
The hour has come for 
the Son of Man to be glorified.  

Very truly I tell you, unless a kernel of wheat 
falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a 
single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds.

The Hour Has Come
John 17-21  •  Santa Barbara Community Church  •  Winter/Spring 2017
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An Introduction to John 17-21

By the time we come to John 17 we have drunk deeply of what most consider to be the profoundest 
of the four Gospels. In chapters 13-16 John has given us an intimate glimpse of Jesus’ last evening 
with his disciples. He concludes his discourse by saying, Take heart; I have overcome the world 
(13:33).

At this point, Jesus prays his longest, and deepest, prayer recorded in the gospels (17:1-26). Then 
our Lord crosses the Kidron Valley, still in complete control of his destiny, in order to be arrested, 
tried, sentenced, crucified and raised from the dead.

We might outline this last section of John in the following way:

The passionate prayer of Jesus (17:1-26)

The victorious passion of Jesus (18:1—19:42)

The Reunion in Jerusalem (20:1-31)

The Reunion in Galilee (21:1-25)

Each of these sections points to John’s overriding purpose in writing his gospel, that the reader 
might come to believe in Jesus and thus find everlasting life!

Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in this 
book; but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, 
and that by believing you may have life in his name. (John 20:30-31)

May it be so as our church family reads, ponders, studies and listens to what the Spirit has to say 
through his inspired word. May the Word who became flesh show us his glory!
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Knowing God
John 17:1-5

John 17 is, for many readers of the fourth gospel, the high point of the book. Here we find the 
longest prayer of Jesus recorded in Scripture. Bruce Milne calls this chapter one of the mountain 
peaks of revelation, while Archbishop William Temple sees in it perhaps the most sacred passage in 
the four gospels.

Recall the setting of this prayer. Jesus has celebrated the Passover, one day early, with his disciples. 
In John 13-16 we have the record of Jesus’ long farewell to his disciples given on the evening of his 
arrest, the day before his crucifixion. The mood is somber, the disciples are perplexed and confused. 
Judas has gone out to betray Jesus and John tells us, it was night (13:30). The darkness hovers 
around the Light of the World. After Jesus has finished comforting his disciples, it is time to pray. 

When we come to John 17 we are coming to holy ground. As one writer gushes,

Here, we are ushered into the throne room of God. Here, we eavesdrop on the communion, 
the eternal communion between the Son and the Father. The veil is drawn back. We’re 
admitted into the Holy of Holies. We approach the inner communion of the Trinity. The 
secret place of the Most High God is opened for us. Here, we need to remove our shoes 
and listen, and humble ourselves with reverent hearts because we are on the holiest of all 
ground.

We are going to have the privilege of swimming in the waters of John 17 for five weeks. Before 
going on in our look at the first five verses of this prayer, read the entire chapter. Pray with Jesus as 
you read. Make a few notes of what comes to your mind as you read. 

We are picking up our study of John in the last third of the book and our memories might be a bit 
foggy as to what is in the first 16 chapters of the fourth gospel. Here Jesus begins by praying, the 
hour has come! Look back and find what significance the word hour has in John’s gospel.

2:4
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7:6-8

7:30

8:30

What is Jesus’ petition to the Father in these verses? 

Ponder and discuss this as a homegroup. Jesus is talking about the cross. How will his imminent 
death bring glory to both the Father and to himself? 

Read Philippians 2:5-11. What did it mean for the eternal Son of God to become a man?

We gain a tremendous, though familiar, insight into the mission of Jesus in these verses. Everything 
he has done in his earthly ministry has been to the end of glorifying the Father. Jesus faces the cross 
confidently in this prayer, because the Father will be glorified. Consider this in John’s gospel.

8:50, 54

13:31-32

14:13
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We have the benefit of hindsight and the whole of Scripture, but consider how the disciples might 
have heard Jesus’ words at the time. How do you think they might have interpreted Jesus’ prayer 
about glorifying the Father and completing the Father’s work?

Verse 3 speaks of eternal life as knowing God. On the one hand, of course, to be saved from our sin 
is to know God. But on the other, knowing God is the life-long pursuit of every believer. How are 
you actively seeking to know God during this season of your life? 

In Chapter 1 we read,

No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father’s side, he has made him 
known. (John 1:18)

It is very possible to know a lot about God, without knowing God! Indeed, one subtle danger of 
Bible study is that we can make the mistake that study is an end in itself. Jesus prays not that we 
will know a lot about God, but that we will know God.  J. I. Packer, in his classic book Knowing God 
writes the following. What is your response?

How can we turn our knowledge about God into knowledge of God? The rule for doing this 
is simple but demanding. It is that we turn each truth that we learn about God into a matter 
for meditation before God, leading to prayer and praise to God. 

What practices can you establish in your life that will lead to a more intimate knowledge of God?
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What does Jesus mean when he says that knowing the Father is eternal life?

One of the concerns of John is to show how the Old Testament promises are fulfilled in Jesus. In 
the Old Testament knowing God was the supreme goal and blessing for every Jew. For example, 
knowing God was central to the yearnings of the prophet Jeremiah. The prophet longed for the 
time when the people would walk intimately with God.

And no longer shall each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the 
Lord,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, declares the Lord. 
For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more. (Jeremiah 31:34)

 
How is this prophecy from Jeremiah fulfilled in what we read in John 17?

Do you think of knowing God as his gift to you? Do you live in constant appreciation of the intimacy 
you have with God the Father through Christ? Compare Hebrews 10:19-22. Share with your group 
your day-by-day appropriation of John 17:3. 

In verse 4, Jesus is speaking here of the cross. Our Lord anticipates what is to come in the next 24 
hours and speaks of his work of redemption as though it is already complete. It is as good as done.

Is there any specific work you think God has given you to do in your life? How can you take the time 
you have left and use it for God’s glory? Share your thoughts with your group and pray for each 
other that you would each be empowered to complete whatever work God has for you to do.
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Praying the Passage: John 17:1-5

• Ponder and glorify the pre-existent and eternal Father and Son who lived in glory 
(v. 5) and unapproachable light (1 Timothy 6:16) before the world began (v. 5), and 
yet willingly endured the humiliation of the cross for us. Acknowledge, in this era of 
pluralism, that there is only one true God (v. 3) who has authority over all peoples! Thank 
him for ways in which he has revealed himself in creation (Romans 1:20), in Scripture 
(Luke 16:31), and in the Son (Hebrews 1:2).

• Praise God that he is sovereign over history, and that the timing of the cross was exactly 
as he planned it before time began (v. 1)! 

• Pray for one another to glorify the Father in the mission he has given you, just as Jesus 
did. 

• Pray for people groups and individuals who have yet to recognize the authority of the 
Son over their lives (v. 2). Pray that they may receive eternal life, and know the only true 
God, and Jesus Christ, whom he has sent.

Notes
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The God Who Keeps  
John 17:6-13

As we observed last week, Jesus’ prayer in John 17 is laced with significance. Don Carson writes,

In some respects the prayer is a summary of the entire fourth gospel to this point. Its 
principal themes include Jesus’ obedience to his Father, the glorification of his Father 
through his death/exaltation, the revelation of God in Christ Jesus, the choosing of the 
disciples out of the world, their mission to the world, their unity modeled on the unity of 
the Father and the Son, and their final destiny in the presence of the Father and the Son.  
(Carson, p. 551)

Again, before going on in our verses for this week, read and pray John 17:1-26. Keep the following 
outline in mind as you do this.

1.  Jesus prays for himself (vv. 1-5)

2.  Jesus prays for the eleven disciples (vv. 6-19)

 For their safety (vv. 11-12, 15)

 For their unity (v. 11)

 For their joy (v. 13)

 For their protection (v. 15)

 For their purity (v. 17)

 For their mission (v. 18)

3.  Jesus prays for future disciples (vv. 20-26) 

Consider Jesus’ prayer for the disciples as a whole. Notice what he doesn’t ask for: physical 
healing, jobs, finances, the protection of Oscar’s aunt, the availability of parking spaces, etc. Are 
you surprised by what he prays for?  Do your usual prayers for your loved ones resemble these 
requests? Explain.
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If you find it easier to pray for others’ health, jobs, relationships, etc., instead of for spiritual 
sustenance, why would this be the case?

What do you think Jesus means when he says, I have manifested your name to the people whom 
you gave me…?

Examine verses 6-8. What do we learn about those whom the Father has given to Jesus? Make a list 
of all that Jesus says to describe them.

Look at verse 7. What does Jesus mean when he says, Now the disciples know that everything you 
have given me is from you? Carson explains:

They may not have understood that their Messiah had to die and rise again… But they had 
come to the deep conviction that Jesus was God’s messenger, that he had been sent by God 
and that all he taught was God’s truth. (Carson, p. 559)

Jesus then goes on to explain what he means in verse 7 in the following sentence. What is his point?
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The high point of this section may be verse 11: Holy Father, keep them in your name…

This is the only time God the Father is referred to in this way in the Bible. As one commentator 
points out, the address combines awesome transcendence with familial intimacy.

Jesus asks the Holy Father to keep his disciples in his name. What does he mean?

Compare the following verses. How do these passages help explain how God is a God who keeps his 
own?

John 10:27

Romans 8:38-39

1 Peter 1:3-5

F. F. Bruce explains. Jesus was on his way to the Father, and would no longer be with his disciples ‘in 
the world’ to guard them as he had done hitherto, but the Father would guard them by his name, 
that is, by his power. (Bruce, p. 32) Consider a few Old Testament references to God’s name. What 
do each of these tell you about God’s name and its power?

Psalm 20:1 

Psalm 54:1 

Proverbs 18:10 

After asking the Father to keep his disciples, Jesus prays for their unity, their oneness.  
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Look at this sentence as a whole.

Holy Father, keep them in your name, which you have given me, that they may be one, even 
as we are one. (John 17:11)

What is the purpose of the Father’s keeping us in his name?

C. S. Lewis said that in the church God brings us together with that very selection of neighbors we 
have been avoiding all week. According to 17:11, what is the basis of our unity? What does it mean 
to be united? 

Do you think we reflect this kind of unity in our church community? 

What about the unity of our church with the church at large? How do we do in expressing our love 
for, and unity with, brothers and sisters of other congregations? Should we make any changes here?

Pray for one another as Jesus prayed. Pray for God to keep each of you by his power. Pray for unity 
among believers in your group, at our church, in our city, in the nation, in the world. 
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Praying the Passage: John 17:6-13

• Thank Jesus for opening your eyes to God’s existence and his love for you (v. 6), and 
enabling you to accept his words and believe (v. 8). Consider that though we often speak 
of giving our lives to Jesus, it is really the Father who took the initiative and gave our lives 
to the Son (v. 6)!

 
• Thank Jesus that he not only lays down his life for us, but also prays for us (v. 9), and ever 

lives to intercede for us (Romans 8:34). Recognize that his prayers always precede ours!

• Join Jesus in his ongoing prayers, and pray that the church in Santa Barbara may be 
protected by the power of his name (v. 11). Recall and lift up names of God as you pray 
for protection and unity. Pray that the unified church in Santa Barbara may have the full 
measure of Jesus’ joy within her (v. 13)! Name different local churches in our city as you 
pray. 

• Extend these prayers for protection, unity, and joy to the persecuted church in the midst 
of a hostile world (v. 14). 

Notes
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Protection and Purity
John 17:14-19

Jesus has been praying for the disciples’ unity and joy; now, he prays for their protection and purity. 
Read the passage slowly, aloud if you can. There’s a lot of repetition, so if it helps with clarity, write 
or type out each sentence separately.

Notice in this passage the repeated mention of the world. What does it mean that Jesus’ disciples 
aren’t of the world, or that they don’t belong to the world? Look for clues in this passage and the 
whole chapter as to what makes the disciples different from the world.

Although the Gospel of John includes many references to Jesus’ love and compassion for the people 
of the world, frequently—as in this passage—the world is a phrase used to indicate a spiritual 
atmosphere of darkness and unbelief, as well as outright hostility to the gospel.1   

Look back at 15:18-25 to gain a sense of Jesus’ realism about what the disciples are going to face in 
that atmosphere. 

Strikingly, Jesus prays repeatedly for the disciples’ safety and protection. See verse 15, and look 
back to verses 11-12. What are the greatest dangers they face, according to Jesus?

1 Burge, p. 466
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History and Christian tradition indicate that the twelve apostles all suffered terrible persecution in 
their subsequent lives. Almost all of them died violent deaths. Acts 12:2 tells us James, the brother 
of John, was put to death with a sword at Herod Agrippa’s behest. Peter is said to have been 
crucified in Rome under Nero, Thomas was run through with a spear in India, Matthew was stabbed 
to death in Ethiopia, and so on. How does this information affect your reading of Jesus’ prayers for 
his loved ones?

To put it frankly, Representing God in this world is an invitation to genuine battle (Burge, p. 466). 
Jesus knew what was facing him on the cross, and he wanted his dear friends to be prepared for 
all the struggles ahead. What clues can you identify in our passage as to how Jesus has specifically 
equipped them to face their trials? 

In your own prayers, what do you typically ask Jesus to protect you from? 

Scripture tells us we should cast our anxieties on God, because he cares for us (1 Peter 5:7), and to 
pray on all occasions and with all kinds of prayers and requests (Ephesians 6:18). We are invited to 
bring all concerns, large and small, to the Father who loves us tenderly, and it’s not wrong to ask for 
safety from physical harm and danger. However, John 17 reminds us that Jesus knows that our most 
profound need is to be kept close to our Father, and he is advocating for us. How could your study 
of this passage change your perspective when you pray for safety—for yourself, for loved ones, for 
persecuted Christians around the world?
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Holiness, or sanctification (vv. 17-19), refers to a life that is so aligned with God that it reflects God’s 
passions completely (for good, against evil). (Burge 467) How does your own life right now reflect 
God’s passions?

What would greater holiness in your life look like? Be concrete in your answer.

Why do you think Jesus wanted his disciples to be sanctified, i.e. more closely aligned with God? In 
other words, what purpose does it serve when we live holy lives?

If the former question stumped you, look at verse 18. Reflecting further,

The mission of the church, the task of Jesus’ followers, is to challenge this world (16:8-11), 
to draw out those who love the truth and bring them into the flock…Sanctification is always 
for a mission since it is God’s activity in the world, bringing it truth and light and salvation. 
Thus the disciples have a mission similar to that of Jesus. (Burge, p. 467)
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How does fear about what might happen to you in the world hold you back from diving into this 
mission?

As a homegroup, pray for each other as Jesus prayed for his loved ones—for the kind of protection 
that matters most, for passions that resemble God’s, for joyful and faithful participation in God’s 
work in the world.

Praying the Passage: John 17:14-19

• Thank Jesus for giving us his word (v. 14), and that his word is truth (v. 17) in a relativistic 
age. Consider what a privilege and responsibility it is to have the Scriptures in our own 
language and in our laps. Praise God for this great gift!

• Join Jesus’ prayer for our sanctification (v. 17), and pray that God may purify his church, 
that we may be set apart as holy, useful to the master (2 Timothy 2:21).

• Ask Jesus to send us as purified vessels into the world with the good news of the gospel 
(v. 18)! Pray that the Lord of the Harvest may send laborers to the harvest (Luke 10:2)!
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Being In Christ
John 17:20-23

As Jesus continues his prayer for those he will leave behind after his ascension into heaven, he turns 
his focus from the band of twelve who have been with him from the beginning. In verses 20-23, 
Jesus prays to his Father about those who would hear and believe the message of the apostles. In 
short, Jesus is praying for us in these verses!

Read John 17:20-23 and make a note of anything you find surprising, confusing, or fascinating.

Jesus prayed for those who will believe in me through their word, that is, through the witness of the 
disciples. While the ministry of the apostles would have been directly observable in the decades 
following Christ’s earthly ministry, what about today? How does the witness of Jesus’ first disciples 
still play a role in bringing people to belief?

How did you come to believe? What role did the witness of those first twelve disciples play in your 
coming to believe in Jesus?
 

By the phrase through their word, Jesus could not have meant only the spoken words of the 
disciples. What does verse 20 suggest about Jesus’ own understanding of the doctrine of Scripture?
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The criteria for determining what belonged in the New Testament was high. The 27 books in our 
New Testament were written either by one of the apostles or by someone with close ties to one of 
the apostles. The New Testament itself affirms its own character and reliability. Read each of the 
following passages. What does each passage tell the reader about the character, origin, or nature of 
the Scriptures?

Acts 1:15-16

2 Timothy 3:16-17

2 Peter 1:16-21

Why does the connection of the Scriptures to the apostles matter?

After praying for the enduring ministry of the apostles, Jesus makes a turn in his prayer and begins 
to pray for those who would come to believe in him as a result of these efforts. Obviously, unity is 
a prominent theme in this portion of Christ’s prayer. Make a quick list of the ways in which verses 
21-23 speak of:

The unity of the church    Jesus’ unity with the Father

Look again at verses 21 and 23. What effect does Christian unity have on the watching world? 
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Respond to this quotation from commentator George Beasley-Murray: 

The unity of the church, sought for and achieved by the redemption of the Son of God, is 
brought about ‘that the world may believe.’ The Church is to be the embodiment of the 
revelation and redemption of Christ before the world, so that the world may not only hear 
that Jesus is the Christ who has achieved redemption for all, but they may see that the 
redemptive revelation of the Christ has power to transform fallen men and women into the 
likeness of God and to bring about the kind of community that the world needs. (Beasley-
Murray, p. 303)

Have you experienced or witnessed the kind of transformed community that testifies to the world 
about the validity of Jesus’ work and claims? If so, what were some of the features of such a 
community? 

If not, what might you imagine such community to look like?

What obstacles inhibit this kind of unity?

In what ways is our church community living up to this high calling for life together? 
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Can you think of ways that you could personally contribute to greater unity in our church life?

Jesus claims that such unified community does not arise as a result of simple human initiative or 
hard work. Rather, unified community is reflective of the unity within the Godhead. What does this 
passage tell us about the quality of the unity between Father and Son?

In verse 22, Jesus insists that the glory you [the Father] have given me I have given to them. How 
does a unified and witnessing church bring glory to God?

This section of Jesus’ prayer, focused as it is on the church, has important ramifications for us. 
How might you live out the implications of this portion of Jesus’ prayer this week? How can your 
homegroup help you in that?
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Praying the Passage: John 17:20-23 

• Consider that Jesus not only prays for his disciples but also for us who have believed in 
him through their message (v. 20)! Thank him that we were in his mind long before we 
were born or came to believe in him. 

• Confess those petty things that still divide God’s people though Jesus longs for us to be 
one just as he and the Father are one (v. 21). 

• Once again join Jesus’ prayers for unity (v. 23), and pray for such compelling unity in and 
among the churches of Santa Barbara that the watching city would know that Jesus is 
truly the Son of God, sent by the Father! Pray for revival in our city that extends to the 
ends of the earth.

Notes
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Seeing the Glory
John 17:24-26 

John the writer makes much of the glory of Jesus and of the glory of God the Father. As Lesslie 
Newbigin writes, 

To interpret the word glory is to interpret the whole gospel, and although we have met the 
word many times in earlier chapters it is here that the fullest exposition is called for.1

In this way, John is very different from Matthew and Mark. The writers of the first two gospels don’t 
speak of Jesus’ earthly glory in relation to his ministry. In those gospels Jesus’ glory will come when 
he returns. Luke shows us Jesus’ glory at his transfiguration (Luke 9:28-36). But John emphasizes the 
manifestation of Jesus’ glory from the beginning. (See 1:14; 2:11; 5:41, 44; 7:18, etc.) 

Now, as Jesus faces the cross, the hour of his glory has come. Do you remember the first thing Jesus 
said after Judas went out to betray him?

When he had gone out, Jesus said, Now is the Son of Man glorified, and God is glorified in 
him. If God is glorified in him, God will also glorify him in himself, and glorify him at once  
(John 13:31-32).

As the darkness of the night presses in, the glory of God shines brighter and brighter!

This is our fifth week in what many have called the greatest prayer of Jesus. Read this prayer again. 
Make any notes of what continues to stand out to you. What questions do you still have?

In 17:24-26 Jesus draws his prayer to a close in the same way he began. Compare 17:1 with 17:24-
26. What do you see? What is Jesus asking?

1 Newbigin, Lesslie, The Light Has Come: An Exposition of the Fourth Gospel, 1982, Handset Press, p.224.
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Look again at 17:24. It has been said that the wish of a dying man reveals his deepest desire. Jesus 
will be put to death within hours and he is well aware of what is coming. What is Jesus’ deepest 
desire according to this verse? What is your response?

The story of the whole Bible is a story of humanity’s quest for glory. Adam and Eve are compelled to 
leave the Garden, the place of God’s glory, because of their sin and disobedience. From that point 
on in the grand story of the Bible, there is a yearning for and a search for the glory of God.

This glory is seen and enjoyed from time to time throughout biblical history. It shows up on Mount 
Sinai, in the tabernacle, at the dedication of Solomon’s temple. Moses and Elijah catch glimpses of 
God’s glory, but their glimpses are fleeting and terrifying.

As the story of the Bible moves forward, there is a repeated promise that God’s people will see and 
behold and dwell in the midst of God’s glory. For example, Isaiah promises,

I …am about to come and gather the people of all nations and languages, and they will come 
and see my glory…As the new heavens and the new earth that I make will endure before 
me, declares the Lord, so will your name and descendants endure. From one New Moon to 
another and from one Sabbath to another, all mankind will come and bow down before me, 
says the Lord (Isaiah 66:18, 22-23).

What do these images suggest to you? Have you ever caught a glimpse of glory in your life?

In verse 24, unquestionably Jesus is praying his disciples into heaven. He desires that we will be 
there with him? Why? Why does Jesus want us to be in heaven?
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Think about some vacation you have taken to a beautiful place. Can you describe the difference 
between reading about your destination, and perhaps seeing some pictures of your destination, 
and actually being there? How did the reality compare to the anticipation?

How do you think your answer above will play out in your anticipation of and experience of heaven?

Notice the intimate connection between the glory of Jesus, the love of the Father and heaven in 
these verses.

Now look at these verses again. In the Greek text there are two clear purpose clauses.

…in order that they may see my glory (17:24).

…in order that the love with which you have loved me may be in them, and I in them (17:26).

With the above in mind, Jesus’ prayer is mind-boggling. He is praying us into heaven and praying 
that we will experience in ourselves the same love he had experienced from the Father through 
eternity! This is a glimpse into heaven. In 1738 Jonathan Edwards preached a sermon entitled, 
Heaven is a World of Love. John 17:24-26 testifies to this. In Edwards’ sermon the eighteenth-
century preacher drew out a very practical lesson for us.

It becomes us to spend this life only as a journey toward heaven…to which we should 
subordinate all other concerns of life. Why should we labor for or set our hearts on anything 
else, but that which is our proper and true happiness?

What does this, or could this, mean to you personally?  
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What adjustments could you make in life to promote greater yearning for this world of love called 
heaven?
  

How does, or should, the reality of heaven affect your daily life? 

The well-known evangelist D. L. Moody said that when he got to heaven, he wanted to sit with 
Jesus for 1,000 years and then he would ask, Where is Paul?

What did Moody mean by this? 

According to Jesus’ prayer, what will be the best thing about being in heaven?

Consider the following verses that point to this same truth. Reflect on these verses together as a 
homegroup.

Luke 23:43

John 13:3
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Philippians 1:23

2 Corinthians 5:8

1 Thessalonians 4:17

Revelation 22:3-4a

Reflect on and ponder the following quotation:

So if you want to define heaven, you just got the definition [in John 17:24-26]. It’s all 
glory and all love, all glory and all love. God is love and eternally loved His Son—infinitely 
loved His Son, intimately loved His Son; and eternally, infinitely, and intimately loves all 
of His sons, all of us. And His eternal Son wants to bring us all to glory so that we can see 
the manifestation of how much the Father loves Him, and so that we can also experience 
it ourselves. God cannot love His Son any more than He does; He cannot love us any 
more than He does. His mediatorial work, to bring us to glory, is to bring us into that 
incomprehensible love; and He will get us there.1

The high priestly prayer of Jesus brings us to the gates of heaven. Rightly understood, this chapter 
of Scripture should produce in us a greater yearning to go there. Perhaps a good conclusion and to 
our study of John 17 comes from a children’s story. The last paragraph of the seventh book of the 
Narnia tales by C. S. Lewis looks forward to the revelation of God’s glory, in a word, to heaven. Read 
and enjoy.

And as he spoke he no longer looked to them like a lion; but the things that began to happen 
after that were so great and beautiful that I cannot write them. And for us this is the end of 
all the stories, and we can most truly say that they all lived happily ever after. But for them it 
was only the beginning of the real story. All their life in this world and all their adventures in 
Narnia had only been the cover and the title page; now at last they were beginning Chapter 
One of the Great Story, which no one on earth has read; which goes on forever; in which 
every chapter is better than the one before.2

1 Unpublished sermon by John MacArthur, 2/14/16
2 C. S. Lewis, The Last Battle
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Praying the Passage: John 17:24-26

• Praise God for the trajectory of our salvation: from forgiveness of sins, to greater 
intimacy with Jesus, to participation in his glory (v. 24). Rejoice in this Jesus who loves us 
so much that he wants us to be with him where he is (v. 24). 

• Pray for our eyes to be opened that we may see the glory of Christ. 

• Pray for Jesus to come back that we may be with him where he is (John 14:3), and 
though now we see in a mirror dimly, pray that one day soon we may see him face to 
face (1 Corinthians 13:12). 

Notes
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Jesus’ Arrest
John 18:1-11

 
It was in a garden that the first man, Adam, had a confrontation with Satan. In that garden, 
temptation overcame him and sin corrupted all humanity. In our passage today, Jesus (the second 
Adam) is in another garden where Satan uses Judas (Luke 22:3), armed with troops, to arrest him. 
There would be no succumbing to Satan’s scheme. Instead, Jesus would bring us all victory through 
submission to God’s restoration plan for humanity. 

Read the story of Jesus’ arrest in John 18:1-11. What surprises you? What questions did you have?

Jesus knew all that would happen (v. 4). He leads the disciples to the Kedron Valley to wait in a 
garden near the temple. The place held significance.

From the altar there was a channel down to the brook Kedron, and through that channel the blood 
of the Passover lambs drained away. When Jesus crossed the brook Kedron it would still be red 
with the blood of thousands of Passover lambs. This would have been a vivid reminder to Jesus of 
his soon-to-be sacrifice.1 Look through verses 1-2. What does the location Jesus chose tell us about 
him?  

Where do you go, and whom do you bring along, when hard things are coming for you?  

1 Barclay, William. Commentary on John 18:4. “William Barclay’s Daily Study Bible”. http://www.studylight.org/
commentaries/dsb/john-18.html. 1956-1959..
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Verse 3 ushers in Judas with what translators call a band of soldiers, a Roman cohort, or a 
detachment of officers (plus temple police). There were 600 men in a Roman cohort and 200 in a 
detachment. What do they bring with them?

No matter the head count, they come primed for a hunt, ready for battle!  

Remember the nature of Jesus that John emphasizes to us, his readers. Go back to the beginning of 
this gospel and read John 1:1-5. Who is Jesus? List at least four things John tells us about him.

Judas clearly does not understand the nature and power of Jesus or he would have known a measly 
Roman cohort was not enough. 

Think about the position Judas takes. He thinks he is on the culturally acceptable side, standing in 
wealth and security with the enemies of Jesus.  

Name a situation where you felt pressured to stand on the wrong side of Christ. How did that end 
up?

In John 18:4-6, Jesus takes the lead in the confrontation. He obviously knows whom they are 
seeking. Why do you think he asks the question in v. 4? Look ahead to verse 8-9 and back to John 
17:12 for one possible reason. 
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Their answer is telling. As one commentator observes, They call Him Jesus of Nazareth by way of 
reproach. He takes it upon him, and wears it for a crown.1 Jesus corrects them with two words in 
the original text (ego eimi), or, I AM (the he was added by translators). He claims the name of the 
eternally existing God, a verb with omnitemporal implications. 

Compare John 8:58 with Exodus 3:14. Who is Jesus claiming to be?

How do Judas and the troops react (v. 6)?  

Saul (later called Paul) has a similar encounter with the risen Jesus in His Glory (Acts 9:3-6). Saul 
falls to the ground, submits to Jesus and is changed. But here in our story, even after being exposed 
to the fall-on-your-face Glory of the God who made us, they get up and give the same dreadfully 
stupid2 answer again in verse 7.

Describe a time when you were struck down by God, only to get up and sin again.

When has your belief in Jesus kept you standing in times of trouble?

Next, things turn violent. Read John 18:10-11. Are you surprised the disciples were armed? Luke 
22:38 assured us they often were! But why is it that Peter, out of everyone present, is the only one 
to draw his sword?  

1  Trapp, John. Commentary on John 18:5. John Trapp Complete Commentary. //www.studylight.org/commentaries/
jtc/john-18.html. 1865-1868.

2  Calvin, Jean. Calvin’s Commentaries. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 2003. p. 192.
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Read Matthew 26:31-35. What did Peter have to prove?

Peter is rebuked and Malchus’ ear healed (Luke 22:51). 

Peter’s impulsive action was more likely to get himself and his companions into serious 
trouble than to do his Master any good, but even if it had a better chance of success, Jesus 
would allow nothing to stand in the way of his bringing completion to the work which his 
Father had given him to do. (Bruce, p. 342)   

In his zeal to prove himself, Peter puts himself in the way of God’s plan. Our merciful Lord corrects 
him and continued to love and use him in great ways for his salvation plan (Acts 2). What a comfort 
when we blow it too! 

How have you tried to prove yourself to Jesus or to other people?    

How did you see his hand in the outcome?

Verse 11 assures us Jesus intended to drink the cup God gave him and submit to his arrest and 
ultimately death on a cross. His cup was an ocean compared to ours.

What cup is God asking you to drink from right now?

What practical things can you do to trust God’s plan through it all?
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We can learn from Jesus how to drink our own cup when we’re led where we don’t want to go. John 
18:1-11 offers a comforting glimpse of Jesus: in control, powerful to never lose us, standing with us 
against our enemies, and in love with us enough to be bound and led like a lamb to the altar.

Praying the Passage: John 18:1-11

• Consider that Jesus knew all that was about to happen to him (v. 4), and yet willingly 
went to the cross (v. 11). Praise the One who even in his arrest and betrayal remained 
sovereign and powerful (v. 6).

• Consider the exchange of lives in v. 8, and how it prefigures Jesus choosing his own death 
on the cross that we might have eternal life! Thank him for how he has let us go free 
while taking our punishment. 

• Confess how, like Peter, we have relied on worldly weapons (v. 10) instead of kingdom 
ways (v. 11). Confess how we have sought a life of comfort and ease instead of the way 
chosen for us by the Father (v. 11). Ponder that if Jesus suffered, we too will suffer, for a 
disciple is not above his teacher (Matthew 10:24). 

• Pray that we may recognize adversity and spiritual battles when they come as the cup of 
the Father (v. 11). Pray that for the joy set before us (Hebrews 12:2 and James 1:2), we 
would willingly drink the cup.

Notes
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Trials and Denials
John 18:12-27

Following the arrest of Jesus (which we studied last week), we come to a portion of John’s gospel 
that is equally dramatic. It is, in a way, the story of two trials– one, the obvious trial by interrogation 
of Jesus; the other, a trial of sorts for Peter in his faith. In the words of commentator Bruce Milne, 
This central section of the chapter represents one of the saddest, darkest sections in the whole of 
Scripture, if we except the ultimate darkness of the cross. (Milne, p. 256)

Read the whole passage from beginning to end. Try to visually picture the setting, as the action 
takes place in two parts of the high priest’s court.

List the sequence of events:

Jesus      Peter

As Jesus is led into the walled enclosure surrounding the court, John makes an interesting word 
choice by using the word for a sheep’s pen, rather than the word for courtyard. In the words of 
Robert Gundry, Possibly, then, John wants us to think of Jesus’ taking the role of the good shepherd, 
with whom Jesus identified himself in that passage. (Gundry, p. 446)

Peter is stopped at the gate as Jesus, and presumably John, enter. What happens as Peter stands at 
the gate?
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As in a suspenseful play, John bounces back and forth between the two scenes–Jesus being 
interrogated in one part of the court, and Peter being casually questioned in the courtyard.  

With respect to the questioning of Jesus, what are the two subjects on which Annas is trying to trap 
him? (See v. 19.)

What is Jesus’ defense?

Meanwhile, Peter stood in the courtyard. It is spring, and probably cold, so he joined a small group 
who were warming themselves by a coal fire. It was here by this fire that Peter added two more 
denials to his one by the gate. Look at all three of his denials of Christ. How do you see the stakes 
rise and the gravity increase as he adds one denial to another?

Girl at the gate:

Man at the fire:

High priest’s servant (and relative of the man whose ear Peter cut off):

What is it about the nature of untruths in how they tend to snowball? Have you experienced this in 
your own life? What were the consequences?  

At Peter’s third and final denial, the rooster crowed. Jesus predicted this, even over Peter’s 
vociferous objection, and Jesus laid out every detail– how many times Peter would deny him, as 
well as the timing of it.1 

1  Interestingly, the crowing of the rooster was the signal to ring the temple bell.
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Even prior to that, Jesus had given another prediction.

Read Luke 22:31-32. How do Jesus’ words here put into perspective what is happening with Peter in 
the courtyard?

What else was predicted by Jesus, in addition to Peter’s denial?

How can this give us hope when we sin ourselves?

Like Jesus, Peter faced a trial of his own in that courtyard in Jerusalem. On a cold, spring night, he 
failed his trial. He failed to live up to his own stated loyalty to Jesus. He failed to stand with him to 
the end as he had promised he would. He failed to even acknowledge knowing Jesus. Judas had 
also failed Jesus. What was the difference between the two men in their failures?

In John’s gospel, we are not told how Peter responded to the crowing of the rooster and the 
simultaneous recognition of his own sin, but in Matthew, Mark and Luke, we are told that Peter 
broke down and wept bitterly. He mourned over his sin.

How have you responded to the recognition of your own sin? Have you ever mourned over it? 
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To mourn our sin is to recognize it for what it is, and to grieve it for how it grieves God. Peter denied 
his Lord– not once, but three times. The rooster crowing reminded him that Jesus predicted this 
would happen. His frailty was exposed; his vulnerability to sin was just like anyone else. Peter’s grief 
was real, but his hope lay in God’s forgiveness.

Read Joel 2:12-13. When we recognize– and mourn– our own sin, how do these verses move us 
from mourning to action and hope? 

What is the verb, repeated twice in these verses, that instructs us in our posture before God?

Peter failed Jesus that day, and all of us fail Jesus in some way and at some point in our own lives. 
What part of this story challenges you? What part gives you hope?

Praying the Passage: John 18:12-27

• Ponder the willingness of the omnipotent God of the universe to endure the humiliation 
of being bound and led to the trial and slaughter by evil men (vv. 12-14). Offer him your 
praises! 

• Confess the ways in which we, like Peter, have followed Jesus at a distance, and denied 
him in either obvious or subtle ways. Name and confess how you have feared people 
instead of God. 

• Consider how Jesus spoke openly to the world (v. 20). Pray for boldness among your 
homegroup members to do the same! Pray for the persecuted church worldwide to be 
bold. 
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Jesus and Pilate: What is Truth? 
John 18:28-40

Read John 18:28-19:16. This is John’s account of the Roman trial of Jesus. Jot down notes of those 
things that stand out. What questions does this passage provoke in your mind?

When we come to our passage Jesus has already stood before Annas and Caiaphas (John 18:12-
14). Now, Jesus is sent to the governor’s headquarters, or the Praetorium. This is Pilate’s Jerusalem 
residence, which he occupied during Jewish festivals when a political uprising was most likely. By 
this time it is early morning. What we call Good Friday has begun.

Each of the four gospel writers includes an account of the trials of Jesus, and each has a different 
twist.

Matthew tells us about the suicide of Judas Iscariot after proclaiming the innocence of Jesus. 
Matthew also gives us the account of the intervention of Pilate’s wife on Jesus’ behalf, along 
with Pilate washing his hands after handing our Lord over to be crucified. (See Matthew 
27:1-26.)

Mark gives us the shortest account of Jesus and Pilate. (See Mark 15.)

Luke alone tells us that Pilate sent Jesus to Herod in the midst of his interrogation only to 
have Herod send Jesus back to Pilate. (See Luke 23:6-12.)
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Make sure to read each of the gospel accounts of Jesus’ trial before Pilate (listed on the previous 
page) this week or next. Notice how each writer tells the same story, but how different the 
emphases are. Jot down any notes below.

 Matthew  Mark   Luke   John

Why do the Jews need to try Jesus before Pilate? Because the Romans have reserved for themselves 
the prerogative of capital punishment. The Jews need the Roman governor to hand Jesus over to be 
crucified.

Verse 28 contains a bitter irony. The Jews will not enter the governor’s headquarters lest they be 
defiled. After all, Pilate is a Gentile, and to go into his house would be to disqualify themselves 
from celebrating the Passover later that afternoon and evening. Think about this. Here is the true 
Passover lamb, about to be sacrificed for the sins of the world and his accusers are worried about 
ceremonial defilement!

Again, the irony is deep. As Gundry points out,

…they maintain their ritual purity so as to eat sacrificial lambs that portray the lamb of God, 
Jesus, whom they’ll unwittingly slay as the true sacrificial lamb, the one that takes away 
world’s sin. (Gundry, p. 447)

Compare the following Scriptures in the following order:

John 1:29, 36

John 19:31-37

Exodus 12:46

Numbers 9:12
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Bruce Milne points out that even we as believers can let our rituals get in the way of saving faith. 
Consider:

A similar tragedy is re-enacted whenever people depend upon fulfillment of ritual 
observances to alleviate their consciences before God. That the rituals of non-Christian 
religions cannot cleanse the heart is already clear to the readers of this gospel: Jesus alone 
is the way to God. Empty ritual, however, can arise also in the context of the Christian faith. 
Receiving baptism (by whatever mode), taking communion (in whatever church), attending 
worship (with whatever regularity), offering prayers (of whatever length), giving money 
(of whatever amount), in themselves, do not, have not, will not, and cannot save us from 
our sins and their inevitable judgment. ‘Religion’ cannot achieve redemption; ceremonies 
cannot save. Witness the accusers of Jesus. (Milne, p. 264)

Think about your own life. When, and where, have you trusted in ritual observances that cannot 
save? 

What is the potential threat of our Christian rituals? Should we be concerned that the continual 
cycle of daily Bible reading, Sunday worship, the regular celebration of the Lord’s Supper, tithing, 
etc. might lead us to trust in our rituals rather in Jesus himself? If so, what is the remedy to a 
religion that is merely outward?

Verse 32 contains a nugget that might be missed. Jesus remains in complete control. The Jews 
have sought to kill Jesus for some time. (See John 11:53.) They have tried to stone Jesus. (See 8:59; 
10:31-33; 11:8). But Jesus has predicted, cryptically, that he would one day be crucified (See 3:14; 
8:28; 12:34.)

In 18:32 it is the word of the Word who became flesh that determines how Jesus will die. What 
does this verse say about the trustworthiness of Jesus’ promises to us? 
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In verses 33-34 Jesus now has a private audience with the Roman governor. Pilate asks Jesus a 
question, Are you the king of the Jews? Jesus doesn’t answer, but shoots back, quickly, a question of 
his own. What is Jesus’ question to Pilate? How does it throw him off guard?

Have you had this experience with Jesus? Have you come to him with a question, a problem, 
a complaint, only to have him turn and question you? What was the result? Share with your 
homegroup. 

What does Jesus mean in verse 36 when he says to Pilate, My kingdom is not of this world…? 

Does Jesus’ answer mean the gospel has no political implications? 

During Pilate’s interrogation of Jesus the two switch places. Jesus claims to be a king, but a different 
kind of a king. In fact, Jesus was born to be king. Verse 37 contains the only explicit reference to 
Jesus’ birth in John’s gospel!

Notice how Jesus assumes control of the interrogation: Everyone who is of the truth listens to my 
voice! Pilate, are you listening? Do you hear? I am the way, and the truth, do you want life?

Pilate cowers fearfully and cynically changes the subject when he asks perhaps the most famous 
question of history, What is truth?
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What would it have cost Pilate to acknowledge that Jesus is the truth? What has it cost you to come 
to the God who is truth?

Praying the Passage: John 18:28-40

• Praise God that we have a kingdom that is not of this world (v. 36), and a king who is on 
the side of truth, in a world of lies, deceptions, and half-truths. Thank him that we are 
part of this kingdom as well, and for all that we enjoy as kingdom citizens!

• Confess for yourselves and the church at large, the ways in which we have minimized 
truth as Pilate (v. 38) did. Confess the ways in which we have exhibited external 
religiosity like the Jews (v. 28), while simultaneously being blind and deaf to Jesus the 
King in our midst. 

• Pray for the church to be kingdom-minded instead of worldly, and to welcome and lift up 
her King. Pray for God to send to the harvest laborers who preach the good news of this 
kingdom! 

Notes
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Jesus and Pilate: Behold the Man!
John 19:1-16

John 9:1-16 continues the Roman trial of Jesus as he is headed toward the cross. Read these sixteen 
verses. What stands out? Is anything confusing?

As we have noticed, throughout John’s gospel, Jesus is in complete control. Nothing is happening, 
even on the last day of his life, which is out of his control. Pilate, on the other hand, is seen to be a 
fearful governor terrified by Jesus on the one side and threatened by the demanding Jewish mob on 
the other.

Look at these verses again. What does John include that shows us both Jesus’ confidence and 
Pilate’s fear? Notice how Pilate’s fear grows in these verses.

 Jesus’ confidence     Pilate’s fear

Pilate, trying to placate the angry crowd, has Jesus flogged and presented as a mock king. He 
wears both a crown of thorns and a purple robe (probably a just a sheet dyed purple). The Romans 
soldiers mock him further with their words and their fists. But Pilate is adamant in 19:4, I find no 
guilt in him.

When Pilate presents Jesus to the crowds he utters one of the more famous sentences in the Bible. 
Behold the man!

Think about this. Jesus has been beaten, and bloodied. His face is swollen, perhaps one of his eyes 
is shut from the beating. Behold the man! 

Pilate is speaking with dripping irony: here is the man you find so dangerous and threatening– can 
you not see he is harmless and somewhat ridiculous?
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Think about this brutal and tragic scene. Respond to the rest of the above quotation:

The Evangelist records the event with still deeper irony: here indeed is the Man, the Word 
made flesh (1:14). All the witness were too blind to see it at the time, but this Man was 
displaying his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, in the very disgrace, pain, weakness 
and brutalization that Pilate advanced as suitable evidence that he was a judicial irrelevance. 
(Carson, p. 598)

What was the response of the crowd to Pilate’s command? 

What do people see in our time and place when they behold Jesus? 

Lesslie Newbigin lends us a fascinating insight into Pilate’s psyche. During this trial, Newbigin writes,

Pilate is caught between his desires and his fears. He desires to set Jesus free, but he is 
fearful of the crowds and is protective of his position as governor. He knows that if the 
crowds riot, it could cost him his job.1

Can you think of a time that you were caught between your desires and your fears, because of your 
relation to Jesus? Share this with your homegroup.

1 Newbigin, Lesslie, The Light Has Come: An Exposition of the Fourth Gospel, 1982, Handset Press
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Look at verses 9-11. Pilate is again indoors with Jesus, away from the hysterical crowd. Compare 
this conversation with what we saw in 18:33-38. What is the difference between these two 
conversations? What is the issue in the first and what is the issue in the second?

 19:9-11     18:33-38

Why does Pilate ask Jesus where he is from (verse 9)?

How does Jesus address the Where do you come from? question in his answer (verse 11)? 

When Jesus says …he who delivered me over to you has the greater sin, he is speaking of Judas 
Iscariot. Why would Jesus say Judas’ sin is greater than Pilate’s? Compare Jesus’ words in Matthew 
26:26.

Read verses 12-14. John shows himself very aware of the geography of Jerusalem, and specifies 
the time and place where all of this takes place. It is high noon (the sixth hour) on the day of 
Preparation for the Passover. The Old Testament law required that the Passover lambs were slain 
in the evening, but because of the numbers of visitors to Jerusalem during the festival, the lambs 
began to be sacrificed at noon! Here the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world (John 
1:29) is handed over to be crucified.

Verses 15-16 should shock us. Do you remember how John began his gospel? He came to his own, 
and his own people did not receive him (1:11). Here the non-reception of his own people reaches its 
climax! Bruce Milne captures the drama in verse 15 when the crowd cries out, We have no king but 
Caesar!
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This retort is a fateful utterance on the part of these official representatives of the Jewish 
theocracy, for it represents nothing less than the rending of the sacred covenant with God. 
Nothing was more fundamental to that covenant than the kingship of God, over the world in 
general, but in a special way over his chosen people, Israel. (Milne, p. 273)

As another commentator writes,

[We have no king but Caesar] is nothing less than the abandonment of the Messianic hope 
of Israel. (Beasley-Murray, cited in Milne, p. 273)

Think of the bitter irony of this passage. The people of Jesus are so close to their king, to their 
Messiah, and they miss the Light of the world!

Spend time as a homegroup beholding the man Jesus. Don’t be like those who missed recognizing 
him for who he was! Worship him, praise him for the depth of his humility, love and sacrifice.

Praying the Passage: John 19:1-16

• Consider reading Isaiah 53:7-9, and ponder how the events of this passage fulfill Isaiah’s 
prophecy. Praise and thank the Jesus who was led like a lamb to the slaughter (Isaiah 
53:7) for our transgressions.

• Confess the unholy alliance between church and government (Jewish leaders and 
Romans) that is demonstrated in this passage and has persisted through church history, 
resulting in great evil perpetrated by those who think they are doing God’s will. Confess 
the American church’s obsession with worldly power (v. 10) instead of power from above 
(v. 11). 

• Pray for our president and governmental leaders, that, unlike Pilate, they would listen to 
their conscience (v. 12) instead of the cacophony of the crowds (v. 16). 

• Pray for our church and the wider church to forsake worldly power (v. 10), and seek first 
Christ’s kingdom and his righteousness (Matthew 6:33) and the power that is from above 
(v. 11). 
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The Crucifixion
John 19:16-30

John’s gospel will reach its culmination here. From the very beginning, his narrative has been 
building to this inevitable conclusion. The many signs in John all lead to this greatest of signs. The 
hour to which Jesus has consistently pointed has now arrived. 

Throughout this gospel, John delights in relating not only a record of historical events but clues as 
to their deeper meaning. When we get to his account of Jesus’ death, we find the same pattern at 
work. In this section, we are given the observations of an eyewitness along with some reflections as 
to what it all means. 

Read the passage. What do you noticing is missing from John’s account that you remember from 
the other gospels?1 

What stands out as important to John in his telling? Make a note of any things that raise questions 
in your mind along with anything that especially caught your attention. 

The cross– for many it’s just a shape or an ornament. Today we see it in stained glass and on top 
of buildings, on necklaces and business cards. But first and foremost it was a torture device and 
instrument of capital punishment. You’ll notice as you read John’s account that there is not much 
said of the actual crucifixion, but we should not overlook how hideous this sentence was.

The key is to remember that nailing was not the means of death on the cross. Many factors, 
such as hemorrhaging, asphyxia, and shock, played a role. It is easy to see why Josephus 
(who watched many crucifixions during Titus’s conquest of Jerusalem) referred to this as the 
most wretched of deaths. (Burge, p. 525)

In Philippians 2:8 Paul marvels that Jesus humbled himself not simply by being born as a man, and 
not simply by submitting to death–but even death on a cross. Unthinkable, but true! 

1  If you want a refresher, you can skim Matthew 27:32-56 , Mark 15:21-41, Luke 23:26-49.
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What are some situations you find yourself in when you find it difficult (perhaps even painful) to 
humble yourself? 

How could reflection on the humility of Jesus help you respond in these kinds of situations?

Throughout the gospel of John, readers are confronted with the question, Who is Jesus? Now, even 
as he is put to death, his identity is being revealed. John is the only one of the gospel writers that 
tells us in such detail about what is written on the inscription above his cross. Read verses 19-22 
again. Why do you think John records that the inscription was written in three languages? 

Why do you think he records the conversation between the chief priests and Pilate? 

Jesus is a healer. Jesus is a teacher. Jesus calls us friends. But as we’ve seen in previous sections, 
John doesn’t want us to miss that Jesus is a king. How ought this to affect our thinking about Jesus 
and our relationship with him?
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John loves to use irony to make his point. D. A. Carson notes that the two men most actively and 
immediately responsible for Jesus’ death, Caiaphas (11:49-52) and Pilate, are unwittingly furthering 
God’s redemptive purposes, unwittingly serving as prophets of the King the execute. (Carson, p. 611) 

How does this give you hope in light of evil that is going on in the world today, perhaps even as it 
touches your life personally?

All of the gospels note that the guards divided Jesus’ garments between them, but John adds some 
more detail (vv. 23-24). Commentators are unsure how much to read into these details. Does the 
seamless garment allude to the garments worn by priests, thus portraying Jesus’ death as a high 
priestly sacrifice? Does being stripped of his clothing point back to John 13:4 when Jesus took off 
his garment to wash his disciples’ feet, thus portraying the cross as the ultimate act of serving his 
people? At the very least, it is an opportunity for John to show how even the details of his death 
fulfill specific Old Testament prophesy. Again we see that God is in control, even in the midst of 
these horrendous acts. 

What do you make of these verses (19:23-24)? What do you think John was trying to communicate 
and how might that give you encouragement?

Another unique aspect of John’s account of the cross is the charge given to him to care for Jesus’ 
mother. Until the very end, even in the moment of his own extreme suffering, Jesus is protecting 
and caring for his own. What a tender scene!

What kinds of circumstances make it difficult for you to think about caring for and protecting 
others? Are you growing in your own tenderness toward others as you get to know Jesus better? 
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The last few verses of this section, 19:28-30, highlight another fulfillment of Scripture, although 
no specific Old Testament passage is cited. Read the following verses, which are most commonly 
thought to be what John is referring to:

Psalm 22:15 (This is the same psalm that has just been quoted in John 19:24)

Psalm 69:21 (This psalm has been quoted by John twice already in John 2:17 and 15:25)

Perhaps more important than which specific verse this incident fulfills is how Jesus is fulfilling the 
plan of God. The last words of Jesus from the cross were It is finished! Is this the cry of a victim or a 
victor? The word finished could also be translated accomplished or completed or even fulfilled. 

What was finished? Compare this to 4:34 and 17:4 along with the following verses:

Romans 3:23-26

Colossians 2:13-15

Hebrews 9:24-28

How would you explain briefly to a non-Christian friend what the death of Jesus accomplished?

Finally, reflect on this statement from J.C. Ryle:

To wear material crosses as an ornament, to place material crosses on churches and tombs, 
all this is cheap and easy work, and entails no trouble. But to have Christ’s cross in our 
hearts, to carry Christ’s cross in our daily walk, to know the fellowship of His sufferings, to be 
made conformable to His death, to have crucified affections, and live crucified lives—all this 
needs self-denial; and Christians of this stamp are few and far between. Yet, this, we may 
be sure, is the only cross-bearing and cross-carrying that does good in the world. The times 
require less of the cross outwardly and more of the cross within. (Ryle, p. 218)
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What does cross-carrying look like in your life? Share with your homegroup how you are struggling 
to follow Christ in this way and pray for each other.

Praying the Passage: John 19:16-30

• Read and meditate on Psalm 22:1-18 and Isaiah 53:9 to expand your understanding of 
the events described in this passage. Once again revere Jesus for what he endured for 
us. Praise God that his word is true and his prophecies will be fulfilled! Marvel at the God 
who takes what was intended for evil and uses it to accomplish the redemption of the 
world. 

• Praise Jesus that even in the hour of his death, he cared for his earthly mother (vv. 
26-27). 

• Confess, silently or aloud as appropriate, our sins that put Jesus on the cross. 

• Pray that in this season of Lent and Easter, Jesus being lifted up on the cross would draw 
many to himself. Pray for his return to consummate the kingdom he inaugurated!

Notes
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The Burial of Jesus
John 19:31-42

At this point in the story, Jesus is now dead. But John still has some final words to report about his 
death (warning: the gory details of Roman crucifixion are not quite at an end!). In this section we 
will see both the completion of the cruel deeds and the kindness of devoted followers. 

Pray that God will give you insight as you read the passage. Then read these 12 verses slowly and 
make some notes about what you read.

When and where does this part of the story happen?

What happens?

Why does it happen?

What significance do you think John wants us to see?

What in unclear or what raises questions in your mind?

For John, it is important to see that all that has happened to Jesus is according the design of God, 
right down to the timing of the events. It is no accident that Jesus is killed during Jewish high holy 
days. It is no accident that he is killed right before the Sabbath. The timing governs how all the 
details unfold, and John continues to point to how all this fulfills the Scriptures.
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The fact that this happens on the day before Sabbath during Passover causes the Jewish leaders 
to urge Pilate to order the legs of the crucified to be broken so that they could be taken down and 
buried, rather than bring defilement upon the land. Don Carson explains,

The normal Roman practice was to leave crucified men and women on the cross until they 
died– and this could take days– and then leave their rotting bodies hanging there to be 
devoured by vultures. If there were some reason to hasten their deaths, the soldiers would 
smash the legs of the victim with an iron mallet (a practice called crurifragium). Quite apart 
from the shock and additional loss of blood, this step prevented the victim from pushing 
with his legs to keep his chest cavity open. Strength in the arms was soon insufficient, and 
asphyxia followed. (Carson, p. 622)

But significantly, the soldiers recognize that Jesus is already dead. They do not break his legs, and 
John notes how this fulfills another Old Testament prophecy. Read the following verses which give 
context to this event. What has John been trying to show all along about the death of Jesus? 

Exodus 12:21-22 and John 19:29

Exodus 12:46 and John 19:33

Exodus 12:12-13 and John 1:29

Notice how Paul plays on the same theme. Read Exodus 12:15 and 1 Corinthians 5:6-8.

Taking the insights of John and Paul in mind, what does it mean to you that Jesus was the true 
Passover lamb? 

How do we as Jesus’ followers celebrate the Passover?
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Instead of breaking his legs, the soldiers pierced his side with a spear and at once there came out 
blood and water. If nothing else, John wants to make clear the fact that Jesus really died.1 But what 
further significance is there in the flow of blood and water? Take some time to read the following 
verses and comments and to reflect on and appreciate this multi-layered sign.

Zechariah 12:10, 13:1, 14:8

John 3:5-6

John 7:37-39

Gary Burge connects the dots between the context of John 7 (the festival of Tabernacles), the 
quotation of Zechariah and the meaning of the flow of blood and water from Jesus side:

This union of water and Spirit has been anchored at Tabernacles… a water festival in the late 
autumn, in which Israel remembered the miracle of water conducted by Moses when he 
struck the rock at Meribah (Exodus 17:6). This struck rock became a vital part of the Jewish 
story. It was a rock that gave water and life! In some rabbinic legends this rock followed 
them in the desert! The rock of water even merged into the promises for the future 
described by Zechariah, becoming a model for the eternal flowing that would spring from 
Jerusalem. When the rabbis were asked what this eternal water really represented, their 
answer was simple: It referred to the Holy Spirit. (Burge, p. 533)

What might initially seem like a straightforward observation of a violent event actually carries 
great theological meaning! What difference does this make to you? How is this good news to you 
personally?

The chapter closes with an account of the burial of Jesus in which two characters step to the 
forefront. One is Joseph of Arimathea. We aren’t told much about him except that although 
a disciple of Jesus, he had remained one privately for fear of the Jewish rulers. The other is 
Nicodemus, whom we met earlier in Chapter 3 and who is not painted there in a favorable light.

1  There was a heresy in the early church called Docetism which taught that Jesus wasn’t truly human and therefore 
didn’t really die on the cross. One version of this heresy taught that Jesus slipped out of the Romans’ sight when 
Simon of Cyrene helped him carry the cross and that it was really Simon who was crucified instead of Jesus. Many 
Muslims still believe this error today.
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J.C. Ryle makes some great observations about these unlikely heroes. About Joseph he writes, 

He comes forward to do honor to Christ, when the Apostles had forsaken Him and fled. He 
cares for Him and delights to do Him service, even when dead—not because of any miracle 
which he saw Him do, but out of free and gratuitous love. He does not hesitate to confess 
himself one of Christ’s friends. (Ryle, p. 223) 

What a beautiful picture of courageous worship! What about you? Are you ever fearful or hesitant 
to be known as a disciple of Jesus? What would it look like for you to follow Joseph’s example and 
take your faith public?

About Nicodemus, Ryle comments, 

We shall do well to store up these things in our minds and to remember the case of 
Nicodemus in forming our estimate of other people’s religion. We must not condemn others 
as graceless and godless, because they do not see the whole truth at once, and only reach 
decided Christianity by slow degrees. The Holy Spirit always leads believers to the same 
foundation truths and into the same highway to heaven… But the Holy Spirit does not 
always lead believers through the same experience, or at the same rate of speed…. Let us 
not judge others rashly and hastily. Let us believe that a man’s beginnings in religion may be 
very small, and yet his latter end may greatly increase. (Ryle, p. 224) 

Have you been guilty of judging others rashly? Or have you known anyone like Nicodemus, whose 
beginning in the faith was unimpressive but who grew to be an example in the faith?

 

Joseph and Nicodemus combine to provide a new tomb and a huge quantity of spices for Jesus so 
that he gets the kind of royal burial he deserves. Undoubtedly this was very costly for them. What 
kind of costly sacrifices have you seen Christians make for sake of Christ? 
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Have you had to make any difficult sacrifices for Jesus? Explain.

Perhaps that person that you feel is unimpressive in their faith is you! Ask your homegroup to pray 
for work of the Holy Spirit in your life so that you continue to grow up spiritually and exhibit the 
kind of sacrificial and courageous lifestyle shown by Joseph and Nicodemus.

Praying the Passage: John 19:31-42

• Once again praise God for how prophecy is fulfilled in the details of Jesus’ death (Psalm 
34:20 and Zechariah 12:10). Note that his prophecies are true, and that the word truth 
appears more in our English translations of John’s gospel than in any other book of the 
Bible! Praise him that he has revealed truth to us in Jesus (v. 35). 

• Praise Jesus that he condescended to become the Passover Lamb (Exodus 12:46). Marvel 
that the Bible is a book about the Passover Lamb Jesus, from Genesis to Revelation!  

• Consider that God took two fearful and secret disciples: Joseph and Nicodemus, and 
grew them as his kingdom servants to care for the body of Jesus. Pray that God would 
grow and use each of you in your homegroup to build his kingdom!

Notes
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The Empty Tomb
John 20:1-9

Last Sunday our church, along with churches all around the world, celebrated the resurrection of 
Jesus from the dead. The resurrection of Christ is at the center of Christian faith. The apostle Paul 
in his letter to the church at Corinth did not mince words when he said that if Christ was not raised 
from the dead, your faith is in vain (I Corinthians 15:14). For the next few weeks we are going to 
continue to ponder this resurrection and its implications. 

Read John 20:1-9. Look for details that you may have previously skipped over or forgotten. What do 
you notice about John’s telling the story of the empty tomb? What details stand out to you? 

What do you find humorous in how John tells the story in these verses?

We will look at Mary Magdalene in more detail in our next study. For now as we consider the verses 
for this study remind yourself of these details about Mary Magdalene. 

• Mary came from a village called Magdala located on the west coast of the Sea of Galilee.
• She was one of a number of women who followed Jesus (Luke 8:1-3).
• She had been delivered from several demons that tormented her.
• Along with some other women, Mary Magdalene followed Jesus to Jerusalem to care for 

his needs (Matthew 27:55) and even boldly stand with him at the cross (John 19:25). 

All of the gospel writers point out that it was women who were the first to witness the empty tomb, 
breaking with cultural norms. What do you make of this interesting part of the resurrection story? 
What does it tell us about the life and ministry of Jesus?
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It is very obvious that the disciples were completely unprepared for a resurrection. This is not what 
they expected. They seem completely baffled by the thought that Jesus was resurrected and alive. 
How does the element of surprise help you to understand this account in John?1 

Respond to N.T. Wright:

The early Christians did not invent the empty tomb and meetings or sightings of the risen 
Jesus… Nobody was expecting this type of thing; no kind of conversion experience would 
have invented it, no matter how guilty (or how forgiven) they felt, no matter how many 
hours they pored over the Scriptures. To suggest otherwise is to stop doing history and enter 
into a fantasy world of our own.2 

Does the fact that the disciples were not expecting a resurrection help or hinder your own 
understanding of the resurrection? How?

There is good amount of time given to describing the grave cloths that were found in the empty 
tomb. Is there a point that we should be aware of from this detail?

1  Ironically Jesus had prepared his disciples for his resurrection. See Matthew 16:21, 17:9, 17:2-23, 20:18-19, 26, 32, 
Mark 9:10, Luke 9:22-27, John 2:18-22.

2  N.T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, p. 707.
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As John and Peter come to the empty tomb we see how two different personalities respond to 
the missing Jesus. John, the faster runner, pauses at the entrance shocked that Jesus is absent. 
He seems to be reflective, thoughtful and mystified. Peter, on the other hand, arrives huffing and 
puffing, and runs right past his friend John into the tomb. Are you a John or a Peter? What is there 
to learn from this part of the story and how our personalities shape our faith and response to 
Jesus?

One of the interesting nuances of our passage is the brief statement that when John went into the 
tomb, he saw and believed (v. 8). What do you think John believed?

When did you first believe in the resurrection of Christ? What brought you to this belief?

The resurrection is at the center of what it means to have faith in Jesus. Consider these verses in 
the book of Acts and the beginning of the church. What do they tell us about the gospel message? 
Is there a gospel without the resurrection?

Acts 1:22
 

Acts 4:2
 

Acts 4:33
 

Acts 17:18
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Hear the words of Peter, the first person to actually enter the empty tomb: Blessed be the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be born again to a 
living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead… (1 Peter 1:3). Could we be born 
again without the resurrection? Why?

Undoubtedly the resurrection of Jesus is one of the most difficult teachings of Christian faith for 
non-believers to understand and believe. If you were talking to a non-Christian modern person who 
could not believe in a resurrection, what would you say in defense of your belief in a resurrected 
Christ?

Ponder Romans 10:9. If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart 
that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. What does the empty tomb and resurrection 
mean to you personally?
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Praying the Passage: John 20:1-9

• Praise God for the empty tomb, and praise him that the grave could not contain the 
Son of God! Thank him that he used women—despised in much of the ancient Jewish 
world—as the first eyewitnesses to the central miracle of history! Consider that the 
foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men (1 
Corinthians 1:25). 

• Consider that the disciples did not understand yet that Jesus had to rise from the dead 
(v. 9). Pray that God might open our eyes to see his purposes and plans in the Scriptures. 

• Pray for those near death in our body, and those grieving loved ones, that the 
resurrection of the body may be their anchor and hope and encouragement!

• Pray that the resurrection of the body may embolden and encourage the persecuted and 
suffering church worldwide! 

Notes



73 The Hour Has Come     John 17-21



74Study Thirteen

Mary
John 20:10-18

John’s account of the resurrection of Christ establishes two hallmark truths about the Christian 
faith. First, we know the resurrection to be an historical event. In last week’s study we read the 
story of John and Peter discovering the empty tomb. Details are given about people, place and 
time, and these details are mirrored in other places in the gospel accounts, thus establishing the 
historicity of the event.

What we encounter in our reading for this week is the second truth of Christ’s resurrection, and it is 
this: it’s personal. 

Read John 20:10-18.

The events here are almost comically perplexing. There are unexpected surprises, lack of 
recognition and then recognition, repetitive questions, and strange instructions. Jot down all of the 
things you find confusing.

Mary is weeping at the tomb of Jesus. Her tears may simply be the understandable grief of losing 
her friend and teacher. Her tears also may have contained some fear about the future now that 
Jesus was gone (Jesus had freed Mary from the demons that had plagued her, but what would 
happen to her now?). As Mary peered into the tomb, she saw two angels.1 What question did the 
two angels ask her?

Does it seem odd that they would ask this question in light of the death of Jesus? What is it about 
the resurrection that makes this a legitimate question?

1  The place of Jesus’ death was between two thieves, and the place of his burial was between two angels. (William 
Temple)
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Mary answered with concern that Jesus’ body was gone and, sensing another person behind her, 
she saw—but did not recognize—Jesus, who she mistook for a gardener! Think through what might 
be some reasons for Mary’s inability to recognize Jesus. What explanations can you find?1

Jesus addressed her, using the title, Woman. What two questions did he ask?

Though she did not yet recognize him, Mary encountered the risen Christ and he met her with two 
questions that are intensely personal. Why are you crying? We might say that this question is one 
that he continues to ask us: What is your area of pain? Why are you struggling? 

He followed that question with a second one: Who is it you are looking for? Again, we might 
agree it’s a question Christ continues to ask of all broken people in search of a Savior. What is the 
challenge implied in this question?

Think back on your own life with Christ. How might you haven answered these two questions in the 
past? How would you answer now?

 

What is the one word Jesus uttered that caused Mary to recognize who he is?

1  Spoiler: Commentator Bruce Milne says, This failure to recognize Jesus is not surprising. Jesus had not just been 
resuscitated, like Lazarus. He has passed through death and is now part of a new order in the glory of the Father’s 
presence. (Milne, p. 291)
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Upon recognizing him, Mary presumably fell at Jesus’ feet, embracing him in her joy and elation at 
seeing him once again. Why do you think Jesus told her not to hold onto him? What might he have 
meant by this?

He gave a reason (embedded in v. 17) that may or may not make sense to us. What is it?

What may be implied here is that Mary need not cling to her former relationship with Jesus, 
because his resurrection and ascension will usher in a new kind of relationship of faith through 
union with the Holy Spirit–a relationship intended to be shared with the world.

Respond to the following quote by Bruce Milne:

Tragically, over the centuries the Christian community has shown a far greater interest in 
sitting at Jesus’ feet, holding on to him amid the comfort of his presence, than in going out 
into the world to share the good news of the risen Lord with broken, needy hearts who have 
as valid a claim to know of him as we. (Milne, pp. 296-297).

Rather than clinging to him, what does Jesus instruct Mary (and all of us!) to do?
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At the end of v. 17, Jesus says to Mary, I am returning to my Father and your Father, to my God 
and your God. We might skip over these words and fail to grasp the new and amazing privilege 
represented here. Up to this point, the God of Israel was unapproachable. Now, through the death 
and resurrection of Christ, a new relationship had been opened for Mary, and has been opened for 
us as well–a new relationship that is personal and transformational.

To what extent is the resurrection personal and transformational to you?

As a group, read through the celebratory verses of Hebrews 4:14-16. Spend some time praising God 
for the gift of resurrection-faith that is rooted in history, and yet wholly personal.

Praying the Passage: John 20:10-18

• Ponder Mary’s double grief at losing both the life of Jesus and the body of Jesus (vv. 10-
14). Meditate on what this would feel like regarding those you love. 

• Ponder Mary’s joy at hearing the One she thought was gone forever address her by 
name (v. 16)! Consider that one day we will see Jesus face to face and hear him call us by 
name. Praise him and rejoice in his intimate knowledge of us. 

• Pray for your homegroup that you would not cling to Jesus (v. 17), keeping him for 
yourself, but that you would go and tell your friends and neighbors about him! 

• Once again, pray resurrection hope into our church locally and into the persecuted and 
suffering church worldwide.

Notes
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Thomas
John 20:19-31

On the heels of the dramatic events of the resurrection, John now turns his attention to the 
disciples. This stubborn, unruly bunch of ragtags who has traveled with Jesus from the beginning 
of his ministry has largely been missing from the story since the night that Jesus was arrested (John 
18). While there have been glimpses of individual disciples, the remaining 11 have been unseen as 
a whole. After Mary’s report to them in 20:18, however, the reader is left to wonder, How will they 
respond and what is to become of them? 

Read John 20:19-31 and make a note of anything that stands out to you or any questions you may 
have of this passage.

Verse 19 tells us that the disciples had gathered together with the doors being locked where the 
disciples were for fear of the Jews. Keep in mind that, at this point, Peter and John had encountered 
the empty tomb, but only Mary Magdalene had seen Jesus. In light of all that the disciples have 
witnessed and endured in their journey with Jesus to the cross, what reasons did the disciples have 
to fear the Jewish leaders? 

Three times in these verses Jesus says to his disciples, Peace be with you. Given the tumultuous 
events of the previous week, it is not hard to imagine that Jesus’ greeting was precisely what this 
frightened and threatened lot needed to hear. Can you think of a time when Christ ministered to 
you in a season of personal need? 
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To allay the disciples’ justifiable fear, Jesus offers not only a word—Peace—but also his wounds. In 
response to seeing his hands and side, in verse 20, the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. 
How does the truthfulness of the resurrection (see Studies 12 and 13) bring you similar gladness or 
joy?

How does the sending of the disciples in verse 21 flow out of Jesus’ revelation of himself in verses 
19-20?

Look up Matthew 26:55-56 to remember the actions of Jesus’ disciples in his moment of his 
greatest trial. Now read John 20:19-31 again. How does Jesus’ treatment of his friends upon their 
reunion strike you? 

What encouragement can we draw from this episode for the times when our own discipleship is 
faltering and half-hearted? 

Famously, Thomas was not part of the group of disciples that encountered the risen Lord in verses 
19-23. So when he enters the scene at a later time and hears their story, he finds it hard to accept, 
saying, Unless I see in his hands the mark of the nails, and place my finger into the mark of the nails, 
and place my hand into his side, I will never believe. Try to picture the scene playing out as in a 
movie. How do you imagine Thomas’ tone of voice in verse 25?
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Respond to this quotation from pastor and author Mark Buchanan. Does his impression of Thomas 
match your own?

Sometimes doubting is not a lack of faith but rather an expression of it. Sometimes to 
doubt is merely to insist that God be taken seriously not frivolously, to insist that our faith is 
placed in and upheld by something other than seeming conjuring tricks…Thomas was a true 
skeptic. He doubted not to excuse his unbelief, but to establish robust belief. He doubted so 
that his belief might be based on something more than rumor and wishful thinking.1

Despite his refusal to believe their account of having encountered the resurrected Christ, Thomas—
apparently—is still considered part of the crew, one of the disciples. Look again at verse 26. Do you 
find it surprising? Is there a message here for us? How comfortable do you feel expressing your 
doubts or questions in the context of the church or your homegroup? Why or why not?

Much like the other disciples before him, upon encountering the risen Christ, Thomas bursts forth 
in praise in verse 28, shouting, My Lord and my God! Take a moment and re-read John 1:1-18 
and 20:30-31. How does Thomas’ exclamation in 20:28 fit with the picture of Jesus that John has 
painted in his gospel account? 

1  Mark Buchanan, Your God is Too Safe, Multnoman Books, Colorado Springs, CO, 2001, pp. 64, 66. 
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Bible translations are divided on whether Jesus’ response to Thomas in verse 29 is a question, Have 
you believed because you have seen me? (ESV, NET, RSV) or a statement, You believe because you 
have seen me. (NIV, NLT, KJV) Since the Greek language did not feature punctuation marks, the 
context determines how the phrase should be read. Read verse 29 again and try to imagine Jesus 
speaking the first part as both a question and a statement. How does each option influence the way 
in which you hear Jesus’ voice? Which option do you think makes the most sense in context?

In verses 30-31, John provides his readers with a clear declaration of his purpose for writing. What, 
ultimately, was John’s aim in writing his gospel?

Think back over these months we have spent in John’s gospel. How has this time spent in careful 
consideration of this marvelous book shaped you? Has it moved you closer to John’s desired end? 
Has it caused you, like Thomas, to offer clearer and greater worship? Be prepared to share with 
your homegroup some of the ways that studying this gospel has impacted you.
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Praying the Passage: John 20:19-31

• Consider that we are among those who have not seen Jesus and yet believe (v. 29 and 1 
Peter 1:8). Rejoice that Jesus calls us blessed! 

• Confess our slowness to believe as a deficiency in our hearts rather a deficiency of 
evidence (v. 27). Proclaim to God the various ways in which he has given us ample 
evidence—the witness of history and the resurrection, the witness of the Scriptures and 
creation, our own personal conversion stories and those of others, miracles in our day 
and in days gone by, and a legacy of answered prayers!

• Receive Jesus’ words, Peace be with you (v. 19). Ask him to give supernatural peace to 
your homegroup members and a fresh outpouring of his Holy Spirit (vv. 21-22). Pray for 
Spirit-filled witness among your homegroup members! 

• Consider that John wrote his gospel that people may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the 
Son of God (v. 31). Pray that many in Santa Barbara would read the gospel of John and 
believe! Ask God to bring to mind names of those whom he wants you to invite to read 
John’s gospel!

Notes
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Fishing With Jesus
John 21:1-14

This is a vivid account of an event that took place after Jesus had been raised from the dead and 
before he was taken into heaven. John includes a great number of details. Read through the story 
and jot down all the little narrative details you notice—times, places, numbers, names, etc.

Often, gospel authors will include phrases or details that are intended to refer the reader back to 
things that have happened before or been previously written. These hints can give us clues as to 
how to interpret what’s going on. How do these details spark your memory from earlier events 
we’ve read about in the Gospel of John? 

Daybreak

People not recognizing Jesus

Jesus telling disciples to cast their nets

Peter and a charcoal fire

Bread and fish

Jesus took the bread and gave it to them
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Notice that Jesus is cooking fish over the fire even before the disciples bring their catch in. What 
might the significance of this detail be?

Chapter 21 seems to function as a sort of epilogue, which picks up previous themes and develops 
them, bringing these subjects to a firm conclusion. (Burge, p. 581) What are some reasons you think 
Chapter 21 has been included?

Commentators agree that the miraculous and large catch of fish is symbolic of the charge that Jesus 
has given the apostles, to make disciples of all peoples. Look back at these two passages:

Mark 1:16-20

John 20:21-23

And yet, John 21:3 is careful to point out that they had been fishing all night without catching 
anything. It was only when Jesus joined them that they had any success in their task. Gundry 
explains: The catching of nothing all night…symbolizes the futility of trying to fulfill this commission 
apart from the presence and instruction of the risen Jesus. (Gundry, p. 460)

Have you ever had the experience of trying to accomplish something without Jesus’ presence and 
instruction? What was the experience like?
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We can imagine that the disciples are weary, cold, and numb after spending all night on the water. 
It’s reasonable to assume they’re feeling overwhelmed after the dramatic and emotional events of 
the recent weeks, and possibly confused as to what their next steps should be. Imagine how they 
felt when they recognized Jesus again (Peter’s impulsive leap into the water gives us a clue about 
that!). And Jesus’ response is to invite them to share a meal with him. 

As usual, says Gundry, Jesus takes the initiative with an invitation to the feast of salvation, portrayed 
here as the breakfast starting a new day. (Gundry, p. 461) Here we encounter a repeated image 
in the Bible—God invites his people to be fed at his table. Look up and enjoy the following verses. 
What light do they collectively shed on this passage for you?

Isaiah 25:6

Psalm 23:5

Matthew 8:11

Revelation 3:20

Revelation 19:9

Robert Farrar Capon, a chef and Episcopal priest, reflects on the theological aspect of enjoying a 
good meal:

To be sure, food keeps us alive, but that is only its smallest and most temporary work. Its 
eternal purpose is to furnish our sensibilities against the day when we shall sit down at the 
heavenly banquet and see how gracious the Lord is. Nourishment is necessary only for a 
while; what we shall need forever is taste.1

Look again at the second half of our story and Jesus’ conversation with Peter. Why do you think 
Jesus asks Peter his question three times? 

1  Capon, Robert Farrar. The Supper of the Lamb: A Culinary Reflection (New York: Doubleday & Co, 1969), p. 40.
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N.T. Wright sheds light on this passage: 

This scene between Jesus and Peter is one of the most spectacular interchanges in the 
whole Bible, perhaps in all literature. The most remarkable thing about it is that, by way of 
forgiveness, Jesus gives Peter a job to do. When Peter professes his love, Jesus doesn’t say, 
‘Well, that’s all right, then.’ He says, ‘Well, then: feed my lambs. Look after my sheep. Feed 
my sheep.’…Not only is Jesus trusting Peter to get back to fruitful work, and to turn his un-
doubted though hitherto wobbly love for Jesus to good account. It is more: Jesus is sharing 
his own work, his own ministry, with Peter. (Wright, p. 163)

Have you ever been given a second chance after a failure? Describe how you felt.

This is the end of John’s story, but it’s only the beginning for the disciples. They have work to do 
now—Jesus’ own work—and Jesus has given them what they need to do it. How do you fit into this 
picture? What work has Jesus given you to do in this life?

Praying the Passage: John 21:1-25

• Praise the resurrected Christ as the one who supplies us abundantly and gives the 
increase (v. 6)! 

• Confess our futile labor that fails to lean on the kindness, mercy, and the extravagant 
help of God (Psalm 127:1-2). Pray that Jesus would show up in our labors and show his 
power in our work, just as he blessed the fishing trade of Peter and John!

• Consider the earthiness and intimacy of the Son of God having breakfast on the beach 
with his disciples (vv. 12-14). Thank Jesus that he longs for relationship with us and to 
share a meal with us (Revelation 3:20). 
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• Marvel that Jesus commissions flawed, weak, cowardly, and sinful disciples--like Peter 
and like us--to feed his sheep and fulfill his mission to build the church (vv. 15-19). Pray 
for one another by name, that you would feel the forgiveness and love of Christ despite 
your failures and would hear him commissioning you to his service!

• Pray for Jesus to return, that we may celebrate the ultimate feast at the end of all history 
with the Son of God and all peoples! 

Notes
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