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Lesson 3  Commentary  John 1:19 – 2:11

Lesson 4  Questions        John 2:12 - 3

JESUS’ FIRST FOLLOWERS

John 1:19-2:11

I. INTRODUCTION


In the last lesson we saw that the theme of the Prologue was The Creative Word of God. John sees Jesus as bringing a New Creation, which he emphasizes throughout his Gospel: the newness that was in the world. To him, the power that Jesus showed over nature, disease, and death, is a sign of His divine Nature, the powerful, creative word that God alone has. So John uses the word “signs” where the Synoptic writers use “Miracles” (wonders). With John 1:19 we begin what biblical scholars call The Book of Signs, which lasts through most of the Gospel to the beginning of chapter 13. Chapters 13-21 are called The Book of Glory, and show the glory of Jesus radiating His Divine nature in the Passion, Death, Resurrection with its apparitions, and the Ascension.

II. THE NEW CREATION (John 1:19-2:11)


John arranges this account as a seven-day period as in the first creation.


A. Day one - John the Baptist’s Witness about Jesus to the Jewish envoys (John 1:19-28). The priests and Levites of the temple grew alarmed about the unauthorized preacher attracting crowds by his holiness and preaching. They come to John at the Jordan with the question “Who are you?” “I am not (He answers negatively), the Messiah, Elias...nor the Prophet...” Jesus later states quite positively who He is. It is an impressive list:



I am the bread of life (John 6:35)



I am the light of the world (John 8:12)



I am from above (John 8:23)



I am the door (John 10:9)



I am the good shepherd (John 10:11)



I am the resurrection and the life (John 



11:25)



I am the way, the truth, and the life (John 



14:6)



I am the true vine (John 15:1)

As you go through the reading of John’s Gospel, underline these words. They recall God’s Name given to Moses: “I am who am.” They hint at Jesus’ divine Nature.


B. Day Two - Jesus Approaches John (John 1:29-34). From an inner light and voice, John recognizes Jesus as a figure foretold both by the Law and the Prophets: the “lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.” He announces this to his listeners and mentions the superiority of Jesus. Some commentators believe that this section is included here by the evangelist as an instruction to his own Christian community in Ephesus, but also to the Jewish community of John the Baptist’s disciples there. These opposed the Christian Jews’ claim that Jesus was superior to John.


C. Day Three - John’s Witness About Jesus to Two of His Disciples (John 1:35-36). The next day, John uses the same title for Jesus to two of his own followers as he did to the crowd. This important day and witness is the beginning of Jesus’ followers and of the first apostles, who up to then had been John’s disciples. John was truly the Prophet of Jesus, the Forerunner.


Let us here look at the meaning of the term, “lamb of God,” in relation to Jesus and His fulfillment of the Old Testament. We go first to the Passover lamb, a command of God to Moses for the night of the Hebrews’ deliverance from slavery (Exodus 12:1-14). It became a sign of a saving event by God to them, a sign of His faithful love for His people. God commanded that this be a perpetual institution to His People (Exodus 12:14). The Israelites taught their children that they too, each generation, were saved when their ancestors were; without the Passover deliverance, they would have been slaves to another people.


This sense of being part of an event in the past has passed over to us in each celebration of the Eucharist: Jesus is our Passover lamb, whose blood has saved us from the spiritual death as a slave to sin. We need to cultivate the conviction that each Eucharist saves us in our generation (and all who wish His saving) from our personal sins and eternal death. The Eucharist brings Jesus’ death for us present again through His words to His Apostles at His last Passover: “Do this in memory of me” (a memorial), but also an offering to the Father as a slain lamb to save us. Each time the Eucharist is offered as a sacrifice to God, acknowledging His supreme rights, Jesus renews His saving death, because He lives now in an eternal present and every act of Jesus on earth was an eternal one. That is why it is the same sacrifice in every Mass.


But the Passover lamb was not connected with sin. The command given later by Moses in the “Ritual of Sacrifices” (Leviticus 1) brought a further meaning for the Jews in the Promised Land. Animal sacrifice to the gods was common in the region for the eastern people as a sign to their god of a plea for favor or reconciliation after an offense that displeased the god (as they thought). This is a constant with our race: a need to be pardoned for displeasing the higher power over us. All earth’s cultures before Christ have practiced this and uncivilized people still do: it is a witness to the innate belief in our race of a higher being. Only Western culture has produced atheism. The word itself (against god, “theo” in Greek) is an argument for the existence of God or a supreme Being—we don’t oppose something that doesn’t exist!


In the Law of Moses in Leviticus an unblemished lamb or other animal from a herd or flock was to be slaughtered by the one wishing to give the Lord an offering. The priest then sacrificed the lamb on the altar, splashing its blood on the corners, then entirely consuming the flesh by fire. In Mass, this understanding of Jesus as a slain lamb, with shed blood and eaten, is a moving remembrance of Jesus’ love.


In Leviticus 2, we read of offering “cereal” made into a wafer of unleavened bread broken into pieces. All this is a clear, almost startling foreshadowing of God’s future plan of our Sacrifice of the Eucharist, which we call by the almost meaningless word, the Mass. Further sacrifices are specified in Leviticus as “guilt offerings and sin offerings,” which God also accepts when we offer the Eucharist for the sins of mankind. In the desert, and in the temple, these sacrifices continued to be offered in a tent, or at a mountain shrine, and then in the Jerusalem temple.


Still later, the great prophet Isaiah foretells even details of our Lord’s crucifixion in the sections on the “Suffering Servant” (chapters 53 ff.).


We can now see what the word “sacrifice” means, what the Baptist’s “lamb of God” meant. The phrase “of God” carries with it the idea of a lamb provided by God himself as well as that this lamb was “of God.” Doesn’t this suggest the divinity of the Lamb that John names, as he says in John 1:29? We wonder, how much did the Baptist know about Jesus?


D. Days Four to Six - The Disciples Witness to Jesus (John 1:37-51). John tells us that one of the two who followed and visited Jesus was Andrew. Tradition tells us that the other was John himself who was an eyewitness with inside information about this event. On the fourth day of our scheme, Andrew went to his brother Simon with his discovery of the “Messiah.” He brought him to meet Jesus, who straightway renamed him Cephas (Hebrew for rock; petra is Greek).


The fifth day, Jesus “came upon Philip,” who was from the same town as Andrew and Simon Peter, Bethsaida in Galilee, near the lake of Galilee. Evidently, they too had gone down to hear John the Baptist. Philip went for Nathanael, describing Jesus as “the one Moses spoke of” (Deuteronomy 18:18). Jesus revealed to the skeptical Nathanael that He knew and saw him at a certain place. “You are the Son of God!” exclaimed Nathanael and added, the “King of Israel.” In this section, the evangelist has given us through the witness of the first four apostles, the faith of the early church about Jesus. The Gospels were written to contain the teaching of the Apostles, and in some places such as this passage, they contain knowledge they received of Jesus gradually. As you continue in John’s Gospel, underline the various names and titles you see for Jesus.


The sixth day is spent, apparently, in the company of Jesus as He travels from the area of John the Baptist’s ministry to Galilee for a wedding.


On the seventh day in John’s list (“On the third day” was counted from the meeting with Nathanael) we find all the above at the wedding in Cana. This is the most significant of all the witnesses to Jesus so far. It is His mother Mary, who opens His public life of “signs” and teaching. Only John, to whom Jesus entrusted Mary, tells us this story. This miracle is the first sign of Jesus’ divinity in His ministry.


E. Day Seven - Jesus Reveals His Divine Power (John 2:1-11). It is interesting that in Genesis the seventh day was the completion of God’s work. John makes it the evidence of God in Jesus, at the beginning of His saving acts for fallen humanity. It is the arrival, through Jesus, of a new age—the New Creation in Christ, the final age of earth’s history.


The wine of this miracle is an Old Testament symbol for the kingdom’s coming—the kingdom of God on earth.


The use here of water for Jewish ceremonial washings by changing it into wine is a symbol of the end of the Old Testament and the beginning of the New Testament (Amos 9:13-14, Joel 4:18). The wedding occasion was a sign of the rejoicing and the union with God all will have in His Kingdom in its final stage. It is inaugurated by Jesus, God made man, as He begins the salvation of our race. The wine is also a symbol of the Eucharistic celebration of Jesus, wedding Him to His chosen people, the Church.

APPLICATION. The presentation of Mary in the Fourth Gospel is a beautiful one. We see her through John’s eyes: caring, open to others’ needs, noting what can be done; interceding with her Son. This is a mother’s role, hers forever now. We can learn from her as she goes to Jesus—she merely tells Him the need she sees.


His response raises a difficulty for readers, but the word “woman’s” meaning here is not our ordinary word in our culture. It recalls the “woman” prophesied in Genesis 3:15: “I will put enmity between you and the woman and between her offspring and yours.” Mary is the woman, Jesus is her offspring—the conqueror of Satan. That is the traditional belief. In the last book, Revelations (12:1), “woman” is also used for the “woman clothed with the sun,” whose child angered the dragon. In the Aramaic of that day, the word woman meant something close to our word “lady.”


Again, since Mary is the most “favored of all women” (Luke 1:28), her role in this scene at Cana is not merely that of Jesus’ mother, but of her role in the Church that Jesus is inaugurating, that of one who gave us Jesus through her “Yes” to God, the one who gently draws from Him by her intercession, an answer through His divine power to a human need, even a small one such as relieving an embarrassing situation. This points also to the lack in humans of enough power to save their situation without Jesus. The powerful intercessory gift in Mary, her trust in Jesus, teaches us trust.


The word “hour” here is another symbol. The words “woman” and “hour” occur again in Jesus’ words on the cross, when John stood at the foot with Mary (John 19:25-27). Jesus’ “hour” means His passion, death, and resurrection, when He triumphed over the enemy death by giving His life for the salvation of the world, then taking it up again in the resurrection. But this salvation began when He became man in the womb of Mary, it manifested itself first at His baptism when the voice and the Spirit testified to who He was, but He used it publicly (at least before a private group of wedding guests) and before His new disciples at this request of Mary. At the crucifixion, when His “hour was come,” as St. John says again at the beginning of the Passion story, He gave His mother to be the mother of all His followers, again calling her “woman” instead of the personal term mother. She was to be not only His mother, but she was willed to us there, as His last possession to give us.


Another tradition about Mary in the Catholic faith is our belief that she had no children by Joseph, but remained a virgin. That belief seems to have one of its several Biblical origins here: legally, if Jesus was not an only child of a widow, then either a husband or another child was bound to care for her. But Jesus gave her into the care of His youngest apostle and still a “virgin” (unmarried) himself, a view recorded in an early church tradition. This was Jesus’ last possession to give us.


As our caring mother, Mary has returned to earth in her own eternal restoration of a resurrected body (we call it the Assumption: God’s power took the mother of the sacred flesh of Jesus to its final resurrection early, not allowing it to decay). At Guadalupe, long researched and approved by the Church, she came in Mexico over four hundred years ago, in her first of several apparitions since. As it was Jesus’ apparitions after His death, in a body that the apostles had seen dead and buried, eating with them, etc., that convinced them of the resurrection as a fact, so it is Mary’s modern apparitions that are inexplicable and also approved by the church (Lourdes and Fatima) that are bringing many to listen and live the teachings of her son. The latest is the most unusual of all, but quite akin to Fatima, with its prophecy of the Second World War. Her main message at Medjugorje, still under investigation, but accepted by millions of the faithful who have witnessed the seers and the place, is another prophecy, to achieve peace and conversion. She is asking for a return to the Gospel values, away from the concerns of fame, fortune and consumerism, and to willingness to fast and pray, meditating on Jesus through the mysteries of the rosary. Many note the fact that these apparitions began on the feast of John the Baptist, the first forerunner of Jesus (June 24, 1981). This may show us that she is a modern forerunner of Jesus in His last coming. It could be. These people note that Mary brought Jesus to the world in His first coming, and she is bringing the world back to Him before His second coming. The thing we could well do is not just wait and see, but do some fasting and praying, thus being part of the salvation of many today, and bringing true peace at last.


A last look at the Cana story: Biblical scholars in the Church, as well as in other Christian denominations, disagree on the Cana story. A prominent American Catholic theologian believes that the “Cana wedding is a factious account. John combined new wine and the new wineskins’ parable of Jesus with an apocryphal story.” The most respected Mariologist in our time, Father Rene Laurentin, disputes this saying that “This is an assumption not provable, for there is no apocryphal story with such an incident. I’ve noted often that this Catholic American Scholar writes assumptions as acceptable scholarship.”

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 4

John 2:12-3

Day 1

Read the Notes. What personal help did you receive from them? Write a one or two sentence sharing with your group.

Day 2

Read John 2:13-14.



a.
From your knowledge of the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Old Testament), what happened at the Jewish Passovers (Exodus 12:1-16)?



b.
How was Jesus’ later sacrifice like these Jewish celebrations (Exodus 12:21-23)?



c.
How was it different (Luke 22:19-20)?

Day 3

Read John 2:15-17, and Mark 11:15-17.



a.
Why do you think Jesus was angry (Zechariah 14:21)?



b.
Read John 2:18-24, and Luke 24:6-8. What temple was Jesus speaking of? When did the Apostles understand this saying?



c.
How are you a temple?

Day 4

Read John 3:1-15, Matthew 22:16-17 and Luke 20:20-21. 



a.
How is this opening with Nicodemus like that with the Samaritan woman (John 4:4-25)? (A bit of a challenge question!)



b.
What do you think John 3:5 means?



c.
Who is the “we” in John 3:11 (See John 7:17)?

Day 5



a.
Compare the serpent in the desert in John 3:14 with Jesus’ lifting up (see Numbers 21:4-9 and the footnote).



b.
Read John 3:16-21, Mark 16:16, Job 24:13-17, and Genesis 47:29. John 3:16 is a famous passage, often used by Christian evangelists to help “unchurched” people see the value of being a Christian. What do you see in it that might do this? (See 1 Peter 1:17-19.)



c.
What two themes have we already seen in John occur here?

Day 6

Read John 3:22-36, 1 Corinthians 4:7, and Matthew 9:15.



a.
How is Christ shown here as the Supreme Lord?



b.
How is John 3:36 a summary for the entire chapter?



c.
What has been most important for you in this chapter?

© Copyright, 1988-1989 Catholic Scripture Study, Inc.  All Rights Reserved.

