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St Michael and All Angels

Anglican Church, Weltevreden Park

The Gospel Of John: Daily Bible Readings, Week 9

MONDAY

Notes on the Reading Portion (12.1-11)
We have organized this study of John around the four journeys Jesus undertakes to Jerusalem. Many commentators use a twofold division of the narrative, The Book of Signs (1-12) and The Book of Glory (13-21). According to this plan, we have arrived at the climax of the Book of Signs which ended with the sign of the raising of Lazarus, surely a deliberately-placed sign in John’s account of the signs Jesus did which point to his divine nature.
Chapter 12 starts by having Jesus stop over in Lazarus’s house (v.1), a reminder of what had happened in ch.11. Today’s reading is dominated by three events. First the beautiful devotional action of Mary, who wipes Jesus’ feet with an extravagant amount of expensive perfume (v.3). The extravagance is important in two ways: it shows that true worship understands Jesus – he is worth everything to Mary; and it suggests the extravagance of the eschatological feast on the Day of Judgement.
Jesus interprets this action as a preparation of his body for burial (v.7), thus showing us that he knew full well what was going to happen to him in Jerusalem. This interpretation comes as a shock because anointing was usually associated with celebration. However, it fits well in John, showing us how much his looming death was on Jesus’ mind at this point, but also reminding us in a subtle way that in John’s understanding Jesus’ death is his “glory”, the fitting climax and gathering-together of his whole work of loving the world.
In between Mary’s worshipful action and Jesus’ interpretation of it we have the second of the crucial events of today’s reading: the un-worshipful words of Judas Iscariot whose meanness shows that he has not understood who Jesus is at all, and whose thievery is thus hardly surprising and prepares us for his betrayal by showing us a different way in which he has already betrayed Jesus. Note how Judas has a pious reason for his meanness which the narrator exposes with brutal clarity. Judas is like all of us in this sinful capacity to put the loveliest gloss on our basest actions.
The third significant event is the concluding reminder that in John’s story it is the raising of Lazarus which drives Jesus’ opponents to their determination to kill him. Verses 9-11 put side-by-side the crisis generated by this act of Jesus: there is a growing attachment to Jesus’ leadership which threatens the present leaders who choose a violent solution to their problem.
Meditation/Prayer Suggestion
Does your devotion match Mary’s? What have you given for Jesus? What are the attachments in your life which prevent your worshipping him truly? Meditate on God’s power to raise the dead.
TUESDAY

Notes on the Reading Portion (12.12-19)
Today’s reading reminds us that Jesus’ Passion takes place against a festive background as it is the time of “the (Passover) festival” (v.12). That the Lord who is celebrated in the Passover should be entering his Passion during its celebration is one of the many profound ironies in which John’s Gospel abounds. It throws into stark relief the darkness in which the nation lives and its blindness in not being able to “see” the God whom it worships.
The main purpose of this pericope (as sections of the gospel texts are called) is summarized at v.19 where we see the desperate helplessness of the Jewish leaders in the face of the world’s celebration of the entry of the Messiah into Jerusalem (vv.12-18). 
John presents the momentous significance of this event through two OT quotations. The first, at v.13, is from Psalm 118.26; but to get the full force of the verse John uses we need to read the preceding verse in the Psalm: “Save us, we beseech you, O Lord! O Lord, we beseech you, give us success” (Ps 118.25). When we understand the context of the verse from Psalm 118 that John uses we are better able to see that the entry of Jesus with the declaration of blessing from Psalm 118.26 declares explicitly that the promised day of salvation has come.
The second quote is from Zechariah 9.9 at v.15 to direct us to John’s view that Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem at this point wasn’t an accidental evident but the occurrence of a promise God had given hundreds of years to before to Israel. One of the challenges the Bible brings to us constantly occurs through the promise-fulfilment theme which is the ground of our belief that God is in charge of history. In addition, of course, the quote from Zechariah explicitly identifies Jesus with the Messianic promise of the OT.

There is an interesting reminder at v.16 of the human fact that it is often only after reflection that we understand the meaning of events. Evidently this was the case for the disciples. This fact is why it is important for us to read the Bible and pray, for our lives depend on understanding the past properly. Without understanding the past we can’t really understand the present at all.
Meditation/Prayer Suggestion
Meditate on this focus on Jesus as the revelation of all God’s promises to Israel. Offer the world to the God who is its ruler.
WEDNESDAY

Notes on the Reading Portion (12.20-26)
Significantly, given the pericope we’ve just looked at, and given John’s emphasis on Jesus as the cosmic Christ, the ruler of the whole world, it is not Jews but Greeks who want to see Jesus. You may wonder why Greeks would be coming to worship at the festival and you may be surprised to know that Judaism, generally speaking, was wide open to Gentiles at the time of Jesus. The common Christian view of Judaism as a tight, closed ring of Jews, hostile to all Gentiles is an invention of a Christianity that has, sadly, nearly always been anti-semitic at its core. It was common practice for “god-fearers”, as they were called, to be allowed to participate in Jewish life, without having to meet requirements of the Torah which had to be observed by Jews.
The request of these Greeks to “see” Jesus reminds us of one of John’s key concepts around which his gospel story is organized: to see versus to be blind. The Greek verb used here is ideiv which is the most frequently-used of the four verbs translated by “see” in English. Ideiv is used 67 x in the gospel and it refers primarily to empirical sight. It operates on two levels (as is so often the case in John). On one level it means no more than that they wish to come into Jesus’ presence physically, to “see” him as you and I may say we have seen each other when we meet in church. However, on a deeper level and in the context of John’s story as a whole to ask to “see Jesus” is to ask to see the Messiah, the incarnate of Son of God. In fact, it is to ask to actually see God with their physical sight. In the OT such a request would have been impossible, let alone reverent (see Exodus 3.6), but now, in a totally-transformed world where God has become flesh the request is exactly the right one.

Jesus replies by announcing that a new time has arrived (v.23). The “hour” that so far has not yet come  (refer back to 2.4; 7.30; 8.20) “has come for the Son of Man to be glorified”. When I say that a new time has come there are two dimensions to this new time. In its one aspect, which covers the whole narrative, a new time arrives with the descent of the logos in ch.1. However, Jesus’ death is the particular “hour” of Jesus’ “glory”, not because John sanctifies martyrdom, but because Jesus’ death is the ultimate demonstration of John’s central theme of God’s absolute love for the world (see 3.16). So in this sense, when Jesus announces that his “hour has come” he means that his death is imminent.
Thus his death is his “glory”. You will have noticed how frequently this word is used – 57 x, in fact (see back to 2.11; 11.40). This highlights the different view of the cross John has from the Synoptics. John sees no pain, no shame in the cross but only the triumph of God’s love. We must also face the challenge of this view that true glory is found in an act of total self-offering: how different from the view of glory all around us! We’ll see as we go through The Book of Glory (13-21) how he develops this view of the cross in greater depth.
Mention of the “glory” about to be revealed is followed by a passage which could have come straight from the Synoptics and almost certainly indicates that John knew at least Mark (see Mark 8.35). Our reading today ends, then, with a strong connection between “glory” and “servanthood”. This prepares us for ch.13 and summarizes the meaning of Jesus’ life and death. It challenges our sinful self-centredness at its core.
Meditation/Prayer Suggestion
What is your idea of “glory” – examine yourself in the light of this passage. Whom do you serve in your life?

THURSDAY

Notes on the Reading Portion (12.27-36a)
We’re still in the same reply to the request of the Greeks to “see Jesus” as we begin our reading today. Jesus ends it by returning to the theme of “the hour”, making it the sole reason for his incarnation (v.27).  At v.28 he almost commands the Father to take things forward. Note Jesus is wholly focused on the glory of the Father. 
When the Father replies audibly at v.28b (though the crowd hears the reply only as thunder [v.29], making it clear that there is a special communication between the Father and the Son) John shows us in a dramatic way that Jesus’ claim to be one with his heavenly Father is indeed true. In other words, we see the claim in action.
Jesus’ claim that “This voice has come for your sake, not for mine” (v.30) indicates that God did in fact speak to the crowd in some way – “thunder” is a common term in the OT for the speech of God (Ps 29.3, for example).

Jesus then presses the significance of this moment in a powerful way”: the whole of history, he claims at v.31 has come to this moment. The “ruler of this world” is commonly taken to refer to Satan, which it certainly does; but I think Warren Carter in his commentary is right to argue that it applies primarily to Pontius Pilate, Satan’s human agent. Jesus’ human life will reach its end in a confrontation with this man.

He then relates the significance of this moment to the cross at v.32 where he claims that “… I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself”. The phrase “lifted up” here has a dual meaning of great importance: it refers to the cross which will literally lift Jesus up from the ground while at the same time it also refers to the resurrection which, in John, is one event with the cross.

Verses 33-34 show how much confusion was generated by the notion of a Messiah who has come to die. While there was a widespread expectation of a coming Messiah in Judaism at the time of Jesus there were also many different understandings about how God would meet this expectation. None of these understandings, however, included a Messiah who would die. Hence, the crowd’s puzzled question at v.34. It’s important for us to understand that Jesus’ presentation of himself as Messiah was profoundly shocking and disturbing, even to those most open to whatever God wanted to do.
Jesus responds by bringing us back to the light/darkness them. When he says, “The light is with you for a little longer. Walk while you have the light, so that the darkness may not overtake you”, he means (go back to v.31 for the context) that the hour of God’s judgement is at hand. His word to them is simply to remain with him (in the light, in other words). He offers them, that is, a choice: himself or darkness; to stay on the way or to get lost in darkness.
Meditation/Prayer Suggestions
How has God spoken to you in your life? Spend time opening yourself to God’s speech to you.

FRIDAY

Notes on the Reading Portion (12.36b-43)
 Verses 36b-37 summarize the result of the confusion we noted yesterday: despite Jesus’ many signs “they did not believe in him”. Again the OT quotation indicates God’s purpose being worked out in history.
People are often puzzled by the kind of statement expressed in the second quote from Isaiah (v.40) which makes it appear as if God deliberately makes it as hard as possible for people to believe. This is a Hebraic idiom, a way of noting that God calls us so all faith is a response to God’s call rather than just something we decide to do. This forms part of the picture John has been painting in various ways of a world under the control of its Creator.
Having been told that “they did not believe in him” at v.37 we learn at v.41 that “…many, even of the authorities, believed in him”. There’s no contradiction here but a presentation of confusion in response to Jesus’ claims. The really significant point at the end of today’s reading, though, concerns the fear that to believe in Jesus would mean being put out of the synagogue. In the early Christianity depicted in the NT there is great complexity in the relation between the synagogue and Jesus’ followers. It would seem that in some places (we see this in Acts) Christians continued as members of the synagogue and were accepted as such while, in others, such as evidently in the community that produced John, there had been a break with the synagogue by the end of the first century (when John was probably written). It seems, in other words, that from being one stream among many within Judaism, Christianity had become a separate faith in this Johannine community, with all the harshness on both sides that community splits usually involve. John’s judgement (v.43) is that choice has to be made regardless of the cost, which coheres with what Jesus said at v.25.

Meditation/Prayer Suggestions
Meditate around choices you’ve had to make or that face you now – what are the costs involved? What does faithfulness to Jesus involve?
SATURDAY

Notes on the Reading Portion (12.44-50)
Today’s portion consists entirely of words of Jesus which summarize the whole of John up to this point and point to the rest of the story. Thus we are not surprised to find the themes of Jesus as the revelation of the Father (v.44-45, 50b) and as the light of the world (v.46).

However, the focus is on Jesus’ role which he insists is to save, not judge, the world (vv.47-48). This may surprise you in view of v.31 but it is important to understand that salvation and judgement in the Bible are not opposites. Rather they are reverse sides of a single coin. The central truth about God is that God loves the world (see 3.16) which means that God also has to judge the world. Without judgement love becomes skewed, just as parents who don’t ‘judge’ their children by teaching them how to behave properly are guilty, in fact, of not loving their children.

Meditation/Prayer Suggestions
Meditate on the themes of love as Jesus presents it (which includes judgement), and of Jesus as God’s Presence in the world. Give praise to God.
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