GTW Fall Session 2 – The Parables – Week 4 – The Gospel of John

Christopher Morton

The Parables of John – Life in, through, and by Jesus

“In the Beginning was the word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was with God in the beginning.”  This opening to the Gospel of John grabs our attention, and draws into a very different kind of Gospel. Unlike the Synoptics, which focus on the narrative of Jesus life, John’s Gospel focus more on the person of Jesus – his dialogues, his parables, and most importantly, his relationship with the Father.  It is this reason makes John the favorite Gospel of many Christians, and leads us to suggest it to new Christians.  

What John is About?

One of the things that you notice in reading John after reading the Synoptics is that the lack of discussion and focus on the questions of the Kingdom and on salvation.  You find in the pages of John no statements such as, “The Kingdom of God is like…” Also, there are only two discussion of salvation in John, John 3:17 and 12:47, and in both cases the salvation is not directed at individuals as much as at the world (Greek – cosmos).  

Instead the focus of this whole Gospel is on intimate connection with the Father who is God.  We gain this intimate relationship by joining with Christ, not simply in words, but in living our whole existence in Jesus.  Two important theological concepts arise out of this Gospel reality. The first is the concept of perichoresis, the Greek term used to describe the way that the Father, Son and Spirit mutually live inside each other.  Jesus reveals this truth to us (as much as can be done in human words) through such passages as John 8:19; 10:30; 14:9; 17:10; 17:21.  The concept of perichoresis helps paint the picture of gigantic square dance, where partners are being exchanged so quickly, that you cannot real tell with whom are dancing. You look and see the Father, but when you look back it’s the Son, and then as you are amazed, you look again and its the Spirit.  Each person is distinct and separate from the others, but because they live within each others, when we see one we see the others.  They fully know and are known by each member of the other members of the Trinity, and when we interact with any member of the Trinity, that member reveals the other two members as well as himself.

The second concept that makes John so powerful is the idea of theosis, which literally means to make us God.  Now, that does not mean that we “become” God, because God is always separate from us in being and nature.  But what it does mean is that we are drawn into the midst of the intimate relationship of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  We see this most powerfully in the several of Jesus’ teachings – the every flowing water in John 4:1-6, the parable of “The Flesh Eating Christian” in John 6:25-59, the parable of “The Vine and the Braches” in John 15:1-17, and of course Jesus’ prayer in John 17.  Each of these passages promises an intimate connection with not just Jesus as Son, but with His Father and the Spirit as well.  This is promise when Jesus says, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” (10:10) The term which is translated “abiding” in John literally means – “to live.”

I said earlier that the Gospel of John doesn’t really speak about the Kingdom and salvation.  But, in truth it does.  The Kingdom is quite literally life in Him, and salvation is the reality of living from the water that does that never leads to thirst.

The Parable of the Flesh Eating Christian – John 6:35-59

No teaching of Jesus was ever less well received and created more controversy than the parable that Jesus gives and then explains after the feeding of the 5,000.  Jesus begins this parable in vs. 35 being saying that “I am the bread of life.  He who comes to me will never go hungry.”  Whereas in the Snyoptics we have a seed of grain that goes into the ground (the Gospel of the Kingdom), here the bread of heaven comes to earth.  

Easily the most disgusting image used in any of Jesus’ parables, this image of eating Jesus’ flesh and drinking his blood serves in the Gospel of John as the pivot for the direction of the Gospel.  Before this people are rallying to his side, after this only those who truly want to be with Him remain. 

This parables is one of the clearest examples of the union with Christ that is the focus of both the Kingdom and salvation in the Gospel of John.  In verse 56 we see Jesus’ words become explicit in regards to this, “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in him.”  This image is that of coinhering – of living inside each other.  It is not enough to simply believe things about Him, but to believe fully in him, to open yourself to his presence to know and live inside of you.  Because of the “flat” understanding of these things by his hearers, they find this message unacceptable.  It seems to violate everything that Yahweh God is all about.  The challenge throughout the Gospel of John is to believe not things about Jesus (which because of his signs offered are easy to do), but to believe in Him as the presence of God in the world.

Parable of the Sheep Gate – John 10

Jesus here is tying into the plethora of Old Testament images of The Shepherd (Jeremiah 23:1-4; 25:32-38; Zech.11; and especially Isaiah 56:9-12; Ezekiel 34).  This serves as another reminder that if we are going to understand Jesus we need to be familiar, as his audience was, with the Old Testament, especially the Law and the Prophets.  In the 1st century the Shepherd was the ruler of his flock, he is sovereign – he is trustable and able to care for the sheep.  In fact, he alone is truly trustworthy.  

One of the keys to the whole idea of perichoresis and theosis, is that they are terms rooted in trust. When one fears, when one puts trust in the sovereignty of others or self, then they cannot be open to the kind of intimate relationship Jesus calls for throughout this Gospel.  That is why these two parables (hooked together in one discourse here, but delivered in two separate locations and at two separate times) are so crucial.  They provide several important keys to this relationship:

1) There are evil ones – thieves who kill and destroy.  This may be an allusion to Genesis 3, where the sheep are seduced and thus trade intimate relationship for death and loneliness.  

2) The sheep know the shepherd’s voice – there is the two-fold element here of both relationship with the Shepherd, deep abiding relationship, and at the same time obedience to the voice – they follow when called rather than rebelling.

3) Hired servants – clearly a denunciation of the religious teachers who had led the people astray because they were not serving the owner of the sheep but themselves.  This is a familiar problem and finds its deepest connection with the passage in Ezekiel referenced above.

4) Jesus as both Shepherd and Gate – this is a familiar pattern, especially in John’s Gospel, where parables have Jesus serving two roles at once.  Here he is the Shepherd, the one who cares and is trustworthy.  But he is also the Gate by which the sheep become his sheep, by entering into pen.  Jesus is both the means and the goal of salvation in John’s Gospel.  It is by his action, in the incarnation, crucifixion and resurrection that the people are able to enter into life in Him.  But the goal is ultimately life in Him.  

This one chapter with its lengthy Shepherd parable serves as warning, calling, and reinforcement of the mission of God in the world (1:1-18).

Enacted Parable – The Healing of the Blind Man (John 9)

The seven signs (see below) all serve as enacted parables, and all of them serve to reveal who Jesus is, what Yahweh God is doing through Him, and the calling of the people.  Any good be chosen, but the healing of the blind man in Chapter 9 provides the clearest example of Jesus’ using a miracle to teach.  

The first thing that catches our eye in this parable is Jesus’ statement of “this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life.”  This statement serves two purposes.  First, it points to the disciples that their “cause” question is not the right one, rather it is important to focus on the purpose for which the coming together of events (what in Greek is referred to as kairos time – appointed time) has taken place.  Second, rather than affirming that God had this man live for decades without sight just so Jesus could do a miracles, Jesus’ statement is meant to point out that, to quote F.F. Bruce, “God overruled the disaster of the child’s blindness so that, when the child grew to manhood, he might, by recovering his sight, see the glory of God in the face of Christ.”  Sin, death, illness are all parts of living in a fallen world.  While some illnesses are directly tied to acts of sin, some are just the result of fallenness.  Jesus is pointing here to the reality that God is about to override the power of sin, by healing two different kinds of blindness.

Jesus, after healing the man of his physical blindness sends him on his way and into the interaction with the Pharisees.  This serves the purpose of setting up the parable on the backside of the physical healing.  With both the Pharisees and the man at hand Jesus reveals himself to the man.  In so doing he points out to the man the deeper blindness he has been suffering from.  Based on the man’s statement of faith, not about the one who healed him but the Son of Man, Jesus does what he does only twice in the entire Gospel – he fully reveals himself to the man.  The man worships – he is healed of his blindness and hears why the incarnate God has come into the world: “For judgment I have come into this world, so that the blind will see and those who see will become blind."  The Pharisees now demonstrate their unhealed blindness: “What? Are we blind too?".  At this Jesus points out the ultimate point of this whole enacted parable – those who can come to know and be known, to filled with and live in the Lord: “If you were blind, you would not be guilty of sin; but now that you claim you can see, your guilt remains.”  It is with this enacted parable that John leads into the discourse of the Good Shepherd, confirming the focus of his Gospel on Jesus being the one who must totally believe and trust in if we are to live in Him and have Him live in us.  

Outline of the Gospel of John

The focus of the Gospel of John is one the seven signs that prove Jesus’ identity as the presence of Yahweh God on earth and the calling to utterly and totally trust in him.  Based on this the following outline helps to guide reading John:

I. Prologue (1:1-18)

II. Ministry Begins (1:19-12:50)

a. 1st Sign – Water into Wine – 2:1-11

b. Teaching and Action 2:12-4:45

i. The Temple (2:12-17)

ii. New Birth (3:1-21)

iii. John the Baptist (3:22-36)

iv. Water of Life (in Samaria) (4:1-42)

v. Return to Galilee (4:43-45)

c. 2nd Sign – Healing of Royal Official’s Son (4:46-54)

d. 3rd Sign – Healing of Lame Man (5:1-18)

e. Teaching on the Son (5:19-47)

f. 4th Sign – Feeding of 5,000 (6:1-15)

g. 5th Sign – Walking on Water (6:16-21)

h. Teaching on Bread of Life (6:22-66)

i. Losing Crowds/Faith of Peter (6:67-71)

j. Teaching on Life in the Spirit (7:1-52)

k. Interlude – Adulterous Woman (7:53-8:11)

l. Teaching on Light of the World (8:12-59)

m. 6th Sign – Healing of Blind Man  (9:1-41)

n. Teaching on Good Shepherd (10:1-42)

o. 7th Sign – Raising of Lazarus (11:1-57)

p. End of Public Ministry (12:1-50)

III. Farewell Discourse

a. Feet Washing and service (13:1-20)

b. Prophecy of Betrayal (13:21-30)

c. Disciple’s Question (13:31-14:31)

d. The Vine (15:1-16)

e. Persecution (15:17-25)

f. The Holy Spirit (15:26-16:15)

g. The Disciple’s Issue (16:16-33)

h. High Priestly Prayer (17:1-26)

IV. The Crucifixion

a. Arrest (18:1-12)

b. Jewish Trial (18:13-27)

c. Roman Trial (18:28-19:16)

d. Death (19:16b-42)

V. Resurrection (20:1-31)

VI. Epilogue (21:1-25)
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