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St Michael and All Angels

Anglican Church, Weltevreden Park

The Gospel Of John: Daily Bible Readings, Week 15
MONDAY

Notes on the Reading Portion (212.9-14)
Much debate has gone into the question of whether or not the catch of fish in ch. 21 is a “sign” or a “miracle”. We’ll devote a study entirely to this issue later in the week but for now we’ll leave it alone.

As we noted last week, there is a second movement to this first scene. Having caught a huge catch Jesus invites them to “Come and have breakfast” (v. 11) which consists of Jesus’ taking the bread and giving it to them and then doing the same with the fish. The scene has strong eucharistic meaning – a fish was a frequently-used symbol of the eucharist in early Christian iconography. Significantly this appearance is described as “the third time” Jesus had appeared. In other words, the appearances are now complete and John’s story, having begun in the Prologue with the descent of the divine man, Jesus from Heaven, finishes in beautifully-rounded fashion with the final resurrection (John is not interested at all in the Ascension – see Luke for that).

The second part of v.12 perhaps needs comment. I think John is portraying the awe of the disciples in the presence of their risen Lord and that there is a new certainty in them which will be necessary if they are going to carry out the mission of which the catch of fish is a symbol. So, whereas in v.4 none of the disciples recognized Jesus now they all do. The critical turning-point has been the personal confession of faith, “It is the Lord” (v.7). The confessor, significantly, is the Beloved Disciple.
Meditation/Prayer Suggestions
· Use your imagination to place yourself in this scene. Explore your feelings and responses.

· This is one of a number of places in John which makes eucharistic celebration a key to Jesus’ own ministry and to our discipleship. What does the eucharist mean to you? Explore your understanding of and feelings about being a eucharistic person.

TUESDAY

Notes on the Reading Portion (21.15-19)
We now move into the second part of ch. 21, which focuses us on Simon Peter, the leader of early Christianity according to the Synoptic tradition (including Acts). In John, however, the leader seems to be the Beloved Disciple. Many readers have seen this section as a reflection of John’s intention to replace Peter with the Beloved Disciple as Christianity’s major figure. I think, though, that John doesn’t really put them in competition with one another for leadership status (which would somewhat contradict the type of leadership Jesus has modelled in the Gospel). I think he’s more concerned with different functions for them in the early mission of the church. So the subject is still Jesus’ preparing his disciples for their ongoing mission; the focus, though, has shifted from the disciples as a group to their two leading figures.
Bauckham explains the difference well. When the Beloved Disciple cries, “It is the Lord” (v.7) he reveals that his role is to testify, that is, to articulate the faith. Peter, by hauling in the net (21.11), reveals that active mission will be his central role.
Probably the best-known reading of vv.15-19 says that Jesus is here forgiving Peter for having denied him: a single question, repeated three times, “…do you love me?” corresponds to Peter’s threefold denial. This reading, though, is part of the passage’s meaning which ultimately is about Jesus’ preparing Peter for his ministry. Nonetheless, Jesus’ forgiveness is an essential first step, showing that Peter’s ministry is exercised through God’s Grace and in spite of failure. 

As the active missioner, Peter is given the Shepherd’s task which, the narrative has made it clear, he doesn’t understand too well. For example, ch. 13 told us that Peter must learn to have his feet washed by the Great Shepherd which, at the time, he didn’t understand. Furthermore, he also didn’t understand that shepherding means laying your life down for the sheep (10.11, 15; 18.10-11). His denials, of course, illustrated his failure to understand that suffering is involved in shepherding. Jesus teaches him this explicitly at v.18. 

In summary, then: this passage narrates a direct link between relationship with the Great Shepherd and the ministry of the shepherd. Peter has to be restored in the former and he has to be taught the latter. Put simply, love for Jesus and work for Jesus are directly linked. The threefold repetition of “do you love me” underlines this connection most powerfully and directly. But, to return to my initial comment on the best-known reading: it’s not the state of Peter’s soul that is John’s primary concern. John is focused on Peter’s capacity for mission. It is this that he is prepared for in this exchange and this is why Jesus’ tells Peter, “Follow me” (v.19).
Meditation/Prayer Suggestions
· Allow yourself to be questioned by Jesus: “…do you love me?”. Let your life be changed by your encounter with the Lord who will surely dig out the answers with you.

· Recall your failures, bring them before Jesus, receive his forgivness, put them away and listen for his call on your future.

WEDNESDAY

Notes on the Reading Portion (21.20-23)
Today’s reading begins with Peter, his own relationship with Jesus restored and his role clarified, pointing to the Beloved Disciple. It is appropriate that the Gospel should end with these two leaders because they have been the focus of attention since ch. 13. We are reminded that the Beloved Disciple is the one with less ability to fail than Peter. Remember, he was the only male disciple at the foot of the cross, and here he is the one who posed the question, “Lord, who is that is going to betray you?” (indicating that it wasn’t going to be him).
Peter asks Jesus (literally), “this one, but what?” (v.21). Jesus’ reply is enigmatic, seeming to say: “Pay attention to your own ministry” – again, notice, Jesus commands Peter, “Follow me!” (v.22) – many translations fail to note the emphasis in the Greek, You, follow me!”. So Jesus refuses to say anything to Peter about the Beloved Disciple because we have already seen that the two men have different roles and, possibly, a different degree of intimacy with Jesus.

The reference to Jesus’ “coming” in his reply to Peter (vv.22, 23) seems to import an idea which is prominent in the Synoptics (that Jesus will come again) but which is entirely absent from John whose whole understanding of Jesus Christ is that he has come now and is the fullness of God’s self-revelation. In a famous phrase the great British scholar, Charles Dodd, described the eschatology (doctrine of the last things) in John as “realized eschatology”, that is, the End has arrived in Jesus. John’s “realized eschatology”, however, is not incompatible with the Synoptic teaching: as God has come, finally, in Christ, the relationships which characterize the eschaton (End-time) already exist, and are demonstrated in unique ways: in one way by the Beloved Disciple and in another by Peter. Thus “remain” keeps the meaning of being linked like a branch to the vine, which is the way it has been used consistently in this Gospel; but it also has the meaning of “remain alive”, which picks up the reference to the Second Coming.
Meditation/Prayer Suggestions
· Where have you struggled with dissatisfaction with your own God-given gifts (as you’ve looked at others who seem to be more gifted than you)? Peter here has to accept his own unique relationship and call. Do you know your own unique relationship and call?

THURSDAY

Notes on the Reading Portion (21.24-25)
After the difficulties of yesterday’s text, what a relief to come to a text whose meaning is straightforward (despite the difficulties of relating it to 20.20-31). Notice how the Gospel ends by bringing to the fore the ministry of the Beloved Disciple who is almost certainly the chief eyewitness and probably the actual author of this Gospel (v.24).

Notice also that v.25 tells us that the writer had to be extremely severe in pruning his use of a multitude of sources. These would have been both oral and written sources. Two great archaeological discoveries in the 1940’s presented us with rich collections of hitherto unknown writings. One of these, the Gospel of Thomas, shows that historically-minded scholars have always been correct in their guess that the first step in remembering Jesus was to write down collections of his sayings without a narrative framework. As a subsequent stage, writers – probably Mark first – put a narrative framework around these stories, built on the memories of eyewitnesses and thus highly reliable. The four canonical Gospels all have this narrative framework, presented, of course, with different emphases.
Getting back to the relationship between 20.30-31 and 21.24-25, I like Bauckham’s notion of a “two-stage” ending rather than two separate endings. On a rhetorical level, the two endings, coming so close together, emphasize the Gospel’s claim to truth and trustworthiness. Twice we are told in quick succession that what we have read has not been invented but has been ‘seen”. It is “testimony”: it attests to the personal experience of the writer who is trustworthy. However, John’s testimony is not simply his own experience: he interprets the public Jewish tradition of which he is a part in the light of his own experience of Jesus. Thus he can claim that his Jesus is the long-awaited Messiah. Our own experience is never simply ‘private’ because we all belong to a community of faith, and our own experience always has to interact with community belief. This interaction of the private and public spheres is important today because many apparently attractive teachings today focus entirely on personal experience and are dangerous precisely in their neglect of the experience of the believing community.
Meditation/Prayer Suggestions
· Work out your own “testimony” to your experience of Jesus

FRIDAY

Notes on the meaning of “sign” in John
The question is often raised: what is a ‘sign’ and is it the same thing as a ‘miracle’? It’s really hard to define the difference sometimes because they are so closely related. But readers have always felt it important to understand what ‘sign’ means in John because it is such an important concept – he uses sēmēion (sign) 16 times, often attaching it to actions by Jesus which give it special significance. Jesus also performs miracles which are sometimes called  sēmēia (signs) and sometimes not. Readers have also felt it important to find seven signs in John because seven is a significant number in the Bible, representing completeness. The issue has arisen chiefly around whether 21.1-14 is a sign or miracle because it may affect the count – readers want seven signs!
How you categorize an action by Jesus as a ‘sign’ or a ‘miracle’ will depend on the criteria you use. If you use the first criterion I’ll mention, there will be a fairly clear separation of sign from miracle; if you use the second, a definition of sign, there won’t.

If the criterion is that sēmēion, the Greek word for “sign”,  is applied directly to an action then the signs would be: 2.1-11; 2.13-22; 4.46-54; 6.1-14; 6.30-35; 9.1-17; 11.1-44. You’ll notice that there are seven signs in my list which would appear to settle the issue; but the highlighted passages are not included in any lists of signs I’ve come across so readers clearly use other criteria than the presence of  sēmēion. If you use this criterion then Jesus’ symbolic destruction of the Temple (2.13-22) is a sign but it is clearly not a miracle. Similarly, 21.1-14 is clearly a miracle but it isn’t a sign.
Stephen Smalley (John: Evangelist and Interpreter) defines a sign very helpfully. A sign, is an action in which the spiritual world expresses itself through the physical world (eg. water becomes wine), just as in the incarnation of Christ the spiritual took on flesh. A sign, then, connects action upon the physical world directly to the Lorship of Jesus: a sign reveals his “glory”.This is nice because it relates ‘sign’ to the incarnation which is the major focus of the Gospel. However, this definition makes it very difficult to distinguish a ‘sign’ from a ‘miracle’ so, unsurprisingly, Smalley uses the terms interchangeably.

However, even Smalley’s definition doesn’t settle things beyond question. Bauckham (Jesus and the Eyewitnesses, 366) accepts Smalley’s definition but argues against Smalley that 21.1-14 is not a sign because it symbolizes the mission of the church and is not focused directly on revealing Jesus’ glory.
In the end it’s best to abandon a hard-and-fast distinction which always breaks down at some point or another. The use of sēmēion is an important indicator of actions which reveal Jesus’ glory directly but then there are a number of miracles which point that way, too. So it’s best to abandon an attachment to finding seven signs/miracles because there are more – a superabundance of God’s completeness!

Meditation/Prayer Suggestions
· Use the seven passages I’ve identified by virtue of the use of sēmēion. Ponder them carefully and explore how each reveals Jesus’ glory.

SATURDAY

Notes on the 
I AM sayings
As we’ve seen one of the chief ways John’s Jesus reveals his divinity is by applying the name of God to himself through I AM sayings. Significantly, on seven occasions Jesus says “I AM”, followed by a description which picks up a central aspect of his identity and ministry as Son of Man.
Meditation/Prayer Suggestions

Meditate on these sayings (I wouldn’t suggest that you use more than one saying in a prayer session)

· I AM the bread of life (6.35, 48, 51); “…the light of the world” (8.12); “…the gate” (10.7, 9); “…the good shepherd” (10.11, 14); “…the resurrection and the life” (11.25); “…the way, and the truth, and the life” (14.6); “…the true vine” (15.1, 5).
