wonder if God is being cruelly indifferent while I suffer 

down here on earth, John’s Gospel reminds me of an important truth. 

When Adam brought sin into the world, and death with sin (Rom. 

5:12), the Lord could have incinerated the world as just punishment 

and He would have been no less holy or righteous. But He didn’t. 

Furthermore, when we sin—as individuals and collectively as 

humans—God has every right to turn His back and say, “Fine. Run 

the world your way. The mess you make of it is yours to bear.” But 

He doesn’t.

On the contrary, the Creator voluntarily became one of us in the 

person of Jesus Christ, who suffered as we suffer, who was tempted 

as we are tempted, and who endured injustice like we will never 

know—yet without sin. I am comforted to know that God understands 

and empathizes. Through His incarnation, we can appreciate His 

compassion more fully. Because He lived and died as a man, we can 

more easily understand and accept that, in His resurrection, the 

Son is for us even while we feel abandoned, mistreated, or punished 

by God.
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evil. The great hope of Greek philosophers was to escape the foul, ob-
noxious material realm in order to commune with the divine mind, 
which existed only in the realm of pure ideas. In life, they tried to deny 
the body as a means of connecting with what they conceived of as god. 
They saw death as the liberation of the soul (the good aspect of man) 
from the prison of the body (the evil aspect of man). So, naturally, they 
recoiled from the notion that God would become anything genuinely 
physical.

To preserve the sinlessness of God, philosophers invented all kinds 
of myths to explain how Christ could appear human without actually 
having earthly material be a part of His nature. The most common, 
Docetism, suggested that He only seemed to be tangible, but was in 
fact a heavenly apparition. The so-​called “Gnostic Gospels” tell stories 
of how Jesus created the illusion of eating food while never actually 
digesting it or needing to relieve Himself.

John’s terminology was boldly offensive to these false teachers. He 
says, in effect, “The Word became meat.” He lived among us in the ma-
terial world. We literally saw Him, and heard Him, and touched Him. 
In 1 John 1:1, the apostle puts it in unmistakable terms: “What was from 
the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, 
what we have looked at and touched with our hands . . .” (emphasis 
mine).

God didn’t remain abstract. Having revealed Himself in dreams and 
visions, as supernatural fire in the midst of a bush, as an otherworldly 
glow above the ark of the covenant, and not content to send angels in 
His place, God became a man. A flesh, blood, and bone human being, 
who could be seen, heard, touched, and even smelled. The Son of God 
became a tangible representation of the Father in all His glory. If we 
have trouble understanding God the Father, we need only look to God 
the Son for all we need to know. Or, to summarize John: We saw His 
glory (1:14) and we received His fullness (1:16), because Christ has 
“explained” the Father (1:18). The Greek term translated “explained” 
describes what I am doing right now: expositing. The Son has expos-
ited the Father far better than all the best commentators can explain 
Scripture.

• • •

People have always wondered, What’s God like? Throughout Jesus’ 
thirty-​plus years on earth, you could have observed His visible pres-
ence. As Jesus conducted ministry among the inhabitants of Galilee, 
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Samaria, and Judea, the disciples could have said, “Come and see for 
yourself. He is the rabbi of this band of disciples; God is declared and 
displayed through Him.” To this day, people struggle to know who God 
is and what He’s like. We can point to Jesus Christ and say, “Get to know 
Him, and you will know God.”

Application: John 1:1‑18
Five Qualities of Authentic Faith

What does it mean to be a genuine believer whose life is characterized 
by authentic faith? I find in John’s Gospel five practical qualities that 
flow out of a life of trust in Christ.

First, a genuine believer is not too independent to admit his or her 
own needs. Throughout John’s narrative, those who needed healing, or 
forgiveness, or enlightenment understood their own helplessness and 
came to Christ for help. While pride kept many trapped in their sin, 
others’ vulnerability gave Jesus the opportunity to perform miracles 
in their lives.

Trust in the Lord should translate into vulnerability with others. 
Children long to hear their parents apologize after making a rash de-
cision, or reacting harshly, or behaving hypocritically. Wives long for 
the Lord to break the wills of their husbands so they might finally hear 
the words, “Honey, I’ve reached the end of my rope. I need your help.” 
Husbands long to have their wives give themselves without reserva-
tion, rather than remain locked away in towers of distance and distrust. 
Only when we trust the Lord enough to admit our weaknesses and our 
inadequacies will we enjoy intimacy with the people He has given to 
us as a blessing.

Second, a genuine believer is not too busy to know the people around 
him or her. People, not tasks, are the priority of believers living out their 
faith in truth. All too frequently, men and women say the people they 
love are more important than anything else, but then fail to express it or 
even feel appreciation until a loved one lies cold in a casket at the front 
of a church. Authentic trust in Christ recognizes the value of others, 
despite their failures or their shortcomings, and devotes adequate time 
to knowing them well.

Third, a genuine believer isn’t too proud to rely upon God’s Word. 
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Most churchgoers do their best to live in obedience to the Scriptures 
they know. Genuine faith, however, hungers to know as much about 
God’s Word as possible because it doesn’t trust in self. Genuine trust in 
Christ remains humbly devoted to knowing what He thinks about life 
and how He would have us live.

Fourth, a genuine believer doesn’t rely solely upon his or her own 
perspective. Genuine believers have no trouble admitting the continu-
ing impact of their sinful natures, and they do whatever is necessary to 
nullify its influence when making decisions. They seek truth in God’s 
Word, they pray for the Holy Spirit’s leading, they submit to the wis-
dom of mature counselors, and they remain sensitive to the construc-
tive criticism of others—​even their enemies.

Fifth, a genuine believer doesn’t take self or life too seriously. That’s 
not to suggest that life isn’t serious or even dismal at times. Life in a 
fallen world can be hard! Nevertheless, genuine believers maintain 
a loose grip on the people they love and an even looser one on their 
possessions. They accept injustices and abuses and setbacks as confir-
mation they are on the right road to glory. They maintain a composed 
perspective, they refuse to allow bitterness to spoil their outlook, they 
choose joy, and they never pass up an opportunity to laugh. Believers 
can do this when they genuinely trust God as unfailingly good and ut-
terly sovereign.

Of course, authentic belief in Jesus Christ has eternal implications. 
He came to seek and save the lost, to receive them to Himself, and to 
enjoy their worship forever. But genuine faith has profound implica-
tions for life here on earth. Our abundant life begins now.
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