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“The World According to John”
John 1:1-5; 14; 16-18
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It was evident that spring was in the air. It was still early morning, but the air had a different feel. Even in its early morning coolness there was a hint of warmth that wafted up from the sea. It was a pleasant and encouraging feeling. The winter had been wet and too cold for the bones that had long seen their stronger days. In fact he wondered why these old bones were still around. He couldn’t quite understand why he, among them all, had survived to live so old.

It seemed like a lifetime ago, which it literally was, but in his moments of quiet reflection he could still see their faces, hear their voices, feel the communion as though it were just yesterday that he held their fellowship. And it was not all fun and games, in fact much of the time it was harsh and scary. It was odd, he thought in retrospect, how this rag-tag group ever hung together. We would have never found each other. We would have never lasted together, except for him. He was the one that called each of us out of our daily routine with an invitation to come and see a new thing that was happening. He talked about stepping away from the fearful darkness into the life-giving light of God. He said, if you follow me you will experience such abundance in life. 

We quickly learned that he did not mean that we would all be rich and prosperous. Almost just the opposite was true. We didn’t always know when the next meal would come or if we would find a place to rest our bodies. But somehow, being around him lifted my satisfaction level to ecstatic heights. I felt safe, even in the midst of conflict. I felt whole even when others would ridicule us. I felt loved. I guess that’s the real thing. I felt loved by him – accepted. He knew me, he understood me, and he still accepted me, and even made me feel like I was needed and important. Jesus had that way with everyone he met, not just me.

What the years have taught me, what I can now articulate that was only a feeling then, is that Jesus was a revealer. All that our faith had taught us about God, all that the Law and the prophets were pointing to, came into focus in this one man. All I need to know about God I know because I saw God in Jesus. I truly believe that the Creator God, the creative logic that brought being out of non-being, found a way to walk among us so that the veil of darkness that separated God from our understanding could be ripped away.

I have to admit I was plunged back into darkness when he died on the cross. I don’t know why I didn’t think he could die. I was young. I was the youngest among them. Maybe a bit naïve. But for three days I was in a very dark place. I wasn’t sure if I could go on living. And then Mary, almost in a state of hysteria, tells us that Jesus is no longer dead. I thought she had lost it. But then we experienced the miracle ourselves. It was hard to grasp at first. It was hard to make sense out of it. Jesus did tell us that it will be a bit confusing, but that God will send his Spirit to reside with us always, and to help make sense of it all.

I am not sure I have fully made sense of it all, but this I understand. Jesus wants us to live fully and in the presence of God, and therefore has taken away the biggest obstacle to that end – the fear of death. Not that we won’t die, it’s just that now we know it is not the end of the story. In some ways it is only the beginning. It is a new birth.

I am ready for my new birth. I do not know why I have lived so long, especially when all my companions have died. There is more than a little guilt in my soul. My brave companions all died witnessing to this truth that is Jesus, and here I am still living.

Ah, that warm air feels good coming up from the sea. Ephesus is so beautiful this time of year, and God has granted me yet another day. I will still try to be useful to God. And so I write. It’s about all I can do. To tell and give meaning to my experience with Jesus whom I am convinced was God’s anointed one – the Messiah, the Christ who gives immeasurable richness to this life and to life eternal. The leaders in the synagogue don’t seem very interested in me telling my story. In fact they have begun to expel those of us who believe Jesus is the Messiah from the synagogue. I pray that today, in the freshness of spring and as we approach the anniversary of Christ’s death and resurrection, there might be some at synagogue who will give me a moment and listen. And I will write, in hopes that some will read and believe.

I’ve been doing a lot of reading about the Gospel of John lately in preparation for our Lenten emphasis on John. There is not a lack of attention given to this Gospel. It is probably one of the most written about books in the New Testament. When I involved myself in the details, my mind began to wander on a feeling level. Thus I made you suffer my musings about what might have been going through John’s mind toward the end of his life.

It is, of course, assuming the Apostle John wrote the Gospel, which is not necessarily a safe assumption. What we do know from external biblical sources is that the Gospel of John may very well have emanated from Ephesus. Bishop Irenaeus of Lyons gave testimony to the Gospel of John being written by the evangelist himself, having heard it from Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna. When Irenaeus was young, Polycarp was one of his teachers. And according to Irenaeus, Polycarp had conversed with many who had seen the Lord in the flesh and was, more specifically, a pupil of the Apostle John, under whom he was ordained in Ephesus.

There is some evidence and plenty of Church tradition that John was the only disciple that was not martyred early in life for his witness to Christ, and in fact lived to a ripe old age. There is also tradition, based mostly on the account of the Book of Revelation, that he was exiled, at least for a while on the Island of Patmos. This was perhaps ordered by the Emperor Domitian who in the last decade of the first century demanded that his subjects refer to him as “Lord and God” and worship his image, something that the growing Christian Church would not do. But the earliest writings about the Apostle John have him located in Ephesus.
So, while we have evidence supporting the Apostle John’s residence in Ephesus, it does not prove he wrote the Gospel, although I do believe there is a strong connection between the Gospel and the Apostle. The Gospel contains so many signs of being written by an eyewitness. It preserves a historical tradition that is deemed more accurate than the synoptic Gospels by many. And it speaks with a certain apostolic authority. I am inclined to believe that it was written by one of John’s close disciples at some point at the end of the first century who gleaned the stories, the witness, and perhaps some of the writings of the Apostle himself, much like Mark, the disciple of Luke wrote on behalf of Luke’s authority.
So, even though it may not come directly from the hand of the Apostle John, I believe we hear the echo of John’s witness to Jesus as the Christ. Now I have to be honest with you. I never liked the Gospel of John very much. I would avoid it. I ran from it. I liked neither the common 20th century interpretation of it, nor it’s application, which tended to leave people either as the in-group or the out-group.

When we were in Kenya, Bishop Lawi Imathiu was talking with the group and he was talking about doubt and how doubt plays a role in faith. He said there was a time where he just could not accept and deal with the Old Testament and the Epistles. He talked with a mentor about this and his mentor said, “Then just preach the Gospels.” And that is what he did. But eventually he found that preaching the Gospels was less full without the Old Testament and without the Epistles. And as time went on he saw in his own life the value of these ancient witnesses of the work of God.

That is sort of my story of the Gospel of John. It just seemed inaccessible and out of place for me, especially in relation to the other Gospels, but the longer I have lived with it, the more I’ve come to understand its background, symbolism, and emphasis, the more important it has become to me in my faith journey. Maybe you are like me, or maybe for you it has always been an important work of your faith. Either way, I hope our time spent with John’s Gospel this Lent will be a meaningful, enlightening venture that will strengthen your faith.
So there are two things I want to lift to your attention today to prepare us for our ongoing study of this Gospel.

The first is to understand why it was written. Now there are probably several reasons. As a Gospel it may simply have been written to preserve historical tradition and the genuine theological insight as the first generation of Christians begin to pass.
There is some discussion that it was written as a refutation to the theology of some splinter groups. There is evidence that there were still disciples of John the Baptist who continued to lift the Baptist above Jesus. And so we have in the first chapter of the Gospel the very adamant language of John the Baptist proclaiming that Jesus is the one who ranks above him and is the one for whom he has been preparing them to receive.

There are also those who make an issue with the Gnostics who were a significant alternative to what we have come to know as Orthodox Christianity. The biggest issue is that Jesus never really took on human form. It was all just pretend, because being divine he could not physically suffer and die, and if you had this secret knowledge that the Gnostics offered, you would be elevated to the divine realm.

John addresses this specifically right off the bat with our Scripture lesson from this morning. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God… And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth...”

But perhaps the main reason that the Gospel was written was the very real issue that the Johannine Community was experiencing in Ephesus at the time. The term Johannine Community is used to specifically talk about this group of Jews in Ephesus that believed Jesus was the Messiah. You might recall that Paul also preached and taught in Ephesus and started a church there. But Paul was working with gentiles, non-Jews. It is likely that there was more than one group of so-called Christians in Ephesus.
The Johannine Community, the group of Christians that did not give up their Jewish faith, but expanded it to see that Jesus was the Messiah, is the group that tradition has the Apostle John relating to. And here is what was happening.

Toward the end of the first century when the Gospel of John was probably written there was a lot of conflict between the Jews who saw Jesus as the Messiah and the traditional Jews. Perhaps fueled in part by the Roman destruction of the temple in Jerusalem around 70 AD, there was no longer a central spot for the Jewish faith. There was no longer a Jewish nation. The Jews were in diaspora. In some respects there was a threat of losing Jewish identity. Instead of the central temple, a synagogue system was set up where Jews gathered in what ever community they found themselves.

The crisis that may have precipitated the writing of the Gospel may have been what’s called the Benediction Against Heretics, a benediction introduced into the synagogue liturgy sometime in the late first century. Three times in John there is reference to being put out of the synagogue (9:22, 12:42, 16:2), something that was a real issue for the Jewish Christians in Ephesus. Convinced that the Messiah had come, but expelled from their synagogue.

Thus we have some pretty negative language in John’s Gospel about Jews. It is not to be taken as anti-Semitic, but as the experience of this community from which the Gospel derives.

And so John writes, that his community and those of us who have followed might fully understand that in Jesus we have the full knowledge of God, and that knowledge will bring us light and life; and we are encouraged to persevere even when others might wish to expel us for our faith.

As we plumb the depths of John these next few weeks, I pray the living faith of John might become full in your life and in mine. Amen.
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