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Introduction and Outline 

To the Gospel of John
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Introduction
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Everyone has their favorite Gospel and for many believers the Gospel of John has a special place in their heart. John’s Gospel is unique in its own way. Like Mark, he does not mention the birth narrative of Jesus, but takes the reader all the way back to the beginning (the beginning of creation). When John stated in John 1:1, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God,” John said that Jesus took part in the creation (see also v 3). The phrase, “in the beginning” (ἐν ἀρχῇ) comes from the Greek translation of the Hebrew OT (the Septuagint) of Gen 1:1.​[1] Thus John states from the very outset that the Messiah is more than a mere man, but he is part of the eternal Deity.

John’s Gospel also emphasizes the deity of Jesus, that he is the “Son of God.” The phrase “Son of God” is found some seven times in the Fourth Gospel, while the phrase “the Father’s Son” or “Your Son” occurs four times. The Gospel of John also uses the phrase, “Son of Man,” a title popular with the other three accounts (some thirteen times). In total, the Gospel of John uses the term “Son” in reference to Jesus’ deity and Messiahship some thirty-nine times. John states at the end of the book his true purpose for composing this Gospel: “that you might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God ...” (John 20:31).

John records more about what Jesus said that about what he did. He also records many lessons or sermons that are found in none of the Synoptics (the teaching on the Holy Spirit in chapters 14-16; the lesson on the Vine and Branches, 15:1 – 17; prayer for unity, chapter 17). The Gospel of John portrays Jesus as both human (as having flesh and blood) and divine (his incarnation), an important theme when considering the fact that God had to suffer for mankind.

Themes in John’s Gospel

One of the main theme’s in John’s Gospel is his repeated usage of key words. Such words as light, darkness, life, love, hate, world, work, believe, and abide occur throughout the Fourth Gospel. One soon realizes that these words set forth key themes or concepts in this Gospel.​[2] 

Life and Light.

For example, in John 1:4, the writer says that “in him was life; and the life was the light of men.” This verse in the prologue of John’s Gospel touches on two themes, that of life and light, which one finds later on in this Gospel. John showed that Christ came and gave humanity “eternal life” (see John 3:15 – 16; 6:47, 54; 17:2). Jesus also identified himself as being the “bread of life” who satisfied all hungering and thirsting (John 6:35). When he spoke to the woman of Sycar at the well, he claimed that he could offer her living water that would be “a well of water springing up into everlasting life” (John 4:14). In the section of Jesus’ teaching on being the Good Shepherd and the Door of the Sheepfold, he said: “I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly.”​[3] No wonder John devoted so much time in his Gospel showing the better life that Christ offered. John mentioned towards the end of the book his purpose for penning this account: “But these things are written, that you might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God; and that believing you might have life through his name” (John 20:31).

Love.

Another theme that dominated John’s Gospel was love. While the topic of love can be found in the Synoptics, still the depth and meaning of love was discussed more in the Fourth Gospel than in the other three. The word love (noun - ἀγάπη​[4], verb - ἀγαπάω​[5] and noun – φιλόϛ​[6], and verb φιλέω​[7]) appears some forty-eight times in the Gospel of John. No wonder John’s Gospel has been called the Gospel of Love. The Father’s love for the Son has been emphasized (John 3:35; 5:20; 10:17), as well as his love for humanity (John 3:16; 14:23; 16:27).​[8] Jesus’ whole life and ministry was built around his love for the Father and the world. John’s Gospel also sets forth the teaching that we (as disciples) are to love each other (John 15:12 – 14). The Gospel closes out with the theme of love where Jesus asks Peter three times, ‘do you love Me? Obviously, Jesus wanted Peter to realize that loving someone required more than paying mere lip service.

Faith or Belief.

John’s book deals with belief for his audience. We can all place ourselves in the shoes of ‘doubting Thomas’ who would not believe in the risen Savior unless he saw the proof (John 20:25). The verb for, πιστεύω, which can be translated as believe or trust, appeared some ninety-nine times in this Gospel. John records seven signs or miracles (which he describes as ‘works’ in John 5:20) and the resurrection of Jesus in the book help support the argument that Jesus is God’s Son. The signs are: (1) water to wine (John 2:1 – 11); (2) healing of nobleman’s son (John 4:46 – 54); (3) the paralytic of Bethesda (John 5:1 – 15); (4) feeding of 5,000 (John 6:1 – 15); (5) walking on the water (John 6:16 – 21); (6) healing the man born blind (9:1 – 12); (7) raising Lazarus from the dead (John 11:17 – 44).​[9] Four of these miracles have no parallel in the Synoptics (the first, third, sixth, and seventh). Signs number three through six are “grouped together around the theme” of Jesus’ ministry and the Jewish feasts.​[10] 

Following Jesus’ resurrection, John records another event or sign not included in the list of seven signs. In the last chapter, Jesus finds five of his disciples fishing on the Sea of Galilee (Peter, Thomas, Nathaniel, James, and John). They had been fishing all night and had caught nothing. Jesus commanded them to cast their net on the right side of the boat. When they followed his directions, then their nets were full. The disciples now realized that this was the Lord (see Luke 5:1 – 11 for the first time Jesus met them and a similar incident took place). Westcott sees in this narrative the theme that, as Christians, we must all work hard in his service until the end of time.​[11] While this may be true, I believe the real lesson of John 21:1 0 14 ties in with John’s theme of belief (and as the apostle Peter’s reinstatement). Each miracle John records shows the various forms of Jesus’ power. I also believe there is a progression of faith with each miracle (with each miracle John builds up his reader’s faith to prepare them for the ultimate sign, the resurrection of Jesus). When the reader comes to the end of John’s Gospel, he sees the disciples lose their faith. Peter says, “I go fishing,” and the other four go with him (John 21:2 – 3). Had they given up and gone back to their old occupation of fishing? Did they think that Jesus had failed? Maybe so. Any ways, Jesus taught them a lesson here that they were to remain loyal to him (see also John 21:15 – 19).

The “I Am.”

Another important them in the Fourth Gospel is the usage of the phrase by Jesus, “I am” (ἐγώ εἰμί). John uses this expression in reference to Jesus some twenty-three times.​[12] This would appear to go back to Yahweh’s claim to Moses at the burning bush in Exodus 3 (“I Am that I Am”). Jesus makes seven claims (the “ I am ...” sayings) in this Gospel and he connects this phrase with seven key metaphors which describe his redemptive work. First, Jesus
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