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SERIES III
THE GOSPEL OF JOHN
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Lesson 2  Commentary  John 1:1 - 18

Lesson 3  Questions        John 1:19 – 2:11

THE PROLOGUE

John 1:1-18, 1 Thessalonians 5:4, Sirach 24:4,8

I. THE DIVINITY OF JESUS CHRIST


John pierces right into eternity, into the everlasting Divine Nature, with this opening of his Gospel. It is so sublime a penetration into the nature of Jesus that John’s symbol among the Evangelists is the eagle, the highest flying bird. He writes in simple short words that almost sing, a poetic hymn that exults the God-Man, the Master he loved so much, whom he had pondered on for years, had stood beside to the end of Jesus’ life; and he points to a new beginning.


“In the beginning was the Word.” The first three words are also the beginning of Genesis, the book of the beginning of time in creation. John, however, goes beyond to the situation before creation. “The Word was with God, and the Word was God.” John used the Greek word “Logos,” meaning an expression of an immaterial reality, through a divine declaration—God revealing Himself in an expression containing His whole being (Proverbs 8:22-31).


“He was with God in the beginning,” John continues and immediately leaps down to creation, declaring that “Through him all things came to be. Whatever came to be in Him found life; life for the light of men.” Notice that John’s pronouns for the Word—He, Him, are in human gender, coming from his Master’s calling God His Father. It is thus that we have the Father-Son relationship. The great Paul, in his letter to the Colossians (1:15-20), also tried to express who Jesus was, from His mother’s womb. It might be a good thing for you to stop here and read and ponder these words of God, along with John 1:1-3, letting the Holy Spirit speak to you. Also see John 10:30.

II. GOD’S IMAGE IN HIS CREATURE, WOMAN


God is also the source of the feminine nature. This is true since all that God made, especially human nature, is an image of His Divine Nature. But, coupled with a stridency linked with a seeming power-struggle at times, the “feminist movement” can fail to engender respect. Yet, there is a profound truth here, stated beautifully and with no shred of envy or dissatisfaction by the English mystic, Juliana of Norwich, the fourteenth century hermitess, lately re-translated and made known to the modern Church. Unnamed in her writing, she was given the name of the church near where she lived, St. Julian’s. She had twenty “Showings” (communications from God) about Jesus, Mary, the Church, and God’s deep love for His human children. Unable to write, she dictated them to a young priest who became her secretary. Faithful to the Church, the Pope and the magisterium of her time, she was shown that the feminine in human nature is an image of God’s mercy, His tenderness, and the divine attribute of caring for and nurturing His creation. This is, she wrote, seen in Christ in His nourishing us with His Body and Blood as a mother does, and in nurturing us to a full maturity of our new life in God. Correctly seen, there is a feminine in God, and it is the glory of the feminine aspects in all humans, but it is especially the glory of women. See Wisdom 7:24-26 and 9:9-10. Yet Jesus, in speaking of God as a Father, recognizes that the “progenitor,” the divine Person in which the Trinity begins, produces from Himself, in a loving will to beget, another divine expression of Himself.

III.
JOHN’S GOSPEL AND GNOSTICISM


This was written when Greek thought, called “gnosis” (knowledge), was full of ideas of light and darkness; light meaning a special knowledge that set those who had it apart from others who were in darkness. Those who had the “light” celebrated what they called “mysteries” (some quite weird) when they gathered to celebrate their specialness. When Gnosticism came into contact with Christianity there were points of similarity, which produced an early heresy in Christianity, vigorously fought by the Fathers of the Church. Some early Christians, and some 20th century Bible scholars have thought that John and/or his community at Ephesus, was tainted with some of this Gnosticism, which explains why this Gospel was suspect for a while. Today, however, it is more and more recognized that this Gospel was a clear declaration against Gnosticism with its class-consciousness and false ideas about a god of light and a god of darkness.


For John, the verb “know” means more than to have knowledge, than perceiving facts; it means to be personally involved with, to know as you might know a best friend or a spouse, an involvement with, in a loving knowledge of the person.


Each of us needs to ask: Am I personally involved with Jesus? Is He part of my personal daily life—with time for Him such as you might give to a friend or your husband or wife? Does Jesus share our life? It is not enough to know about Jesus, that He is God, etc. do you take time to be still, listening quietly and pondering, as Mary did, the words about Jesus and the words of Jesus, in order to know His mind, His heart, to know them intimately? This year is a good time to begin, as you study a Gospel so full of who Jesus is for us.


What might John mean by “darkness”? It is not the physical darkness such as at night, or in a room before you turn the light on. It is an opposition to or rejection of God. Man is in darkness within, in a state of original sin, but he is not darkness. Throughout history, God has revealed himself, as Paul says in a powerful description in Romans 1:18-22, of mankind without God. Read this description. How is it like our “post-Christian” world? Jesus, says John, “was a light that shines in the darkness and darkness could not overpower it” (John 1:5). And Jesus told His followers: “You are the light of the world” (Matthew 5:14-16; 6:22-23). Are you? Are we?

IV.
THE WITNESS OF JOHN THE BAPTIST TO JESUS (John 1:6-8)


The evangelist mentions three times that John was a witness who was sent “to bear witness to the light.” We shall see this word often in this Gospel—witness—which we also are meant to be in our time, “so that everyone might believe through him.” This is what the word “evangelist” means, which John the Baptist and John the Evangelist (traditionally and by many scholars still thought to be John the Apostle) certainly were—one who tells the good news of Jesus—and shares it with his world. Catholics are not known for being good evangelists; rather, we have tried to live our faith, to do the deeds that reveal our faith, which is good. We hope that others will “catch” it this way. But there are too many divisions among Christians, too many churches relying only on their interpretation of the Bible, much of which is not accepted by the Church. But it doesn’t help the reunion of Christians, which Jesus wants: “There shall be one flock and one shepherd… that all may be one” (John 17:11). Let not other Christians be better evangelists than we, who are so richly given the full truth. Invite others to our faith, our worship, to the Rite of Christian Initiation.

V. JOHN’S MEANING OF THE “WORLD”


John sadly recalls that the “world did not recognize” Jesus. “He came to his own and his own people did not accept him.” What was this “world”? John means here the world of men and their affairs, subject to sin and darkness. Jesus was in the world, but could not be part of the darkness in the world. What about us, His followers? Do we bring the light of the Gospel to politics, to business, to entertainment, to the press? Why are so many leaders in these affairs of our world doing the work of darkness? In the sense of penetrating, like yeast, these affairs and doings and mind-set around us, we should be changing them, as the first Christians did the Roman Empire, first by living the teaching of Jesus and the Apostles, and then by insisting that our votes, our representatives, reflect us. Perhaps even becoming leaders in all of this and influencing our legislation, our programs (TV), our newscasters, etc.

VI. JESUS, THE GOD-MAN


In John 1:12, John speaks of the power of those who accept Jesus: they become children of God, in whose spirits the Spirit of God dwells. This comes to those who believe in Jesus’ name.


In John 1:13 the words, “Born not from human stock or human desire or human will” but through God’s gift in Baptism, come close to an Annunciation story, an Incarnation event.


Christians live with Christ’s life. His own birth in a human nature came only from a special creation in Mary, who by her consent, “accepted him” and brought Him to “become flesh.” “The Word became flesh” (not was flesh) (John 1:14). The word translated here as “flesh” was the Greek word sarx meaning human nature, body plus spirit. In these verses are also echoes of the Old Testament books that we have studied. “He lived among us,” and we “saw his glory” (John 1:14b). Recall Exodus 25:8, when God told Moses to “build me a sanctuary so that I can live among you” (Leviticus 26:11-12, Deuteronomy 4:7 and Isaiah 40:5).

VII. THE GLORY OF JESUS (Exodus 33:18-23)


In the first edition of the New American Bible is a beautiful translation in the last phrase of John 1:14: “the glory of the only Son coming from the Father, filled with enduring love.” That is what fills Jesus the Son—love that is faithful, that endures. That is what the Father is, whom Jesus came to show us. We can trust that love, trust ourselves to it as a child does in his mother or father’s arms! Then John adds, “Of his fullness we have all had a share, love following upon love (John 1:16). How John tries to express the abundance of the reality he has learned! This evangelist is the “disciple whom Jesus loved” who leaned on Jesus’ heart, who knew by experience the love of Jesus in such a way that he reminds us that we all have a share; that is the way we are to love others, even sinners. We reveal God in us and reveal God to them.


This magnificent prologue, in poetic form, ends with John reminding his Jewish followers that God gave a law through Moses, but through Jesus Christ He sent us a message of love, enduring love, for us. “It is God the only Son, ever at the Father’s side, who has revealed Him.” This is immense grounds for trust; God is our Father.


As I write this, I am privileged to be at the Benedictine Abbey on Lake Corpus Christi. Here, the Divine Office (psalms, readings, and feasts) are chanted and recited from dawn to sunset at various times. The monks stop work, come together in praise and love about God’s being and His works. I share with you two or three lines from an ancient hymn of early monks as they greeted the dawn hour of “Lauds” (Latin for praise).

“The Son who dwells within the Father, The Father uttering one Word.”

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 3

John 1:19 - 2:11

Day 1
Read the Notes. As you do, underline the words or phrases that help you.


a.
Explain what one word that you underlined means to you.


b.
List what you learned in the Notes: facts or points new to you.

Day 2


a.
Read John 1:19-28. In verse 19 what does “witness” (testimony) mean: Of whom does John the Baptist witness? 


b.
Who were the “Jews” in this passage? (See footnote to John 1:19 in the New American Bible)


c.
What qualities do you see in John the Baptist in John 1:19-23?

Day 3
Read John 1:29-34, Exodus 12:21-22.


a.
As a prophet, what knowledge had John received about Jesus’ identity?


b.
What has been your main source of information about Jesus?

Day 4
Read John 1:35-51.


a.
How did Jesus acquire His disciples (Matthew 16:17-18, Mark 3:13-19)?


b.
How does Jesus need us in the same way? Do you bring others to Jesus?


c.
In John 1:36 what does John mean by “the Lamb of God”? 


d.
When does the Church use this term in its liturgy? What does it mean for you?

Day 5


a.
Reflect on your own “witness” to others as these first disciples did. Can you give an example?


b.
So far in John’s Gospel what names does he use for Jesus? List them.

Day 6
Read John 2:1-11, Genesis 3:15, John 19:25-27, and Revelation 12:1.


a.
What do these texts teach us about Mary?
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