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Introduction: That You May Know Him

God wants you to know him. Just that single sentence fills me with excitement. ‘I have called you friends,’ says Jesus, ‘for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you.’ (15:15)

You have been called to be friends with Jesus. And friendship with Jesus means that you can know God. Because everything that Jesus knows of his Father he makes known to you. 

But what does it mean to be friends? How does one person connect deeply with another?

First, friendship forms when I see you in action. Some of my best friends have come about by us doing stuff together. When I see what you do, I see something of you. It is the same with God. Serving in any capacity helps us to see God at work and thus get to know him. Running a food bank. Campaigning against human slavery. Leading worship. Teaching children. Praying for the sick. All these and more are opportunities to get to know God because we see him at work first-hand. Knowing God is not separate from serving God. Each invigorates the other. This book is practical. I want you to see Jesus in action. And I invite you to get involved. To help you be great friends with God.

Second, friendship forms when I understand you. To get to know me there are some important things you should probably know about me. You need to hear my story. It is the same with God. You need to know God’s story. There are vital truths about God to explore and understand. If you don’t study the Scriptures, you will be in danger of creating God in your own image. The Bible takes a rather stern view of this. It is called idolatry. The study of God is essential for friendship with God. Good theology leads to great friendship. This book is full of truth. To help you be deep friends with God.

Third, friendship forms when I experience you. Love is the shared experience of one another. My wife loves me. We’ve done stuff together. We’ve renovated houses. We have raised five children. We planted and led a thriving church in northern England. We’ve learnt to scuba dive and visited some beautiful places. And she understands me – more than I like, sometimes. But her love for me is more than something I see from what she does or understand from what she says. Her love is something I experience within myself. In the touch of her hand. In the beating of my heart. In the welling-up of her love within my soul. So it is with God. God wants you to know him. And that means receiving his love for you, his joy over you and his delight in you. To be friends with God is to experience deep within yourself that you are loved by God. As you read you may need to pause. To let God near. To help you be close friends with God.

I have been praying for you. Praying that as you read this book, you will be deeply refreshed in your friendship with Jesus. You may have been following him for decades. You may be just exploring spiritual things and are asking lots of questions. You are so welcome. You may have recently discovered Jesus and decided to follow him. Wherever you are in your journey of faith, I am praying for you. The most refreshing, energising, life-giving thing you can do is to nurture your friendship with God and to enjoy the experience of being loved by him. The Apostle Paul, one of the great church leaders and teachers of the first century, repeatedly prays for this in a letter he wrote to the churches he was serving. He prays that God’s people would know God better (Eph. 1:17). He prays that those following Jesus would have the power to grasp how deep the love of Christ is, and ‘to know this love that surpasses knowledge’ (Eph. 3:16–19). 

That is my prayer for you.

Because right at the heart of being a follower of Jesus is an experience of being drawn into friendship with God. To follow Jesus is to know God as a Father and a Friend. Normally, when we make a friend, the other person is present to us through being there in the flesh. People make themselves known in and through their bodies. We speak, we touch, we laugh and we cry. So how does friendship with God work, given the challenges there are to pursuing deep friendship with a divine, eternal being who has no bodily existence that we can see? 

John’s Gospel answers that question.

The Gospel Is a Temple Space

In Old Testament times the temple was the space where God dwelt. He was actually there. Like I am here, in my study, writing this. The Jewish Temple in Jerusalem and the Tabernacle or Tent in the desert before it were like a room in God’s heavenly house, but located on earth. The idea of the Gospel as temple space draws on this. It means that by jumping into the Gospel and either hearing it or reading it, you will not just see what Jesus did or understand what Jesus said. 

You will meet Jesus himself. 

And that experience will transform you. You will find yourself friends with God. The whole Bible is like this, of course. But John, through a very careful process of selection, has taken this profound idea to a whole new level. The Gospel is constructed as a beautiful house. As you go inside you will find Jesus.

The Gospel Is Written with an Elegant Structure

It has proved very difficult to explain why John has organised his Gospel in the way that he has. Both the stories he has chosen and the way he has written it are very different from the other three Gospels. But John is also deeply connected to the other Gospels, and the whole New Testament, in multiple ways, large and small. Explaining this in a way that takes account of all the evidence has proved difficult. Some proposals stress the differences. Other proposals emphasise the connections. What is more, determining a coherent organising structure to the Gospel that makes sense of the whole has proved elusive. Those proposed have either been so general as to be of little value, or they have been so disputed that none have found widespread acceptance.

Rather than using historical–critical approaches to John, useful though those are, this book uses narrative analysis, which is taking the text as it is. I am going to take you on a journey into the text so that you can see how John has written his Gospel and understand why he has written it this way. My purpose in this is profoundly personal. You will be greatly helped by seeing how the Gospel has been so elegantly written. Grasping the structure of the Gospel will help you to meet with Jesus and deepen your friendship with God. This might seem a bold claim, but it will make more sense after you have read the book. 

The whole point of grasping the structure of the Gospel is to better understand the meaning of each story. When we see the whole tree, a leaf makes so much more sense. However, we all tend to extract the bits of the Bible that we like. In doing this we can easily distort their meaning. This book aims to help you grasp the whole Gospel of John so that you can understand each part of it much more deeply and truly. And the purpose of understanding the meaning of Scripture deeply and truly is to come closer to God and become good friends. Understanding the narrative structure of John is not a pointless pursuit for a few sad people. It is a very helpful ingredient in deepening your friendship with God.

The Gospel Has the Entire Old Testament Underneath

One thing that you are going to discover as you read this book is that when you read John you are also reading the entire Old Testament. This isn’t obvious at first because John only very occasionally quotes directly from the Old Testament. What is more, he has written his Gospel in one continuous flowing style, which makes it very difficult to identify any of his possible sources, including the Old Testament. 

His method is not to mention the odd verse. He draws in whole chapters at a time. Sometimes several chapters at once. Theologians have a word for this. They call it intertextuality. What is happening is that other stories are being included into the story that you are reading. Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein does this. John does it so much that it slightly does your head in. But what happens is that the stories become rich, deep and full of meaning. This is one of the reasons why John’s Gospel is so popular. You don’t have to understand all the intertextuality to read John. But it makes it a much better experience if you do. There isn’t enough space in this book to cover all the intertextuality that John has deployed. But we will make a good start. 

Intertextuality also helps to keep us safe. One danger we face is creating a Jesus of our own imagination from the bits of the Bible that we like. By drawing into his Gospel the whole Hebrew Bible, the author helps us to see the fullness of Jesus and to appreciate the depth of the one who is calling us to be friends. 

When We Read the Gospel, Word and Spirit Work Together

The Word of God is the means God has chosen to make himself known. Without the Scriptures we would not have the faintest idea what God is like. However, I know from personal experience that it is possible to study the Scriptures without any personal relationship with God. We need the work of the Spirit of God to enable us to know God. John’s Gospel tells us that the Spirit comes to make God known (14:16–21). The presence of the Spirit brings the living reality of Jesus out from the page as we read his Word. To be friends with God, both Word and Spirit are needed. Unfortunately, the Christian world has become somewhat polarised in the last century over these two aspects. There are those who rightly emphasise the sufficiency of the Scriptures. There are those who rightly point to the necessity of the work of God by the Spirit. John’s Gospel shows that they have always worked together.

Jesus came to reveal his Father by being himself. As you immerse yourself in the Gospel you will see that Jesus knew who he was from the stories of his Bible. His identity and his self-awareness are drawn completely from the Scriptures. When the Spirit comes, he reveals Jesus to us in the same way that the incarnate Jesus made himself known to his friends. From the Scriptures. The Gospel was written to be a space where that can happen for us. 

Finding Friendship

These amazing features of the Gospel all work together to create an immersive and exciting experience for the reader. There are very rich details in the stories that reveal who Jesus is. The elegant structure creates a temple space for you to meet with Jesus; to see, understand and experience him. The Old Testament stories sitting underneath add huge depth to this wonderful process of encountering Jesus and finding friendship. 

This why there is such a huge synergy in the Gospel. Each story is deliberately connected to and works powerfully with all the other stories. This creates energy. John’s Gospel is strangely gripping and can move you deeply as you read.

How This Book Is Organised

The book is in four parts. 

In Part One, we will look at the big idea of us being called to be friends with God, the challenges to knowing God and the Gospel as a temple space. I will tell you a bit more of my story and give you an overview of the structure that creates the space and answers the challenges we all have to knowing God.

In Part Two your journey into the Gospel begins. The temple structure of the Gospel will be revealed. We will look in detail at each part of the elegant literary structure of John and what it means for you, all designed to help you grasp the Gospel, meet with Jesus and deepen your friendship.

In Part Three, we go inside. The structure of John is not just a flat system. It is multidimensional. As each part comes together the temple space is created, and we are invited to go inside and meet with God. In chapters 15–17 there is what I have called the ‘timeless time’. The clock stops in the narrative at the end of chapter 14 and doesn’t start again until the beginning of chapter 18. We hear Jesus speaking to us from the timeless time, where it is always now. We discover that our friendship with him has become so close that he is in us and we are in him, as branches on a vine. The author wants us to read the Crucifixion story and the Resurrection story from this perspective of being in Christ, which is what the Apostle Paul does in his writings. He invites us to look back at the death and resurrection of Jesus as those who are in him. Both authors want us to see that Jesus’ story is our story, his death is our death and his life is our life.

Finally, in Part Four, we will reflect on our journey and sum up what it means to be friends of God.

Enjoy the book!


PART ONE

Friends of God


1

Called to Be Friends

Invitation and Challenge

Jesus loves people. He is irrepressible. You can’t turn a page in the Gospel without meeting someone experiencing a life-changing encounter with Jesus. Scholars have shown that one of John’s principles in selecting his material was to tell the stories of representative people – people like you and me.

Maybe you are like Nathanael. Nathanael is a faithful man. He is longing for people to live God’s way. He sees all the corruption and deception in the world around him and he wants nothing to do with it. But he feels overlooked. Jesus comes into Nathanael’s life with huge affirmation. Jesus sees the good in Nathanael and speaks it out loud. The effect on Nathanael is galvanising (1:45–51). 

Turn over a page. Maybe you are like Nicodemus. Nicodemus is a highly educated and respectable man. He is very influential and well thought of in his community. But Jesus can see that what Nicodemus needs is not more learning, but new life from God. Jesus isn’t afraid to tell him so. Nicodemus blusters a bit. But then he goes quiet. Because new life is what he needs (3:1–9).

Turn over the page. Maybe you are feeling broken, rejected and all alone. You look back over your life and see so much pain and wreckage. You avoid people. You wonder what people are saying about you. You feel a failure. You are certainly not good enough for friendship with God. Jesus offers life-giving friendship to a person in that place. The transformation that happens in her life is nothing short of astonishing (4:7–42). 

Turn over another page. Maybe you feel trapped and forgotten. You are just part of the crowd. You are going nowhere. Jesus goes to meet someone like that. He finds a man who hasn’t walked for thirty-eight years (5:1–6). Thirty-eight years. That is a lot of lying around on your mat. Jesus checks with him that he wants to be well. Then, with just a word, Jesus sends him off into town, carrying the mat that reminded him every day of his difficult life (5:8). Ironically, the mat-carrying thing causes trouble, because it is a Saturday, a Sabbath. Mat-carrying on a Saturday is against the local regulations (5:9–10). But we are jumping ahead. 

Turn over another page. Jesus offers life to a whole bunch of rather sceptical people who don’t want to hear who Jesus truly is (6:26–59). They aren’t convinced. They find what Jesus says quite difficult. Which it is. Very difficult. So they walk away (6:66). Jesus turns to his friends and followers, who are still getting to know him. They are reading the story of his life as it happens before their very eyes. Jesus asks them, ‘Do you want to stick around with me? Or is this all a bit too challenging for you?’ One of his friends says this: ‘Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.’ (6:68).

If you want the transforming life that comes from getting deeply connected to Jesus, then you are reading the right book. But I may as well warn you now: it’s going to be challenging. There may be a few times when you feel like walking away. 

To start with, Jesus makes people think. I want this book to be an exciting journey of discovery for you. Things are so much more compelling when you find them out for yourself. I don’t want to tell you what to think. But I do want to make you think, sometimes quite deeply. 

Second, Jesus offers life, but he also makes demands. I can’t pretend that it is otherwise. He is not alone in this, of course. 

Third, all good things require a bit of application. Losing weight, running 10km, learning to scuba dive, making a great friend. None of these happens without some follow through. You will need a bit of grit to get the most from this book. Growing into a deep friendship with God is going to require something from you. Loving another is not a passive experience; it requires investment and active engagement. 

Ask my wife.

Eternal Life

As we jump into the Gospel of John, we will see something very striking about Jesus: the extraordinary depth of his own relationship with God. Jesus lives in close communion with God. There is constant two-way communication and deep trust. It’s a living relationship: ‘Jesus gave them this answer: “Very truly I tell you, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does. For the Father loves the Son and shows him all he does”’ (5:19–20).

Uniquely in John’s Gospel, Jesus draws back the veil on his own relationship with God as Son to Father. What he reveals of his Son–Father relationship is very attractive. However, it also gets him into serious trouble. His relationship with God threatens the authorities. Someone who talks in depth with God is a big problem if you happen to be one of the people in charge. More than that, it is theologically difficult for them. The religious authorities are fiercely protective of the doctrine of monotheism. Monotheism is the truth that there is One Holy Eternal Creator God who is Judge of all. But in trying to protect God’s uniqueness and oneness they have so confined God as a Single Separate Other that there is no space for them to understand Jesus. So they reject him. In their minds he is claiming something impossible: equality with God through a Father–Son relationship. Huge rows develop, and John’s Gospel is full of them. Both Jesus and the authorities use the Bible to support their positions. They aren’t arguing about whether the Bible is the Word of God. They are arguing about what it means. So it is painful for Jesus to live in intimate friendship with God. It means that many people rule him out before he even begins.

However, that does not deflect him. He is intent on bringing others into the same place of enjoying close friendship with God (1:12). Jesus repeatedly invites people to come to him and to receive life (5:21; 6:29–35; 7:37–8). Our understanding of what Jesus means by life grows as we go through the Gospel. But peeking ahead a little, Jesus sums up what life is all about when he is just hours away from his own death: ‘Now this is eternal life, that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent’ (17:3, italics added).

What is eternal life? What is this gift of life that is so alive not even death can put an end to it? To have eternal life is to know God. Eternal life is a gift that enables me to relate to God in the same way as Jesus did. To know the Father as a friend.

This means, of course, that eternal life has already begun. Eternal life is not some future state of bliss that has no connection to current reality. Eternal life is not something that starts after my death. Eternal life begins when I step into friendship with God. Theologians call this ‘realised eschatology’. It means that the way things are going to be in eternity have already started in current reality, at least in part. Friendship with God is a rich gift that only Jesus can give. He can give it, because of who he is: ‘Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me”’ (14:6).

Is it possible to have a relationship with God? To know God? God the all knowing, all wise, all everything you can think of. How can the smallness of I have a genuine relationship with the greatness that is God? Is personal friendship with God truly available? We will see that John addresses the challenges to knowing God from the beginning of the Gospel. Because deep and abiding friendship with God is where the author wants to take you. 

Drawing Close

Jesus connects very deeply and very quickly with people. He has extraordinary relational strength. Once people get through their initial uncertainties, they feel very drawn to him. In the Gospel, a couple of people who are feeling really unsure about Jesus have extraordinary experiences. They suddenly realise that Jesus knows them. Either Jesus has deep intuitive insight or he has a God-given gift. Or both. One of the people he meets is so changed and healed by the experience that she immediately invites others to meet Jesus (4:39–41). Jesus goes viral in the village. It starts with her encountering Jesus. Then, because of what happens to her, everyone wants to meet him. 

Discovering that Jesus knows you is a very exciting moment. Suddenly, nothing is hidden. He can see around the corners of your heart. He can see the good that sits inside you. He can see the potential that is in you, which others have not yet seen. He can also see where things have gone horribly wrong. No one enjoys that sort of stuff coming out into the light, but Jesus has a gentle way of insisting that it does. He is able to create the safe spaces where our past failures can get not just painfully re-examined but also resolved and healed.

What we will discover in the Gospel is that Jesus is genuinely interested in you. Jesus is going to lead you into the place where you know that you are known, and you are loved. We all want to do good stuff like serving the poor, bringing justice to the nations, stopping climate change, caring for our kids, earning a living and loving our neighbours. There is so much to be done. But to flourish in life we must be loved. Otherwise what we do becomes who we are, and that is not healthy. 

In the Gospel of John, we meet a somewhat mysterious, unnamed disciple who eventually acquires something of an identity: ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’ (13:23). The Gospel teases us as to who he is, where he is from and whether he might be the author of the Gospel or not. We’ll get to that later. It is the description of the disciple that the author wants us to notice. He leans back on Jesus during a meal. He is held. He is comforted. He is close. Jesus speaks softly into his ear. He is the disciple whom Jesus loved. That kind of relationship is something we all deeply desire, especially, perhaps, with Jesus. 

We are made to have close friends. We are made to be known. We are made to be loved. This is where Jesus wants us to live. He knows that to receive love is to receive life. 

Drifting Apart

More than forty years ago, and completely to my surprise, I discovered that the resurrection was true, Jesus was alive, and that he was inviting me to be his friend. 

But what I started to notice is that my friendship with Jesus easily got pushed to the edge of my life. I had the first heady days of discovering that I was a friend of God. My poor flatmates got to hear all about it. But I needed that to become more enduring. I needed to put friendship with Jesus deep down in the very heart of who I am. 

Even more alarmingly, I began to see that it was possible for friendship with God to become peripheral to the life of the Church. That sounds ironic, and believe me, it eventually becomes tragic. But it is a story that I have heard too many times. One of the great promises God makes to his people is that we will all know him (Jer. 31:34). When relationship with God ceases to be at the centre of Christian community, the results can be catastrophic. The author of John’s Gospel knows all too painfully that it is possible to do religious things without knowing God. The outcome is disastrous, and John wants us to avoid it (8:31–43). 

What happens when relationship with God is not foundational to life, either personally or in the church community?

Living God’s Way Becomes Difficult

The obedience that comes from knowing Jesus is very different from trying harder. Without a living relationship with God, Christianity descends into moralism. And moralism has failed. One sure way of getting people to do things is to tell them not to. We need more than just instruction. It is friendship with God that empowers us to become like God.

Church Stops Being Family

When church is family, those who are part of the church know that they are children of a loving Father who forgives them and receives them gladly. So they forgive and receive each other gladly. Well, most of the time. There is only one ethical instruction in the entire Gospel of John: ‘love one another’. Jesus tells his friends that what they have received from him they are to give to each other: ‘As I have loved you, so you must love one another’ (13:34). 

Without love for Jesus, church stops being family. In my experience, church then descends into something else. It can look like a salesforce – peddling forgiveness of sins, life after death and possibly miracles as well. It’s sad when a church feels like it is offering a product for sale, rather than introducing people to a person they know. Or church can become an organisation that exists for the ego of its leaders. The church becomes a monument to them, the bigger the better. Or church can become a social action task force doing good works. It is good that good things happen, but the church is so much more than a charity. Without the energy that comes from knowing God, it eventually runs out of steam. Or church simply becomes a religious group going through rituals that have been hollowed out of their true meaning and power, which is the kind of church I grew up in.

Worship and Prayer Become Rituals

Worship and prayer are foundational to enjoying God. In prayer and worship our hearts connect deeply with God. However, it is sadly possible for our friendship with God to grow cold and distant. When this happens, the practices of prayer and participation in worship become human centred rather than life giving and God focused. Prayer descends into religious practice. This can be shouting to God, or earnest seriousness, or even silent sitting. But without relationship with God, prayer becomes religious duty. Worship too becomes focused on the process. Did I like the music? Or the lyrics? Or those leading and singing? Did it give me a good feeling? 

I Remain at the Centre of My Life

Without friendship with God, I am tempted to believe that God is there to answer my prayers and bring me blessings. This view of life is built on the delusion that I can control God. Now, of course, God does answer my prayers and he does bless me. But only because he is a patient, kind, gracious Father. It is not because I am in charge of God or because I am the centre of everything. 

But without relationship with God, the world revolves around me: my interests, my financial needs, my relationship needs, my ambitions, my political persuasions, my fulfilment. There is only one problem with this. It doesn’t. The world doesn’t revolve around me and God doesn’t revolve around me. When I get to know God, I suddenly realise that I am not the centre of everything. God is. This is a healthy place to live. Because it is a true and authentic place.

All of this points to something you already know: that it is essential to actively invest in your friendship with God – which is what this book is all about.


2

Knowing God

The Challenges

We want to know God and desire friendship with him. But we all face significant challenges to knowing God.

The Otherness of God

God is not like me. How can I know the eternal God? How can I know a God who stands outside time and sees all things? How can I know the creator God, the maker of the heavens and the earth with their vast expanse through time and space? How can I know a God whose wisdom and knowledge are evidently so far beyond me? I struggled just trying to learn French. How can I know a holy God whose being is one of utter purity? The Prophet Isaiah had an encounter with God. You can read about it in his book. All Isaiah could say was, ‘I am ruined’ (Isa. 6:1–5).

The Absence of God

Another struggle that we have is the absence of God. Where is God? This is a real problem for many people, particularly those who are interested in the possibility of God. It isn’t just tragedy or suffering that makes people question the reality of God. It is the challenge of connecting with a God who cannot be seen or touched. When it comes to forging a friendship with one another there is a lot we can give to that. We can have meals together. We can sit in each other’s homes. We can go for walks. We can go to parties. We can go on holiday to special places. We can talk to each other. We can watch each other and see what matters to each other. How can I get to know God when he dwells in heavenly reality? As Isaiah says, God doesn’t live in my world (Isa. 34:5).

What can I do in the face of the absence of God? Where can I turn? Where can I go to meet with God?

Our Weakness Within

Even when building human relationships, we struggle with each other. For me to get to know you I have to stop talking and start listening. I have to make room for you in my mind. It’s not just about opening my home to you. It’s making space in my heart for you. And it’s not just hearing the words you say. We can often struggle to truly understand what other people mean. Friendship comes when I connect to your heart behind your words. 

We also have difficulty being open about ourselves. We all find it hard to be open, honest, vulnerable and real. Vulnerability with other people is something every human being craves. We love to be known. But we struggle to reveal ourselves so that we can be known.

What is the answer?

This is where the Gospel of John begins.

The Word

John begins at the beginning. ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God’ (1:1).

This first sentence of John’s Gospel is very deliberately built on the first sentence of the Hebrew Bible, John’s own Bible, which we now call the Old Testament: ‘In the beginning God’ (Gen. 1:1). What an extraordinary thing to do. 

John has taken this phrase and edited it. It is a very bold, confident move. John is not just skilled in biblical studies. He also feels completely able to make such a change. Editing Scripture in this way is not for the faint-hearted or the unqualified. What he does is write into the Scripture a short explanation of what it means. He does not take anything away from the original meaning. Neither does he distort the text into a different meaning. What he does is open up the meaning. He deepens and extends what is already there. Bible teachers do this all the time. They say more words, or write more words, in order to draw out the true meaning of the Bible. Theologians call this process ‘exegesis’. John’s objective in this piece of exegesis is to place Jesus in the middle of his own Scriptures. Later on, his writing was itself recognised as Scripture, which is why it is in our Bible.

John can see that there is more to be said between the word ‘beginning’ and the word ‘God’. Becoming friends with Jesus has revealed to him that there is more to be said about God. ‘In the beginning God’ becomes ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God’ (1:1, italics added).

What does he mean? 

He writes the word ‘Word’ three times. ‘In the beginning was the Word. The Word was with God. The Word was God.’ 

Words are very important. Words are what separate us from the rest of creation. Words are what we use to make ourselves known. Can you imagine not being able to use words at all, not being able to explain anything? I am a speaking man, a self-revealing man, made in God’s image. For you to get to know me, I have to open up and speak of who I am. John the author is saying that from the very beginning God is a God who explains himself; he is a speaking God. From the very beginning God is self-revealing. 

In this highly creative and theologically imaginative move, John uses what God does in Genesis 1 and applies it back to God himself. In Genesis 1 God creates by speaking his Word (Gen. 1:3). God speaks and things come into being. John takes that idea and moves it back into eternity, back into the nature of God. Before there was any speaking and creating by God, there was speaking and revealing of God. God spoke and made himself known. Before any creation by the Word there is self-revelation of the Word. 

This Word that God speaks is not a sound that represents something else. When I say ‘dog’ you know what I mean. ‘Dog’ is a word that represents the animal. This Word isn’t like that. This Word is a person, the very person of God, with God in the beginning. ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning’ (1:1–2).

God doesn’t speak sounds; he speaks himself. God speaks himself to reveal himself through himself. In his very nature from all eternity, God is a being who makes himself known. Just to make clear that this happens before any creation starts, just to make sure that we get it, John goes on to say, ‘Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made’ (1:3).

And that is about as good a summary as you can get of Genesis 1. God speaks. Through his Word things are made. Many other New Testament scriptures refer to the story of creation in Genesis 1 and include Jesus in the middle in the same way (such as Col. 1:15–16; Heb. 1:2–3; 1 Cor. 8:6). Just not quite so elegantly.

God is a self-revealing God. This addresses the challenge we identified earlier of the otherness of God. How can I know the eternal God who dwells beyond time and space? How can I know the creator God with immeasurable knowledge and wisdom? Because that God is also a self-revealing God. In his very nature God makes himself known. He speaks himself to reveal himself through himself. This is still good Jewish monotheism. But with Jesus in the middle. 

What about the next challenge? The absence of God? What has God done about that?

Made Flesh

As is normal in the Gospel of John, one profound thought is quickly followed by another: ‘The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us’ (1:14).

The Word that is God became God in human flesh. Everything that is God was brought into human existence in the person of Jesus. God didn’t stop being God when he came as Jesus Christ. Jesus is not lite, fat-free God. Nothing was subtracted when God became flesh. It does not say that a bit of God became flesh. The Word became flesh. God wasn’t subtracted; humanity was added. Not for nothing is Jesus called Immanuel, which means God with us.

And to underline this point, John writes, ‘and made his dwelling among us’. The phrase ‘made his dwelling’ is the Greek word skenoo. It means to pitch your tent. To tabernacle. We are now in the book of Exodus, the second book of the Bible. In the story of the Exodus, God sets his people free from slavery in Egypt, calls them to himself in the desert and dwells among them. He instructs Moses to build a very special tent, called the Tabernacle. And in the tent is found the very presence of God. As Greg Beale describes in his book, The Temple and the Church’s Mission, the Tabernacle in the desert and then the Temple in Jerusalem were both built to a profound specification.1 The Temple was a space within a space within a space. Each space in the Temple represented a much larger space in reality, and the spaces they represented became larger the further in you went. Theologians call this a ‘microcosm’. It is the cosmos in micro-form. The outer court stood for the earth. It was decorated with trees and animals. The next space, called the ‘holy place’, stood for the visible heaven and its light sources. It was shrouded in deep-blue curtains and lit by seven lights on a golden lampstand. The inmost place, called the Most Holy Place, stood for the invisible, heavenly dimension of the cosmos, where God and his heavenly hosts dwelt. The people of Israel knew that God wasn’t somehow just beyond Venus or hidden behind the moon. They knew that God was above and beyond all things. But they also knew that he had chosen to dwell with them. He had built an extension to heaven on earth. When Israel went to the tent, they went to meet with God. They were a people called to live close to God. 

When both Moses and Solomon ‘finished the work’ of building the Tabernacle (Exod. 40:33–5) and Temple (2 Chr. 5:1–14), the shekinah glory of God came and filled the space: ‘Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the Tabernacle. Moses could not enter the tent of meeting because the cloud had settled on it, and the glory of the Lord filled the Tabernacle.’

This is how John’s Gospel describes Jesus: ‘We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth’ (1:14).

Jesus is the presence of God on earth. He is the pitching of God’s tent. He is the revealing of God’s glory. But Jesus is also completely and fully human. In the Gospel of John, Jesus’ friends have meals with him. They sit and talk with him. They go for walks. They go to parties. They go on holiday to Jerusalem to celebrate the Festivals. They talk to him. They watch him. They see how he lives. They see what matters to him. They see how he relates to different people. They are walking with God, talking to God, getting to know God. 

The author of the Gospel of John was brought up as a Jew and is now a follower of Jesus. He is not about to throw away his monotheism. God being one God is one of the deepest, most significant truths in Judaism and therefore in Christianity. So John has a problem. How on earth can he explain this? How can he describe the relationship between Jesus and God? John turns to the relationship that Jesus himself uses to describe this mystery: Father and Son (1:14).

As soon as you say Father, there is Son. Father is not Father without Son. Without a child, a father is not a father; he is an adult. Father cannot be said without saying Son. Saying Father and Son without Mother means that Son is not formed from union. Son is not descendant. Son is not nurtured or raised. The Son is, just as the Father is. If Father exists by his own divine will then Son exists by the same will. Son is not created. Uncreated Son is as much a participant in the divine will of being Father and Son as Father. Otherwise, Son has a beginning, which means that before that beginning God was not Father.

Now before mothers feel excluded and women generally feel marginalised, please let me point out that God as Father and Son is nothing at all to do with human gender, apart from the very obvious and specific application to the incarnate Jesus himself. The use of the words Father and Son have nothing to do with maleness and femaleness. Father and Son exist before there are fathers and mothers, sons and daughters. When God creates humanity in his image, he makes them male and female (Gen. 1:27). The male is not more in the image of God than the female. The female is not a lesser image-bearer of God than the male. God, as we now understand him to be Father and Son and Spirit, images himself into humanity, male and female. The fathers bear the image of the Father and the Son and the Spirit. The mothers bear the image of the Father and the Son and the Spirit. The sons and daughters are made in the likeness of the Father and the Son and the Spirit. To describe God as Father and Son is not in any way to imply that maleness is more like God than femaleness, although obviously some men want you to believe this. The assumed superiority of the male is something we are all trying to be freed from.

As Alister McGrath points out in his book, Christian Theology, it was Karl Rahner who argued that the way God reveals himself to us is the way that God is.2 Father and Son is not a back projection of family life onto God. It is the way God exists. We shall see more of what that means as we look further into the Gospel of John.

To say Father and Son is to speak of relationship and separation. There cannot be relationship without separation. But the strength of relationship transforms the separation. The separation is sufficient to be able to say, ‘I am Father, you are Son.’ But this leads to the possibility of God existing as a divine duality, which is an impossibility. There cannot be two Gods. But separation sufficient to say Father and Son is needed. How can the oneness of God be preserved while talking about the separateness that is the Father and the Son? It is because the separation is accompanied by a relationship that is so comprehensive and complete that Father and Son are one. All that is Father is found in Son and all that is Son is found in Father. Father and Son are a unity not a duality. The theologians call this relationship ‘perichoresis’, which means the mutual indwelling of the persons. The Father is so in the Son and the Son so in the Father that they are one. One God.

It is important to recognise that the author of the Gospel of John does not call himself a Trinitarian Christian. He lived at a time when that term was not used. The first recorded use of the word ‘Trinity’ is by Theophilus of Antioch in the late second century. But it was Tertullian, writing in the early third century, who explicitly defined the Trinity as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. He had to invent several new words to explain what he meant by one God in three persons. There was lots of discussion and debate about this, but it was finally put into an agreed form of words in the Nicene Creed in AD 325, and amended in Constantinople in AD 381:

We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible. And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten of the Father, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, consubstantial with the Father; by whom all things were made both in heaven and on earth; who for us men, and for our salvation, came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Ghost and of the Virgin Mary, and was made man.

Although the Gospel writer cannot be described as Trinitarian, it is immediately obvious that the formulation of the doctrine of the Trinity has drawn significantly on the Gospel of John. From the time of Jesus, there was a journey to go on to arrive at the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. But John’s Gospel puts up lots of signposts that all point in that direction. 

John’s Gospel tells us that the Son and the Father know each other very closely, very intimately: ‘No one has ever seen God, but the one and only Son, who is himself God and is in the closest relationship with the Father, has made him known’ (1:18).

I love that translation in the New International Version (NIV): ‘in the closest relationship with’. The Greek word there is kolpos. It means the front of the body between the arms. That is why the older translations say ‘the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father’ (KJV). The newer translations avoid this language because they don’t want the teenage boys giggling at the back. The Father and Son live in an eternal embrace. Their knowledge, their wisdom, their insight, their likes, their dislikes, everything about them flows back and forth between them. They are so close that they are one.

The word ‘made known’ is the Greek word exegemai. It means to unfold, to declare, to draw out in a narrative. It is where we get the word ‘exegesis’, which means to explain and unfold the meaning of the Bible. Jesus unfolds and explains all that God is. He is in the embrace of God. He is the explanation of God. He is enfolded in God. He unfolds God.

In the person of Jesus the fullness of God is found in human form. The absence of God is no more. 

Now I know what you are thinking. Jesus the physical man, the Word made flesh is no longer with us. Aren’t we back to the ­heavenliness of God? Aren’t we back to the absence of God? Jesus being God in the flesh was all very well for the disciples at the time of Jesus. But what about us?

The Gospel of John addresses this head on. 

By the Spirit

The conclusion that John’s Gospel comes to is that it is better for us now than it was for the disciples of the incarnate Jesus. There is more opportunity for us to know God now than there was to know God then. We can be closer to God than they could. There is something even better than Jesus in the body. We have Jesus in the Spirit.

In the Gospel of John, there is a whole section of Jesus’ teaching about this. It is one of the many unique features of the Gospel. Jesus tries to prepare his disciples for the huge change that is going to come so suddenly upon them. He says that the experiences of the first disciples who walked with Jesus in the flesh are not going to be lost. Theirs was not a special experience that we can’t have. We too live with Jesus. We too walk with Jesus. We too eat with Jesus. We too go on holiday with Jesus. Not Jesus in the flesh. It’s better than that: Jesus by the Spirit:

If you love me, keep my commands. And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another advocate to help you and be with you forever – the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you. I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you. (14:15–18).

It would be good to pause at this point and read 14:15–27. In that section, Jesus says the same thing many times. You would think he was trying to make a point. And you would be right. 

First, Jesus teaches that we are God’s covenant people who live a life of love and obedience. ‘If you love me, keep my commands’ (14:15).

This is Jesus quoting straight from the Prophet Jeremiah (Jer. 31:33–4). Jeremiah looks forward to a time when God is going to build a new covenant relationship with his people. One of the key features of this new relationship is that we will all know God. Another incredible aspect is that God will write his law on our hearts. In the Exodus story the law was written by God on two stone tablets to be taught to the people by Moses. In the new covenant relationship that we have with God, the law isn’t something outside us. God writes the way he wants us to live within us. Obedience isn’t something we try to live up to. Obedience is something we live out because God writes obedience to his Word into us. It’s out of love for Jesus that we obey him. 

Jesus says this, three more times (14:21, 23, 24). That’s emphatic. We are new covenant people. We are friends of God. We know God, love God and obey God.

Second, Jesus says God will come; the Spirit will be sent: ‘And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another advocate to help you and be with you for ever – the Spirit of truth’ (14:16).

Jesus asks the Father who sends the Spirit of truth. God asks God to send God. The Spirit of truth is called an advocate. The word there in Greek is paracletos, which means ‘one who is called alongside’. Jesus walked alongside Simon. The disciple whom Jesus loved leant back on Jesus. You walk with Jesus by the Spirit. You lean back on Jesus in the Spirit.

This truth is repeated multiple times:


	’But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you’ (14:17)

	‘I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you’ (14:18)

	‘Before long, the world will not see me any more, but you will see me. Because I live, you also will live’ (14:19)

	‘On that day you will realise that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you’ (14:20)

	The one who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I too will love them and show myself to them’ (14:21)

	‘My Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them’ (14:23)

	‘But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you’ (14:26)



The challenge of the absence of God was overcome by God coming in the flesh in the person of Jesus. The challenge of the absence of God is overcome even more by the Father and the Son coming in the person of the Spirit. He comes and makes his home with you. He lives with you. He is in you. Jesus reveals himself to you. 

The presence of the incarnate Jesus in the flesh is not better than the presence of Jesus by the Spirit. The presence of the Spirit is the presence of Jesus. In fact, the body is not necessarily the best vehicle for revealing the person. There are limitations. To start with, the closer you get to someone the less you can see of them. When you give someone a hug what you are really looking at is half an ear. The body is a means. But it is also a hindrance. The body can deceive us. God looks at the heart. People look at the appearance. Both these statements are true. And appearances can be deceptive. 

Jesus by the Spirit is a closer, more intimate friendship for everyone. 

So that just leaves the challenge of the weakness we have within, the challenge we have in making space for Jesus in our hearts. 

The Weakness Within

For me to know you, I need to make space for you in my heart and in my mind. We tend to fill our minds with ourselves. We are very self-preoccupied. We are mostly self-absorbed. We are usually self-interested. It’s time to repent. It is time to say, ‘Lord I want to know you. Help me to stop thinking of myself all the time.’

In this book, I am going to help you to turn your eyes upon Jesus. I want you to look fully at him. I want you to stop thinking about yourself and start thinking about him. We are going on a journey, a journey of discovery of Jesus. I am going to repeatedly invite you to read the Scriptures. When you do this, try not to think about yourself and your life. Try to turn your gaze upon Jesus to know him.

All friendship takes application. No friendship happens by accident. There is that initial spark. Something happens that connects you. But then choices are made. It is the same with Jesus. You have to go and sit near him, sit next to him. You have to make space in your heart and in your diary for him. As you go on your journey of discovery of who Jesus is, there is no need to rush. Take as long as you like. It has taken me twenty years to write this book.


3

Temple Space

Life in His Name

John the author tells us why he has written the Gospel: ‘Jesus performed many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name (20:30–1).

John the author is completely up front. He has selected his stories. He has chosen his material very carefully and has organised it very deliberately. But why?

‘But these are written that you . . .’ (20:31, italics added). John the author wrote for you. He wrote with you in mind. When people write their story, most people write about themselves. I like the music of Bruce Springsteen. I bought his book, Born to Run, as a birthday present for my wife. It’s all about Bruce. He is not thinking about you. He is writing about himself. John is completely different. He is writing for you. John has hidden himself so cleverly in his Gospel that to start with you don’t even notice he is there. He is not writing to be well known. He is writing for you. 

John the author isn’t writing to his church or to the churches he serves. We aren’t eavesdropping on another’s conversation. Have you ever read the letter in the New Testament called 2 Corinthians? It is from the Apostle Paul to the church in Corinth, a church he helped to start
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