The Gospel of John
Seven Signs, Seven Statements

Lesson #1

It would be hard to overestimate the influenceatfrds Gospel on the history of the
Church. Over the centuries of Christian historgividual followers of Jesus Christ have
turned to the Fourth Gospel for encouragementicadiibn, and reassurance in their faith.
Theologians have found in the elevated Christoloigyohn’s Gospel one of the highest
and fullest expressions of who Jesus is in theeeBible. Historians who study the early
Church have debated whether and to what exterlath@nnine Christians formed an
isolated community, and whether or not they diffiesabstantially in belief and practice
from early mainstream Christianity.

Above all this, and sometimes in spite of it, tleeiffh Gospel stands as a monumental
literary work of incredible genius in its own rigi&tny Bible student who has taken more
than a superficial glance at John’s Gospel realizedilled with language, metaphor,
and imagery which grips the readers and transparior her to the world of the
Evangelist. At the same time the text engagesdhéar with a subtle pressure to adopt
the viewpoint of the Evangelist about who Jesubiging the reader to see the decision
for or against Jesus Christ as an either/or whitimately determines one’s eternal
destiny. As the characters in the narrative chéosellow Jesus Christ and thus choose
eternal life (like the Samaritan woman and the froyfcial from Capernaum in chapter 4
and the man born blind in chapter 9), or reject &imd choose eternal darkness (like the
obtuse paralytic in chapter 5 or the Pharisedseatihd of chapter 9), so the reader of the
Gospel is also drawn to make this incalculable ahoi

As we begin this study of the fourth gospel wetstath the basic questions of who,
when and why.

Who?

There seems to be much debate on who actually whistgospel. Many scholars
believe that the apostle John wrote this gosp#¢he@ believe that it was someone else.
There is even a school of thought that this gosaeal written, like Mark who was a
disciple of Peter, by someone who was a discipléobh.

Our study assumes that this gospel was writtefnéywpostle John. There are two
reasons for this:
1. B. F. Westcott’s “concentric circles of proof,” vahi was originally part of the
introduction to his commentary is very helpful hgsee handout)
2. Evidence from early church fathers that attributtharship to the apostle
John.



When?

Most scholars date the writing of this gospel atyess 69 AD, and as late as 200AD.
Since we choose to attribute the writing of thispg to the apostle John, this would
place the writing sometime between 69AD and 100 Ae oldest surviving fragment
of the New Testament is a portion of John 18, fomnEgypt and dating well before 120
AD, indicating wide circulation by that early date.

Why?

Why are there four gospels? The early church fafhvegen (185-254 AD.) gave a good
answer: there are not four gospels, but one folargospel. Each gospel presents a
different perspective on the life of Jesus, ancheed all four to get the full picture.

John was probably the last gospel written, andtevriin view of what the
previous three had already said. This is one reaggnlohn is so different from
Matthew, Mark, and Luke.

Another was that John was written in response ity ehurch heresy. A sect of
early Christians believed that Jesus was not fulijan and fully divine, that
because He was good He was total spirit and hddiman body. These people
were known as Gnostics, and most of what we knawitthem today comes
from their writings found in the Dead Sea scrolls.

The Gnostic heresy

It is not easy to give the basic doctrines of tm@$lics, since they were
not one group, but rather several similar philoseghThis doctrine must
have been one of the strangest ever believed lmnehipeople. Here are a
few of the leading points:

Dualism. This was the most basic principle of Gnostici&wil

was identified with matter, and good with Spiritzdfything
depended on this distinction. Because matter wihsties God

who created the earth must also be evil. But Jesgsseen as the
spiritual being that had brought salvation. Therefee must not be
the son of the God of the Old Testament, but matsier be
indwelt by a higher power.

Docetismwas a natural result of this kind of thinking. esould
not be thought of as truly a man. Even though Ipeaped as a
man, this must have been only an appearance, neality, since
the highest good could not truly be united withfigimatter.
Therefore, he also did not die, and was not bufiéé. Christ spirit
must have left the man Jesus before his deatlerbaps the death
was simply a sham.



iii.  The God of the OT was explained by theorizing thatSupreme
Being could "emanate" or produce other spirituah@® which
could also emanate other beings. Each level oitspwould be
lower and weaker than the previous level. It wgdaned that
there was ™a long chain of divine creatures, eaelker than its
parent," and we come at last 'to one, who, whilgguful enough to
create is silly enough not to see that creatiomreng.' This was
the God of this world, the God of the Jews." Thaswot the only
theory that was advanced, but it serves to illtstitae point.

iv.  "Christ" was sent by the good, supreme God, noCigator of
this world. Christianity/Gnosis ("knowledge") wdeetsupreme
God's attempt to liberate the spirits of some ofikivad from the
bondage to matter and to the other foolish prastatehis world,
many of which were commanded by the Creator ofiludd. In
some versions of the theory, even the serpent @ankdhs a
representative of the supreme God, trying to sad@wand Eve
from the foolishness of the Creator.

v.  Since matter was evil, it contributed nothing to salvation. In
some versions of Gnosticism, this resulted in greexe
asceticism, or abstinence, in which the flesh waagetl as much as
possible. In a few versions, it was believed tiratesthe body was
irrelevant to salvation, one could act as immoraliyhe wished;
behavior and Gnosis were unrelated.

John’s gospel, if nothing else depicted thogos”™ as both fully human AND
fully divine, a direct repudiation of Gnosticism.

There are significant events in the ministry ofudethat Matthew, Mark, and
Luke include that John leaves out, including Jebuth, baptism, temptation in
the wilderness, the Last Supper, the agony in @ethse, the Ascension,
demonic confrontations, and parables.

The first three gospels centered on Jesus’ minist@alilee. John centers his
gospel on what Jesus said and did in Jerusalem.

Each of the gospels emphasizes a different origlesus.
Matthew shows Jesus came from Abraham through Dawidi
demonstrates that He is the Messiah promised iDiid estament
(Matthew 1:1-17).

Mark shows Jesus came from Nazareth, demonstridiatgesus is a
Servant (Mark 1:9).

Luke shows Jesus came from Adam, demonstratinglésals is the
Perfect Man (Luke 3:23-38).



John shows Jesus came from heaven, demonstraéingetsus is God.

Luke tells us Jesus was born in Bethlehem; Josuslthe Word became
flesh.

However, it is wrong to think that the Gospel oida@ompletes the story
of Jesus. John makes it clear that the story afsJesn never be
completed (John 21:25).

Matthew, Mark, and Luke are known as the three gja@ospels. Synoptic means "see-
together" and the first three gospels present Jéfum pretty much the same format.

The first three gospels focus morewhat Jesus taught and did; John focuses more on
who Jesus is.

John shows us who Jesus is by highlighting sevgarsgmiracles) of Jesus. Six of
these miracles are not mentioned in the first tigespels.

John shows us who Jesus is by allowing Jesus akgpeHimself in seven
dramatic “I Am” statements.

John shows us who Jesus is by calling forth witeesgo will testify about the
identity of Jesus. Four of these witnesses spetieifirst chapter alone.

John is a gospel written for a specific purposat tte might believe. A key verse for
understanding the Gospel of John is found at tldeogthe book: “But these are written
that you may believe that Jesus is the ChristSthre of God, and that believing you may
have life in His name” (John 20:31).

Perhaps the most pervasive theme in John, whiokaimy ways is the master key that
unlocks the Gospel as a whole, is the revelatioBaid as a family. Nearly every chapter
is marked by familial language that explains theemlife of God as well as our relation
to God through the grace of divine generation.

Seven signs, seven statements
To study this gospel in detail would require angistvnent of at least 25 sessions. With a

Six to seven week time frame we are going to nawanscope of study to the seven
signs.



The Prologue

The first 18 verses of Chapter one function asotogue, kind of like a musical overture,
introducing the main themes of the Gospel to beelbgped in subsequent chapterght
(1:4),Life (1:4),darkness(1:5), Testimony (1:7),Faith (1:12),Glory (1: 14),Truth
(2:17). This network of images and ideas is he@gether around Jesus the Word, who is
portrayed as the Creator and Redeemer of all thilgtanguage that is evocative of the
beginning of Genesis, John lays the groundworki®rassertion that Jesus is God.

So let’'s open up our bible and read the first chiapt

1. What is the opening words of John’s Gospel inteled to remind us of? Who or

what is the Word?

List the all the parallels you can find betweendpening verses of John and the opening
verses of Genesis.

2. Is the “Word” in verses 2-3 a creature or the Ceator, according to John? What
does John mean by “all things”? (See 1 Corinthian8:6 and Colossians 1:16.)

3. Verse 4 states that “the life was the light of en”. What are some of meanings of
“life” for John? (See John 3:16, 3:36, 6:27, 10:10 and 14\Mhat are some of the
meanings of “light”? (See Proverbs 4:19, Isaiah 60:1-3, John 3:19-21Jahd 8:12.)

4. What kind of darkness did John have in mind in vere 5?(See Proverbs 4:18,
Psalms 82:4-5, 2Corinthians 4:4, Ephesians 5:8 Aaitsl 26.18.)

5. Who is John? What was John’s mission, according Gospel? What was not
John’s mission? Why would the Evangelist need to guhasize that John was not the
light?

6. Read Acts 14:16-17, Romans 1:19-20 and Roman44£-16. In John 1: 9-10, what
does John mean by “the light that enlightens evergnan”? What does this
foreshadow about the reception Jesus was to rece®e

7. What is “grace”? (See the Catechism of the Catlio Church [hereafter CCC],
paragraph no. 257.)

8. Read verse 18. How does God reveal Himself to2ug/hat is the “bosom” of the
Father? (See CCC, paragraph no. 151.)



Summary

John, like all the New Testament writers, seespBae as having multiple layers of
meaning. So, for instance, when the Old Testamestribes God feeding Israel with
manna in the wilderness, John sees the Scriptunavasg a literal sense, but also a
more-than-literal sense. It records a historicaneyvbut that event itself points to
something greater: Jesus the Bread of Life revaal#éte Eucharist.

The perception that Scripture has both outer andrirealities influences the way in

which John thinks and writes. So, for instancenJodgins his Gospel with the
assumption that the New Covenant is hidden in tldea@d the Old is only fully
understood in light of the New. You can’t fully uerdtand John’s prologue, for instance,
if you don’t know anything about Genesis. Thisrigetbecause John is peppering what he
writes with allusions to Genesis. At the same tigoe) can't fully understand Genesis if
you don’t understand that Jesus is the eternal Woodigh whom God created

everything in Genesis.

This interplay between the Old and New Testamenighiat the Fathers of the Church
call the “economy” of the divine plan. The econosimpws us who God is and what He is
like, just as a work of art shows whom the ar8samd what he is like. Likewise, as
knowing the artist helps us to understand his wsolkknowing God (what the Fathers
call “theologia”) leads to greater understandindgdef works and words.

As theCatechism says: The Fathers of the Church distinguish betwieeoiogy

(theologia) and economydjkonomia). “Theology’ refers to the mystery of God’s inmost
life within the Blessed Trinity andetonomy to all the works by which God reveals
himself and communicates his life. Through éhkonomia thetheologia is revealed to

us; but conversely, theologia illuminates the whol®@ikonomia. God’s works reveal
who he is in himself; the mystery of his inmostrigeenlightens our understanding of all
his works. So it is, analogously, among human pexsa person discloses himself in his
actions, and the better we know a person, therhgdeainderstand his actionrSEGC no.
236).

In short, we know who God is by what He does and@rae to understand the meaning
of what He does by coming to know better who He is.

As we read through John we will find that themestfarticulated in the prologue recur
again and again throughout John’s Gospel: liga, Word, believe, dwell, and so forth.
These various ideas, upon which John will ringadhanges for the next 20 chapters, are
first seen in the prologue. These ideas are maesang John simply pulls from thin air.
As the first three words of the Gospel suggesthJdotends our minds to hark back to the
very roots of Old Testament revelation. TherehmIbook of Genesis we will find these
same ideas of light, life, the creative word of Gbelief, dwelling and others being
articulated for the first time. Now, John is tefins that all that was present in the



beginning is being revealed in fullness in Chidsisus, in short, is not an afterthought or
a break with the revelation of the Old Testamemt.igthe fulfilment of it.

The first verses of John simultaneously recallidbek of Genesis (thereby rooting all
that follows in the revelation of the Old Testan)eahd reveals with amazing
compression the mystery of the Blessed Trinity. fiddierence to the "Logos” or “Word”
refers not to Scripture or some sounds utteredunyam beings, but to God the Son, the
second person of the Holy Trinity, who is God fralheternity and yet a distinct person
from God the Father. It is God the Father’'s per&sdf-Expression, uttered from all
eternity, through whom God made all things.

Because of this, He is “in the beginning” or “firgt a double sense. That is, He is first in
that He exists before creation but He is also firgshat He is the author and Lord of
Creation. He is “in the beginning” both in termssefjuence and in terms of rank.
Colossians 1:15-17 echoes the same théHeis the image of the invisible God, the
first-born of all creation; for in him all things w ere created, in heaven and on earth,
visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominionr principalities or authorities,

all things were created through him and for him. Heis before all things, and in him

all things hold together.”

In short, while man is in God’s image, ChiisGod’s image. The Word then, is not the
first thing God created. He is God the Son, throwhpom all things were made. The
Wordis God.



