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SERIES PREFACE 

KNOWING THE BIBLE, as the series title indicates, was created to help readers know and 
understand the meaning, the message, and the God of the Bible. Each volume in the series 
consists of 12 units that progressively take the reader through a clear, concise study of that book 
of the Bible. In this way, any given volume can fruitfully be used in a 12-week format either in 
group study, such as in a church-based context, or in individual study. Of course, these 12 studies 
could be completed in fewer or more than 12 weeks, as convenient, depending on the context in 
which they are used. 

Each study unit gives an overview of the text at hand before digging into it with a series of 
questions for reflection or discussion. The unit then concludes by highlighting the gospel of grace 
in each passage (“Gospel Glimpses”), identifying whole-Bible themes that occur in the passage 
(“Whole-Bible Connections”), and pinpointing Christian doctrines that are affirmed in the 
passage (“Theological Soundings”). 

The final component to each unit is a section for reflecting on personal and practical implications 
from the passage at hand. The layout provides space for recording responses to the questions 
proposed, and we think readers need to do this to get the full benefit of the exercise. The series 
also includes definitions of key words. These definitions are indicated by a note number in the 
text and are found at the end of each chapter. 

Lastly, to help understand the Bible in this deeper way, we urge readers to use the ESV Bible and 
the ESV Study Bible, which are available in various print and digital formats, including online 
editions at www.esvbible.org. The Knowing the Bible series is also available online. Additional 12-
week studies covering each book of the Bible will be added as they become available. 

May the Lord greatly bless your study as you seek to know him through knowing his Word. 

http://www.esvbible.org/


WEEK 1: OVERVIEW 

Getting Acquainted 

The Gospel of John plays a unique and influential role in the Christian Bible. In this account of the 
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, we learn that Jesus is the Son of God, sent2 by God the 
Father to give eternal life to all who believe in him. Jesus repeatedly shatters people’s 
assumptions, teaching that salvation is not earned but rather is a free gift received through a 
miracle of grace—being born again. John’s Gospel also sounds a constant theme of mission. Just 
as the Father sent Jesus to earth, Jesus sends his followers to continue his mission by testifying 
that Jesus is the Son of God so that “whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal 
life” (3:16). 

Of the four Gospels, John was probably the last one written. It is the most theologically and 
philosophically profound Gospel account. John does not narrate Jesus’ birth. Instead, he begins 
his Gospel at the very beginning, stating in his opening sentence that Jesus has eternally existed 
and that “all things were made through him” (1:3). John roots Jesus’ identity in eternity past, 
providing a lofty vision of the Son of God sent to earth as fully God and now also fully man. Other 
than the feeding of the five thousand, the anointing at Bethany (12:1–8), and the passion 
narrative, John does not share any sizable blocks of teaching with the Synoptic Gospels. John is 
organized around carefully crafted narrative strands that highlight both the signs and teachings 
of Jesus. This gives John’s Gospel a sense of depth as the reader is presented with a rich, multi-
layered, and cosmic display of the identity, works, words, and mission of Jesus. 

John’s purpose is to present Jesus as the Messiah, the Son of God, sent to earth to fulfill all that 
the Old Testament anticipated: bringing new life—eternal life—to a dark world. 

Placing It in the Larger Story 

While Matthew focuses on Jesus as the Jewish Messiah, Mark focuses on Jesus as the one who 
ushers in the kingdom of God, and Luke emphasizes Jesus as the one who welcomes the outsider, 
John emphasizes Jesus as the eternal Son of God. Through his signs and teaching, through his 
death and resurrection, and through the mission he entrusts to his disciples, Jesus fulfills all the 
Old Testament hopes and promises. He inaugurates the long-awaited new age. 

Key Passage 

“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). 

 



Date and Historical Background 

The Gospel of John was written by the apostle John, the son of Zebedee. He was a Palestinian 
Jew and a member of Jesus’ inner apostolic circle. John most likely wrote his account of Jesus 
between AD 70 (when Jerusalem was besieged by the Romans and the temple was destroyed) 
and AD 100 (the approximate end of John’s lifetime). Most likely he wrote his Gospel in Ephesus, 
one of the most important urban centers of the Roman empire. John’s Gospel was aimed at both 
Jews and Gentiles living throughout the Greco-Roman world. John frequently explains Jewish 
customs and Palestinian geography to non-Jewish readers. John also presents Jesus as the eternal 
Word that has now become flesh, utilizing the background of Greek thought familiar to his 
Gentile audience. Yet John clearly also has a Jewish audience in mind: he reveals Jesus to be the 
Jewish Messiah, the fulfillment of many Old Testament themes, and the eternal Son of God sent 
by God the Father to mediate a new relationship between God and man. 

John thus wrote his Gospel about two generations after the death and resurrection of Jesus. At 
the time of writing, the other three Gospels had been written and the Greco-Roman world was 
in a state of change. Jerusalem had been sacked by Rome. Jews were increasingly dispersed 
throughout the Roman empire, causing Jews and Gentiles to come into even more frequent 
contact. It is to this mixed and dispersed Jewish and Gentile audience that John directed his 
Gospel. 

Outline 

 I. Prologue: The Incarnate Word (1:1–18) 
 II. The Signs of the Messiah (1:19–12:50) 

A. John the Baptist and the start of Jesus’ ministry (1:19–2:11) 
B. Jesus’ expanding ministry (2:12–4:54) 
C. More signs amid mounting Jewish opposition (5:1–10:42) 
D. The final Passover: the ultimate sign (11:1–12:19) 
E. The Messiah’s death at hand (12:20–50) 

 III. The Farewell Discourse and the Passion Narrative (13:1–20:31) 
A. Jesus’ final teaching and prayer (13:1–17:26) 

B. Jesus’ arrest, trials, death, and burial (18:1–19:42) 
C. Jesus’ resurrection and appearances (20:1–29) 
D. Purpose statement and epilogue (20:30–21:25) 

As you get started … 

What is your general understanding of the role of John’s Gospel related to the other three 
Gospels? Do you have any sense of what John uniquely contributes? 
 



How do you understand John’s contribution to Christian theology? From your current knowledge 
of John, what does this account of the life of Jesus teach us about God, humanity, sin, 
redemption, and other doctrines? 

 

 

 

 
 

What has perplexed you about John’s Gospel? Are there any confusing parts to this Gospel that 
you would like to resolve as you begin this study of John? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As You Finish This Unit … 

Take a moment now to ask for the Lord’s blessing and help as you engage in this study 

of John. And take a moment also to look back through this unit of study, to reflect on 

a few key things that you would like to learn throughout this study of John. 

 

 



WEEK 2: PROLOGUE: THE INCARNATE WORD 

John 1:1–18 

The Place of the Passage 

This opening passage of John sets the stage for the rest of the Gospel. John opens with the words 
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (1:1). From 
his very first sentence John proclaims that Jesus is the eternal, preexistent Word—the one-of-a-
kind Son of the Father, the Son who is himself God. Yet this eternal Word has now become 
incarnate2 in history (1:11–18). In this prologue John introduces many of the major themes 
developed later in the Gospel, such as Jesus as the life, the light, and the truth; believers as God’s 
children; and the world’s rejection of Jesus. These first eighteen verses are the grand entryway 
into John’s breathtaking account of Jesus Christ. 

The Big Picture 

John 1:1–18 shows us the good news that Jesus is God and that he has taken on flesh and come 
to earth as the fulfillment of all the promises of the Old Testament. 

Reflection and Discussion 

Read through the complete passage for this study, John 1:1–18. Then think through 

and write your own notes on the following questions. (For further background, see the 

ESV Study Bible, pages 2019–2020; also available online at www.esvbible.org.) 

John roots the opening verses of his Gospel in the opening verses of Genesis. Compare John 1:1–
5 with Genesis 1:1–5. What parallels do you see, and what do these parallels teach us about the 
message John wants his readers to hear? 

 
 

The Gospel of John has a different starting place than the other Gospels. Look briefly at the 
opening verses of Matthew, Mark, and Luke. What is unique about the opening of John’s Gospel? 

John 1:14 makes clear that when John speaks of “the Word,” he is speaking of Jesus. Thus, John 
begins his Gospel by providing a lofty portrait of Jesus: revealing that Jesus is God, giving glimpses 
of the Trinitarian nature of God, and teaching that Jesus was crucially involved in the very 
creation of the universe. List everything we learn about Jesus in these opening verses (1:1–5). 

 

 

http://www.esvbible.org/


Continuing to draw upon Genesis motifs, John speaks about Jesus as the “life” and “light” who 
has come to shine in a dark world. What do John 8:12 and 10:10 teach us about the life and light 
we receive in Jesus? 

 
 

In verse 6 we read that “there was a man sent from God, whose name was John” (this is John the 
Baptist—not to be confused with the author of this Gospel). According to verses 6–8 and 15, what 
was John’s role and ambition? 

 
 

According to verse 11, Jesus came “to his own, and his own people” (the Jews) “did not receive 
him.” From what you know from the rest of Scripture, both Old Testament and New Testament, 
what are a few other instances where God’s people reject God? 
 
 
 

What do verses 9–13 teach about how to become a child of God? Where do you see God’s grace 
in these verses? 

 
 

Verse 14 announces the greatest event in human history: the eternal, omnipotent Son of God 
took on human nature and lived among humanity as one who was both fully God and fully man 
at the same time, in one person. Before Jesus, who were some others who were sent from God 
to bring deliverance to God’s people? In his mission to bring light and life to a dark and dying 
world, why is it critical that Jesus be both fully God and fully man? 

 
 

Verse 14 speaks of the “glory” of Jesus. Read Exodus 33:18–23 and Deuteronomy 5:22–27. What 
do these passages teach us about what glory is, and about what John is communicating with his 
words, “we have seen his glory”? 

 
 

Note verse 17. This verse is not drawing a contrast between law and grace in the sense that the 
Mosaic law was bad and Jesus is good. Rather, John is stating that both the giving of the law and 
the arrival of Jesus mark decisive events in the history of salvation. Through the law, God revealed 
his righteous character and requirements. Through Jesus, however, God reveals himself most 
fully, displaying his grace-soaked mission to meet the demands of the law for a dark world that 



has broken his law. What is superior about Jesus’ ministry over Moses’ ministry? What did Jesus 
accomplish that Moses did not—could not—accomplish? 

 

Read through the following three sections on Gospel Glimpses, Whole-Bible Connections, 

and Theological Soundings. Then take time to reflect on the Personal Implications these 

sections may have for your walk with the Lord. 

Gospel Glimpses 

GOOD NEWS. These opening paragraphs of John’s Gospel announce good news. Note that these 
first eighteen verses contain not a single command to obey, but simply news to believe. 
Consistent with the overarching story line of the Bible, this Gospel begins with gospel—with the 
good news that God has taken on flesh to rescue sinners living in a dark world. This is the 
resounding theme of John: good news. Jesus has come so that we, the undeserving, might receive 
“grace upon grace” (1:16). 

PROMISES KEPT. John shows that Jesus is the fulfillment of Old Testament promises. We see 
the grace of God in his commitment to keep his promises to his people, despite their rebellion. 
“I will be your God, and you shall be my people” was a constant refrain throughout the Old 
Testament (e.g., Ex. 6:7; Lev. 26:12; Jer. 7:23). Yet God’s people were consistently faithless, giving 
God every reason to cancel his promises. Nevertheless, “the Word became flesh and dwelt 
among us” (1:14). Despite our wickedness, God became flesh—he set up residence in a first-
century Middle Eastern neighborhood—in order to be our God and save us. God keeps his 
promises. 

CHILDREN OF GOD. These opening verses proclaim the best news in the world: estranged 
sinners can become God’s children. How does one become a child of God? Not through turning 
in a resume or an application, or through some process of proving yourself worthy. John tells us 
we become God’s children simply through believing in Jesus as God works in us the miracle of 
new birth: “But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become 
children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, 
but of God” (1:12–13). Anyone can become a child of God. All it takes is trusting in Christ. 

Whole-Bible Connections 

IN THE BEGINNING. John begins where the Bible begins. Genesis begins with these words: “In 
the beginning, God.” John is saying the same thing with his introductory sentence: “In the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” John makes it 
clear that the eternal Son of God was vitally involved in the creation of the world. John 1 echoes 
Genesis 1, showing that Jesus is God and showing that the Son of God’s incarnation is as 
significant an event as the Father, Son, and Spirit’s initial creation of the universe. 



LIGHT AND DARKNESS. The first thing God creates is light (Gen. 1:3). Thus, human sin and all 
that is broken in the world is often described as “darkness.” One of the plagues God brought 
upon Egypt was the plague of darkness: “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Stretch out your hand 
toward heaven, that there may be darkness over the land of Egypt, a darkness to be felt’ ” (Ex. 
10:21). John announces that, finally, with the arrival of Jesus, there is a true answer to the 
darkness in the world: “The true light, which gives light to everyone, was coming into the world” 
(1:9). 

A BETTER MOSES. Long before sending Jesus to earth, God had been sending his people leaders 
such as prophets, judges, and kings to deliver them from their troubles. One of the greatest 
prophets God sent was Moses. God used Moses to deliver and shepherd the Israelites. Through 
Moses God gave his people the law. Yet Moses was an imperfect leader, a sinful man just like the 
men and women he was leading, who couldn’t provide the deeper deliverance God’s people 
needed. Moses couldn’t accomplish the great act of grace that Jesus came to accomplish. “For 
the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever 
seen God; the only God, who is at the Father’s side, he has made him known” (1:17–18). John 1 
taps into this whole-Bible theme of men sent from God, showing us that Jesus is the ultimate 
man sent from God. Indeed, he is God himself. 

Theological Soundings 

DEITY OF CHRIST. Jesus is “the Word,” and “the Word was with God, and the Word was God” 
(1:1). John wastes no time in telling us that Jesus is divine. The New Testament teaches that Jesus 
is included in the divine identity (Rom. 9:5; 1 Cor. 8:6; Col. 1:15–20; Heb. 1:3). While there are 
distinctions of persons within the one Godhead, Jesus Christ is as much God as God the Father 
and God the Holy Spirit. 

TRINITY. The opening verses of John make clear that the Son of God—the Word—is also the 
same God who created the universe “in the beginning.” Putting John 1 together with Genesis 1, 
we see here all three persons of the Trinity—Father, Son, and Spirit. John 1 plays a central role in 
revealing the doctrine of the Trinity. Broadly speaking, Christian theology teaches that the Father 
orchestrates salvation, the Son accomplishes salvation, and the Spirit applies salvation. 

LAW AND GRACE. “For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus 
Christ” (1:17). Both the law and grace are gifts from God. The Psalms are full of exclamations 
about the delight God’s people take in his law. God gave his law to his people through Moses. 
The law revealed God’s righteous character and the righteous requirements God made of his 
people. The law was and is a gift. But the law doesn’t save. This verse from John teaches us that 
Jesus brings us a better revelation than Moses, for now in Jesus we receive a full picture of God’s 
grace. The essence of grace is the news that God has met the requirements of the law for us 
through the perfect obedience of Jesus. It is only through this grace that we find the power to 
follow God’s commands. 

 



Personal Implications 

Take time to reflect on the implications of John 1:1–18 for your own life today. Make 

notes below on the personal implications for your walk with the Lord of (1) the Gospel 

Glimpses, (2) the Whole-Bible Connections, (3) the Theological Soundings, and (4) this 

passage as a whole. 

1. Gospel Glimpses 

 

 

2. Whole-Bible Connections 

 

 

3. Theological Soundings 

 

 

4. John 1:1–18 

 

 

 

 

 

As You Finish This Unit … 

Take a moment now to ask for the Lord’s blessing and help as you engage in this study 

of John. And take a moment also to look back through this unit of study, to reflect on 

a few key things that the Lord may be teaching you—and perhaps to highlight or 

underline these to review again in the future. 

 



WEEK 3: JOHN THE BAPTIST AND THE START OF JESUS’ MINISTRY 

John 1:19–2:11 

The Place of the Passage 

This introductory section of John’s Gospel gives the account of the first week of Jesus’ ministry. 
Jesus is declared to be “the Lamb of God” by John the Baptist; is followed by his first disciples; 
and performs his first sign, turning water into wine at the wedding at Cana. The first half of John’s 
Gospel (1:19–12:50) highlights Jesus’ messianic identity through the many signs2 that he 
performs. 

The Big Picture 

John 1:19–2:11 shows us that Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away sins, calls disciples, and 
performs miraculous signs. 

Reflection and Discussion 

This section of John contains three significant events in the early ministry of Jesus. 

Read John 1:19–2:11 and consider the following questions. (For further background, 

see the ESV Study Bible, pages 2020–2023; also available online at www.esvbible.org.) 

1. The Testimony of John the Baptist (1:19–34) 

The Pharisees sent messengers to John to ask him one question: “Who are you?” (v. 19). Who 
are the three people John denies being, and how does John answer the Pharisees’ question in 
verse 23? 

 
 

In verse 23 John the Baptist identifies himself with the prophet Isaiah’s words. Read Isaiah 40:1–
5. What is John the Baptist saying about who he is and who Jesus is? 

 
 

In John 1:29 John the Baptist declares who Jesus is and what Jesus does. Read Exodus 12:1–14. 
What connections do you see between this description of Jesus and the grace God showed his 
people in instituting the Passover ritual? What does John 1:29 say about what our broken world 
most needs? 
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How would you explain the difference between the baptism performed by John and the baptizing 
Jesus came to do? 

 
 

2. Jesus Calls the First Disciples (1:35–51) 

What made the disciples of John the Baptist decide to follow Jesus? What do the events of John 
1:35–37 teach us about John the Baptist’s ministry and about what all Christian ministry is 
ultimately meant to do? 

 
 

After leaving John the Baptist to follow Jesus, Andrew exclaimed to his brother, Peter, “ ‘We have 
found the Messiah’ (which means Christ)” (John 1:41). The Old Testament repeatedly speaks 
about the coming Messiah, the coming king or “anointed one.” Isaiah 9:6–7 sums up many of 
these expectations. What does this Old Testament passage teach us to expect from the Messiah? 

 

 

In John 1:35–51 Jesus calls his first five disciples. As these disciples get to know Jesus, they say 
different things about him. List these various declarations. What is the significance of each of 
these declarations, and how do they deepen our understanding of who Jesus is and what he came 
to accomplish? 

 
 

In John 1:51 Jesus alludes to Genesis 28:12 and Jacob’s vision of a ladder between heaven and 
earth. Here Jesus reveals that he is the ladder that links heaven and earth. In today’s culture, 
what “ladders” do people try to build between heaven and earth, attempting to bypass Jesus as 
Savior? 

 
 

3. Jesus Performs His First Sign (2:1–11) 

Jesus’ first sign is turning water into wine, an act that saved a party from ending early. What do 
we learn about the ultimate purpose of what Jesus came to do, given that his first miracle kept a 
party going? 

 

According to John 2:11, why did Jesus perform this first sign, and what was the effect of this sign? 



Read through the following three sections on Gospel Glimpses, Whole-Bible Connections, 

and Theological Soundings. Then take time to reflect on the Personal Implications these 

sections may have for your walk with the Lord. 

Gospel Glimpses 

THE SIN REMOVER. John 1:29 summarizes who Jesus is and what Jesus does: “Behold, the Lamb 
of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” Jesus takes away sin. In the Old Testament the 
people of God traveled to the temple and made sacrifices, following elaborate instructions, in 
order to ensure that their sins were taken away. These sacrifices all pointed forward to the day 
that an ultimate sacrifice would be made for sin. Now, with the arrival of Jesus, we don’t need to 
do anything to cover for our sins. Jesus covers for our sins. Jesus takes away the sin of the world. 
To have our sin totally taken away, all we must do is believe in him. 

THE CALL OF DISCIPLESHIP. In John 1:35–51 Jesus summons five men to follow him, to be his 
disciples. Notice that Jesus initiates the relationship. And notice that Jesus doesn’t ask his 
disciples to meet certain qualifications. To enter into a relationship with Jesus, only one thing is 
required: faith. As the Gospel accounts all testify, Jesus’ original band of disciples didn’t have it 
all together—they routinely sinned, failed, and made a mess of things. Yet Jesus loved them. It 
was Jesus who first called them to follow him. This passage makes clear that the deciding factor 
in this relationship is Jesus and his grace, not us and our qualifications. In fact, the only way to 
have a relationship with Jesus is to know that you do not qualify! 

A LADDER TO HEAVEN. Recalling events and imagery from Jacob’s dream (Genesis 28), Jesus 
tells his first disciples of the great things they will see from him: “Truly, truly, I say to you, you will 
see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man” (John 
1:51). Ever since man’s relationship with God was severed in the garden of Eden, we’ve been 
trying to bridge the gap between heaven and earth, trying to construct a ladder from earth to 
heaven. Here Jesus proclaims that no such ladder can be built—that we need a ladder that moves 
from heaven to earth, a ladder that only God can provide. Jesus states that he is this ladder; he 
has come from heaven to earth to be the ladder men and women need in order to enter back 
into a relationship with the God of heaven and earth. This ladder stands on grace, not works. In 
Jesus, God has moved toward us, providing access to heaven for sinners. Faith in Jesus takes us 
to the top of the ladder. 

Whole-Bible Connections 

LAMB OF GOD. Jesus, by his perfectly righteous life, sacrificial death on the cross, and victorious 
resurrection from the grave, fulfills all the symbolism of the Passover lamb and other Old 
Testament sacrifices. As the apostle Paul states, “Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed” 
(1 Cor. 5:7). In the Old Testament, deliverance through the shed blood of an animal, most notably 
the Passover lamb, prefigured the coming of Jesus as the Lamb of God who once and for all 
obtained salvation for God’s people. John, the author of this Gospel, continues to speak of Jesus 
in this way in the final book of the Bible, Revelation, as he depicts Jesus as the apocalyptic warrior 
Lamb who brings final judgment to the world (Rev. 5:6–13; 7:17; 21:22–23; 22:1–3). 



MIRACLES. Throughout Scripture, whenever God is up to something big and new, his work is 
accompanied by miracles. We see this most notably in God’s creation of the universe (Genesis 1–
2), the exodus from Egypt (Exodus 1–12), and God’s reforming work through the prophets Elijah 
and Elisha (1 and 2 Kings). In John, immediately after calling his first disciples, Jesus performs a 
miracle (sign), turning water into wine. As John’s Gospel progresses, so do the miracles of Jesus—
the miracles become more and more significant. Consistent with the story line of Scripture, the 
many miracles in Jesus’ ministry are a sign that a new epoch has arrived in God’s dealings with 
his people. 

Theological Soundings 

MESSIAH. Jesus’ identity as the long-awaited Messiah is clearly proclaimed in this section of 
John. Consider the diversity of declarations made about Jesus in this section. John the Baptist: 
“Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (1:29) and “I have seen and 
have borne witness that this is the Son of God” (1:34). Andrew: “ ‘We have found the Messiah’ 
(which means Christ)” (1:41). Philip: “We have found him of whom Moses in the Law and also the 
prophets wrote, Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph” (1:45). Nathanael: “Rabbi, you are the Son 
of God! You are the King of Israel!” (1:49). And Jesus himself reveals his messianic identity: “Truly, 
truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending 
on the Son of Man” (1:51). 

HOLY SPIRIT. The third person of the Trinity shows up in this section of John, as John the Baptist 
testifies: “I saw the Spirit descend from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him [Jesus]” (1:32). 
Reminiscent of the presence and activity of the Spirit in the opening sentences of Genesis, here 
we see the Holy Spirit fill and remain upon Jesus. This was a messianic anointing, empowering 
him to begin his ministry of discipleship, miracles, teaching, and suffering. We see in the ministry 
of Jesus what we see throughout the Bible: the Holy Spirit is the one who empowers ministry. 

Personal Implications 

Take time to reflect on the implications of John 1:19–2:11 for your own life today. Make 

notes below on the personal implications for your walk with the Lord of (1) the Gospel 

Glimpses, (2) the Whole-Bible Connections, (3) the Theological Soundings, and (4) this 

passage as a whole. 

 

1. Gospel Glimpses 

2. Whole-Bible Connections 

3. Theological Soundings 

4. John 1:19–2:11 

 



As You Finish This Unit … 

Take a moment now to ask for the Lord’s blessing and help as you engage in this study 

of John. And take a moment also to look back through this unit of study, to reflect on 

a few key things that the Lord may be teaching you—and perhaps to highlight or 

underline these to review again in the future. 

 

 

 

 

 



WEEK 4: JESUS’ EXPANDING MINISTRY 

John 2:12–4:54 

The Place of the Passage 

In this section of John, Jesus’ Jerusalem ministry begins with the clearing of the temple. Jesus 
then has three major encounters with three very different types of people: Nicodemus, a 
representative of the Jewish religious establishment; a Samaritan woman; and a Gentile official. 
The main effect of these chapters is to reveal more of who Jesus is and to highlight the expansive 
extent of what Jesus came to do. 

The Big Picture 

John 2:12–4:54 shows that there is only one way to God and eternal life: through belief in Jesus. 

Reflection and Discussion 

Read through the complete passage for this study, John 2:12–4:54. Then review the four 

sections listed below and write your notes on the following questions. (For further 

background, see the ESV Study Bible, pages 2023–2030; also available online at 

www.esvbible.org.) 

1. Jesus Cleanses the Temple (2:12–25) 

Jesus’ first major confrontation with the Jewish leaders in John’s Gospel occurs as Jesus clears 
the Jerusalem temple during the Jewish Passover. Why did Jesus clear the temple, in light of the 
true purpose of the temple? What does this scene teach us about Jesus? 

 
 

After cleansing the temple, Jesus converses with the Jewish leaders and makes a statement about 
his approaching death and resurrection, as well as about his identity as the true and better 
temple for God’s people. Skim through Solomon’s prayer of dedication for the temple (2 Chron. 
6:12–42). In what ways do you see Jesus as the ultimate answer to this prayer? 

 
 

2. Jesus Teaches a Jew about Salvation (3:1–36) 

Nicodemus is a Pharisee, a respected scholar among the Jews, who approaches Jesus “by night.” 
Why might Nicodemus have approached Jesus at night? How and why does Jesus steer the 
conversation in the direction that he does? 
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According to John 3:3, what must happen for someone to see the kingdom of God? According to 
3:4–8, what must happen for someone to be born again? 

 
 

John 3:16 is probably the most well known verse in the Bible. If this were the only verse we had, 
what would we know about God and salvation? 

 

 

3. Jesus Teaches a Samaritan about Salvation (4:1–45) 

In this scene Jesus does something scandalous for a first-century Jewish rabbi: he enters into 
compassionate dialogue with a Samaritan woman with a questionable past. Jesus is always doing 
things like this, crossing boundaries to show that God’s grace is not limited to a certain type of 
person. According to Jesus, salvation is for sinners. In other words, salvation is for everyone. 
What does this scene teach us about what Jesus is like, and what does it teach us about salvation? 
 
 
 

What does the woman do after her encounter with Jesus? What do we learn from this? 

 

 

4. Ministry by Deed (4:46–54) 

John has shown Jesus bringing the gospel to a respected Jewish teacher (John 3:1–21), then to 
an outcast Samaritan woman (4:1–42), and now to an official working for the Roman government 
(4:46–54). This drives home the truth that the good news of God’s grace is available for all types 
of people, to everyone in the world. Reflecting on these three different people, consider how 
they each respond to Jesus. What do their responses to Jesus teach us about how we should 
respond to the Son of God? 

 

 

How did Jesus heal the official’s son? What is John communicating to us about the power of Jesus’ 
words? 

 



Read through the following three sections on Gospel Glimpses, Whole-Bible Connections, 

and Theological Soundings. Then take time to reflect on the Personal Implications these 

sections may have for your walk with the Lord. 

Gospel Glimpses 

RESURRECTION POWER. Foreshadowing his own death and resurrection, Jesus told the 
religious leaders, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up” (John 2:19). This is what 
Jesus can do with death: undo it. There is no life so broken that Jesus cannot fix it. Jesus turns 
spiritually dead people into living people. His resurrection power works best in graveyards! 

NEW BIRTH. According to John 3, salvation comes not fundamentally through a human decision 
or fresh resolve but by being “born again.” This requirement Jesus issues—“You must be born 
again” (3:7)—cannot be performed by men or women themselves any more than was their first, 
physical birth. The Spirit of God must accomplish this. God himself must grant and perform the 
miracle of new birth. According to John 3, salvation is not at its core mental assent to a new 
doctrine or resolution to live differently. Salvation comes, most fundamentally, through the 
miracle of new birth, whereby our hearts are set free to put our trust in Jesus. 

COSTLY LOVE. John 3:16 is surely the most famous verse in the Bible. It is famous for good 
reason—this sentence powerfully summarizes the gospel message. The heart of this message is 
costly love. God’s love for the world was so great that he endured the loss of his only Son in order 
to save us. The Son of God lost his life in order that we might gain life. God’s love is free for us, 
but it cost him dearly. 

Whole-Bible Connections 

THE TRUE TEMPLE. After clearing the temple, Jesus issues a bold claim: “Destroy this temple, 
and in three days I will raise it up” (John 2:19). For centuries the Jerusalem temple had stood as 
the meeting place between God and man—the physical place where heaven and earth met, 
atonement was made for sins, and God communed with his people. Here Jesus declares that he 
is the true temple, the true meeting place for God and man. Jesus states that after being 
destroyed by death, he would come back from death. And this, indeed, is what Jesus did—proving 
that he is the true and better temple, the temple that cannot be destroyed. 

MISSIONARY GOD. From Genesis 1:1 on through Revelation 22:21, God reveals himself as a 
missionary God. God is constantly engaged in missionary activity, making himself known to 
people who are far from him. God initiated his missionary plan with Abraham, stating that 
through his offspring “all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Genesis 12:3). Jesus, the true 
and final offspring of Abraham (Gal. 3:16), demonstrates God’s missionary heart here in John 3 
and 4. He brings the message of salvation to three different kinds of people who desperately 
need to know God: a Jewish leader, an outcast Samaritan woman, and a Gentile official. Jesus 
brings to a climax God’s missionary activity, for in Jesus God became flesh in order to make 
himself known to a lost world. 



Theological Soundings 

GOD’S INITIATIVE. Our relationship with God starts with God, not with us. God always makes 
the first move in establishing a saving relationship with his people. John 3 states that for a person 
to know God, God must first take action as he grants “new birth.” In the Old Testament we see 
that people entered into a relationship with God only because God initiated it, because God 
called them. And in the New Testament we see the same thing—a relationship with God starts 
with God. As John puts it in one of his letters, “We love because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19). 

THE WORD OF GOD. God’s word is powerful. In Genesis 1 God creates the universe through his 
words: “And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light” (Gen. 1:3). Throughout the Old 
Testament God saves people, destroys nations, and performs miracles, all through his word. And 
throughout the New Testament it is through the word of God that events of significance happen. 
Jesus, God in the flesh, heals an official’s son simply through speaking words: “Go; your son will 
live” (John 4:50). As Jesus said to Satan, quoting Deuteronomy, “Man shall not live by bread 
alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4). Indeed, Jesus himself 
is the final “Word” of God (John 1:1)—Jesus and his saving work is what God has to say to the 
world. 

Personal Implications 

Take time to reflect on the implications of John 2:12–4:54 for your own life today. Make 

notes below on the personal implications for your walk with the Lord of (1) the Gospel 

Glimpses, (2) the Whole-Bible Connections, (3) the Theological Soundings, and (4) this 

passage as a whole. 

 

1. Gospel Glimpses 

2. Whole-Bible Connections 

3. Theological Soundings 

4. John 2:12–4:54 

 

As You Finish This Unit … 

Take a moment now to ask for the Lord’s blessing and help as you engage in this study 

of John. And take a moment also to look back through this unit of study, to reflect on 

a few key things that the Lord may be teaching you—and perhaps to highlight or 

underline these to review again in the future. 



WEEK 5: MORE SIGNS AMID MOUNTING JEWISH OPPOSITION 

John 5:1–10:42 

The Place of the Passage 

At this juncture in John, the conflict escalates between Jesus and the Jewish leaders. Along the 
way, Jesus defends his ministry and reveals more about the aims of his mission. In his defense, 
Jesus further reveals his identity, performs more signs, and cites several major witnesses on his 
behalf. 

The Big Picture 

In John 5:1–10:42 Jesus explicitly declares that he is God, the second person of the Trinity, and 
that he has authority over all things. 

Reflection and Discussion 

Read through the complete passage for this study, John 5:1–10:42. Then review the 

three sections below and write your notes on the questions concerning this phase of 

escalating conflict and revelation in Jesus’ ministry. (For further background, see the 

ESV Study Bible, pages 2030–2045; also available online at www.esvbible.org.) 

1. Jesus Is God (5:1–6:71) 

According to John 5:18, why were the Jews seeking to kill Jesus? 

 
 

Review John 5. Make a list of everything this passage teaches us about God the Father, about 
God the Son, and about the relationship God the Father and God the Son enjoy. 

 
 

During Passover, Jesus turns five loaves and two fish into a feast for thousands. What does this 
sign teach us about Jesus? What Old Testament account might form the background to this 
miracle? What does the aftermath of this miracle (John 6:22–71) teach us about the human heart 
and mankind’s ultimate need? 

 

 

What does Jesus mean when he says, “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35)? 
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2. Jesus Is the Christ (7:1–8:59) 

Read Proverbs 4:23 and Isaiah 58:11. Jesus is likely referring to these two Old Testament passages 
when he likens himself and the work of the Holy Spirit to “rivers of living water” (John 7:37–39). 
When John says, “for as yet the Spirit had not been given” (7:39), he doesn’t mean that there 
was no work of the Holy Spirit in the world prior to Jesus’ resurrection. After all, the opening page 
of our Bible testifies to the Spirit’s activity in the world (Gen. 1:2), as do several more Old 
Testament passages. John is simply stating that the Holy Spirit had not yet been given in the full 
and powerful sense as promised in Joel 2:28–29, and as later experienced on the day of Pentecost 
(Acts 2:1–11). How do these supporting passages from Joel and Acts help illuminate John 7:37–
39? 

 

 

The earliest manuscripts of the Gospel of John do not contain John 7:53–8:11. It seems best to 
view the story as something that happened during Jesus’ ministry but was not an original part of 
what John wrote. What does this scene teach us about how Jesus treats sinners who are aware 
of their sin and how Jesus treats sinners who are unaware of their sin? 

 
 

3. Jesus Is One with the Father (9:1–10:42) 

In John 9:2 Jesus’ disciples ask an important question about suffering. How does Jesus answer 
their question? What do you think of this answer, and how does it help us make sense out of the 
suffering we see and experience? 

 
 

As John’s Gospel progresses, Jesus more explicitly reveals his identity and his mission. Review 
John 10:22–42. What do we learn here about who Jesus is and what he came to do? 

 
 

Read through the following three sections on Gospel Glimpses, Whole-Bible Connections, 

and Theological Soundings. Then take time to reflect on the Personal Implications these 

sections may have for your walk with the Lord. 

Gospel Glimpses 

THE POWER OF JESUS. John 5:1–17 narrates Jesus’ encounter with a man who had been an 
“invalid” (the Greek term for a “disabled” condition) for thirty-eight years. This man had 
stationed himself near a pool thought to have healing powers. Jesus speaks a sentence to him, 



and he is instantly healed: “Jesus said to him, ‘Get up, take up your bed, and walk.’ And at once 
the man was healed” (John 5:8–9). Thirty-eight years of disability are shed simply through the 
voice of Jesus. No matter the extent of sin or sickness in someone’s life, Jesus can completely 
transform him or her through his power. In fact, the only people Jesus works with to save and 
change are sick and sinful people. 

THE ANSWER. Throughout this section of John, Jesus constantly reveals himself as the ultimate 
answer to the world’s problems. Jesus is the “bread of life” (John 6) who relieves our true hunger, 
a hunger that food cannot fix. Jesus offers “living water” (John 7) that quenches the thirst we 
can’t quench on our own. Jesus is the “light of the world” (John 8) who takes away the darkness 
that engulfs us. And Jesus is the “good shepherd” (John 10) who tenderly cares for us. And unlike 
bread and water, it requires no money or effort to know Jesus. All we need to do is admit our 
hunger and ask for this free “bread of life.” 

TWO TYPES OF SINNERS. Though the earliest manuscripts of the Gospel of John do not include 
John 7:53–8:11, this story reveals an important distinction that shows up throughout the Bible: 
there are two types of sinners. The woman caught in adultery is a sinner, and she knows it. Thus, 
Jesus immediately forgives the woman. The scribes and Pharisees are sinners, but they don’t 
know it. Thus, Jesus confronts them with the truth of their sin. For grace to be enjoyed and 
received, one must first see one’s own sin and need for grace. 

Whole-Bible Connections 

ONE BIG STORY. Jesus defends his divine identity and ministry by appealing to Moses, saying, 
“If you believed Moses, you would believe me; for he wrote of me” (John 5:46). This is one of the 
many places where Jesus argues that the Old Testament Scriptures are about him, that the Bible 
tells one big story about him. Jesus teaches us that the point of the Old Testament is to point to 
him—the Son of God who has come to take away the sins of the world. 

DO NOT BE AFRAID. The command that appears most often in the Old Testament is the simple 
imperative “Do not be afraid,” or “Fear not.” The Old Testament is filled with God’s call not to be 
afraid. This command reaches a climax with the arrival of the Son of God. In the midst of a storm, 
while walking on water, Jesus says to his frightened disciples, “It is I; do not be afraid” (John 6:20). 
To come face-to-face with Jesus is to come face-to-face with God, and in this scene we see why 
God has filled the Scriptures with the attractive command to abandon fear: for God himself has 
left heaven to approach us in the midst of our storm and bring us safely back to shore. He does 
this ultimately through the cross of his own dear Son. 

THE GOOD SHEPHERD. In John 10:11 Jesus announces, “I am the good shepherd. The good 
shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” With these two sentences Jesus brings to a climax the 
longings of God’s people. “God … has been my shepherd all my life long,” said Jacob (Gen. 48:15). 
“The LORD is my shepherd,” wrote David (Ps. 23:1). God “will tend his flock like a shepherd,” 
prophesied Isaiah (Isa. 40:11). Over time, these ancient descriptions of God as the true shepherd 
fueled the longing for a shepherd-leader, a shepherd-king, a Messiah, who would lead God’s 
sheep in wisdom and restoration—“But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are too little to be 



among the clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel, whose 
coming forth is from of old, from ancient days.… And he shall stand and shepherd his flock in the 
strength of the Lord” (Mic. 5:2, 4; note also Num. 27:16–17; Jer. 3:15; 23:4). In this section of 
John—the feeding of the five thousand, the healing of the sick, the forgiving of sinners, and the 
claim to be “the good shepherd”—we see Jesus fulfilling this ancient longing and promise. 

Theological Soundings 

THE AUTHORITY OF SCRIPTURE. Jesus repeatedly defends his ministry throughout this section 
of John by appealing to Scripture. Jesus quotes the Old Testament, most notably in reference to 
Moses and Abraham, to validate his identity and ministry. For Jesus, the highest appeal one can 
make is to the Scriptures, for the Scriptures are God’s authoritative Word. Among the many 
arguments to be made for the authority of Scripture, the greatest argument is that Jesus himself 
treated holy Scripture as authoritative and submitted his life to it. 

THE CALL OF GOD. In John’s Gospel, Jesus repeatedly states that a relationship with God begins 
with God’s initiative. To a crowd Jesus says, “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent 
me draws him” (John 6:44). Jesus’ words are consistent with the entire witness of the Bible—
humans cannot self-generate a relationship with God. God must first call a person into 
relationship with himself. We see this first in Genesis 12, when God calls Abram out of the crowd 
and into a relationship with himself. Along with Jesus, the apostle Paul often highlighted this 
truth. 

Personal Implications 

Take time to reflect on the implications of John 5:1–10:42 for your own life today. Make 

notes below on the personal implications for your walk with the Lord of (1) the Gospel 

Glimpses, (2) the Whole-Bible Connections, (3) the Theological Soundings, and (4) this 

passage as a whole. 

1. Gospel Glimpses 

2. Whole-Bible Connections 

3. Theological Soundings 

4. John 5:1–10:42 

As You Finish This Unit … 

Take a moment now to ask for the Lord’s blessing and help as you engage in this study 

of John. And take a moment also to look back through this unit of study, to reflect on 

a few key things that the Lord may be teaching you—and perhaps to highlight or 

underline these to review again in the future. 



WEEK 6: THE FINAL PASSOVER: THE ULTIMATE SIGN 

John 11:1–12:19 

The Place of the Passage 

This is a pivotal section in John’s Gospel. Everything changes as Jesus performs his final and 
ultimate “sign” in this Gospel, raising a man from the dead. This incredible miracle (recorded only 
by John) foreshadows Jesus’ own resurrection and significantly escalates Jesus’ conflict with the 
Jewish leaders. The raising of a man from the dead triggers the Jewish leaders’ determination to 
have Jesus arrested and put to death. 

The Big Picture 

In John 11:1–12:19 Jesus raises a man from the dead, prefiguring his own death and resurrection 
and stirring the Jewish leaders to pursue his arrest and death. 

Reflection and Discussion 

Read through the complete passage for this study, John 11:1–12:19. Then review the 

questions below and write your notes on them concerning this phase of Jesus’ 

ministry. (For further background, see the ESV Study Bible, pages 2045–2048; also 

available online at www.esvbible.org.) 

Jesus’ ministry was full of friendship. It is clear that Jesus had a unique and special relationship 
with three of his disciples: Peter, James, and John. Jesus appears to also have a strong bond of 
friendship with the characters featured in John 11—Lazarus, Mary, and Martha: “Now Jesus loved 
Martha and her sister and Lazarus” (John 11:5). How does this expand your portrait of Jesus? 
What do you make of the fact that ordinary people can have a friendship with the Son of God? 

 
 

In 11:4 Jesus teaches two life-changing truths. First, Jesus knows the future. Second, God has 
bigger purposes for human suffering than humans are able to see. How could these statements 
by Jesus transform your approach to life’s difficulties? 

 
 

John states that after Jesus heard Lazarus was ill, “he stayed two days longer in the place where 
he was” (11:6). Instead of immediately going to Lazarus, Jesus waits. How does John 11:5 and the 
rest of John chapter 11 further clarify why Jesus didn’t immediately go to Lazarus? 
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According to John 11:14–15, why is Jesus glad that he wasn’t there when Lazarus died? What do 
these two verses, along with 11:4, teach us about the point of this sign that Jesus is performing? 

 

Before raising Lazarus, Jesus engages with Lazarus’s sisters, Martha and Mary. Jesus interacts 
with Martha and Mary very differently. How does Jesus respond to Martha, and how does he 
respond to Mary? What does this teach us about Jesus? 

 

What does Jesus do immediately before raising Lazarus from the dead? How does Jesus raise 
Lazarus from the dead? What can we learn from this scene about the power of prayer and the 
power of God’s voice? 

 

After raising Lazarus, the opposition against Jesus intensifies. “So from that day on they made 
plans to put him to death” (John 11:53). Caiaphas, the high priest, was involved in the discussions 
about whether or not to pursue Jesus’ death. In 11:49–50, how does Caiaphas preach the gospel 
without knowing it? 
 

After raising Lazarus from the dead, Jesus enjoys a special dinner with Lazarus and others (John 
12:1–8). Judas expresses disappointment when Mary breaks the nard over Jesus’ feet. How does 
Jesus respond to Judas, and what is surprising about this response? 

 

Why did the chief priests decide that they also wanted to put Lazarus to death? See John 12:11 
and 11:48. 

 

Jesus enters Jerusalem for the Passover, seated on a donkey and hailed by the people. This scene 
draws on a prophecy in Zechariah. Read Zechariah 9:9–17 to get a sense for the expectations that 
were in people’s minds as their “King of Israel” entered Jerusalem. Less than a week later, how 
did the people treat Jesus (see John 19:14–16)? 

 

Read through the following three sections on Gospel Glimpses, Whole-Bible Connections, 

and Theological Soundings. Then take time to reflect on the Personal Implications this 

passage from John may have for your walk with the Lord. 

Gospel Glimpses 

DEATH BEFORE LIFE. Jesus repeatedly teaches that for something to really live, it must first die: 
“Truly, truly I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; 



but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (John 12:24). The gospel works this way. To experience new life 
in Christ, one must first die to his or her old life. Lazarus’s story illustrates this. Jesus didn’t want 
to deal with Lazarus’s sickness; he wanted to deal with Lazarus’s death. Jesus’ resurrection power 
shows up in tombs, not hospital beds. John 11 should be read alongside John 3, where Jesus 
teaches Nicodemus the need to be “born again.” Following Jesus isn’t easy. We do not simply 
add Jesus to our existing life. Instead, Jesus calls men and women to die to their old life so that 
he can give us new life—resurrection life. 

PERSONAL GRACE. Before handling Lazarus’s death, Jesus first interacts with Lazarus’s sisters, 
Martha and Mary. Jesus deals with the two grieving sisters very differently. Jesus gave Martha 
teaching, but he gave Mary his tears. Jesus knew Martha. He knew that she needed teaching—
she needed to hear Jesus say, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though 
he die, yet shall he live” (John 11:25). Mary needed something different—she needed Jesus’ 
tender sympathy (John 11:35). This is how Jesus deals with people. He knows us. He knows our 
story, our personality, our pain, and our unique needs. Jesus doesn’t deal with us generically. He 
deals with us in a wonderfully personal way. 

Whole-Bible Connections 

PROPHECY FULFILLED. The Old Testament spoke of Israel’s Messiah, who would one day enter 
Jerusalem mounted on a donkey (Zech. 9:9; Ps. 118:25–26). Waving palm branches and shouting 
messages of acclaim, the people expected Jesus to take charge and bring them political 
deliverance from their enemies, the Romans. The people, however, had not read their Hebrew 
Scriptures closely enough. The prophet Isaiah wrote that the Messiah would be a suffering 
servant, who would lay down his life in order to bring life to his people, rescuing them from their 
deeper problem: sin. “But he was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our 
iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are 
healed” (Isa. 53:5). 

Theological Soundings 

GOD’S TIMING. When Jesus heard that Lazarus was ill, “he stayed two days longer in the place 
where he was” (John 11:6). Instead of going to Lazarus immediately, Jesus waited. Why did Jesus 
wait? John 11:5 tells us it was because of love. Reading John 11:5 and John 11:6 together, we see 
that it was because of his great love for Lazarus that Jesus waited to help Lazarus. This is how 
God works. God’s timing is different from our timing. He sees things that we can’t see. He has 
plans that we do not yet understand. In the case of Lazarus, Jesus waited in order to do a greater 
work in and through Lazarus’s life—the greatest sign Jesus had yet performed in John’s Gospel. 
God’s timing is never off. He always knows what he is doing. 

RESURRECTION. The Christian worldview teaches something unique: the bodily resurrection of 
the dead. Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, yet Lazarus would later die again. What Jesus 
teaches, however, is that he is “the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he 
die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die” (John 11:25–26). 



Jesus’ teaching here expands upon teaching found throughout the Bible that both the righteous 
and the wicked will be resurrected, the righteous to eternal life and the wicked to judgment. 

Personal Implications 

Take time to reflect on the implications of John 11:1–12:19 for your own life today. 

Make notes below on the personal implications for your walk with the Lord of (1) the 

Gospel Glimpses, (2) the Whole-Bible Connections, (3) the Theological Soundings, and (4) 

this passage as a whole. 

 

1. Gospel Glimpses 

2. Whole-Bible Connections 

3. Theological Soundings 

4. John 11:1–12:19 

As You Finish This Unit … 

Take a moment now to ask for the Lord’s blessing and help as you engage in this study 

of John. And take a moment also to look back through this unit of study, to reflect on 

a few key things that the Lord may be teaching you—and perhaps to highlight or 

underline these to review again in the future. 

 

 

 



WEEK 7: THE MESSIAH’S DEATH AT HAND 

John 12:20–50 

The Place of this Passage 

John 12:20–50 brings to a close the first major part of John’s Gospel, which has narrated Jesus’ 
mission to the Jews. With the arrival of some Greeks seeking Jesus, Jesus announces the climax 
of his mission, his substitutionary death, which is for both Jews and Gentiles. The remainder of 
John’s Gospel unfolds Jesus’ final meal with his disciples, his death, and his resurrection. 

The Big Picture 

In John 12:20–50 Jesus announces his approaching death and reveals the broad extent of his 
mission—to reconcile both Jews and Gentiles to God. 

Reflection and Discussion 

Read through the complete passage for this study, John 12:20–50. Then review the 

questions below and write your notes on them concerning this phase of Jesus’ 

ministry. (For further background, see the ESV Study Bible, pages 2048–2050; also 

available online at www.esvbible.org.) 

This section of John begins with some Greeks who have come to Jerusalem to worship at the 
Jewish festival. “Greeks” refers to Gentiles, not necessarily people from Greece. What is the 
difference between a Jew and a Gentile? From what you know of the Bible and first-century 
history, write out a definition for the word Jew, and for the word Gentile. How did they view one 
another? 

 

These Gentiles approach Jesus’ disciple Philip, saying, “Sir, we wish to see Jesus” (John 12:21). 
Why do you think these Gentiles wished to see Jesus? 

 

Jesus gives an interesting response to the Greeks’ desire to see him (John 12:23–26). What is 
Jesus’ response? How do you make sense of it? 

 

Jesus says, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified” (John 12:23). He then gives an 
illustration about a grain of wheat. How does this sentence about a grain of wheat illustrate what 
Jesus came to accomplish with his life, and how does it illustrate what must happen in the lives 
of all who follow Jesus? 
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John 12:28 gives one of three instances in Jesus’ earthly ministry where a heavenly voice attests 
to his identity. Read Matthew 3:17 and 17:5 to note the other two instances. What is the 
significance of these three instances? In other words, why at these three junctures does a 
heavenly voice validate Jesus’ identity and mission? How does John 12:30 add to the discussion? 

 

John 12:31 is an important verse: “Now is the judgment of this world; now will the ruler of this 
world be cast out.” The “ruler of this world” is Satan, and Jesus states that his death on the cross 
will result in defeat for Satan. Read Hebrews 2:14–15 and Colossians 2:13–15. How do these two 
passages further illuminate what Jesus says here in John? 

 

Just as he did with the Greeks, Jesus again responds to a query with an interesting answer. How 
does Jesus reply to the crowd’s questions in John 12:34? What is Jesus saying here? Jesus has 
used similar phrasing in John 8:12, 9:4, and 11:9–10. How do these passages add color to what 
Jesus is saying here? 

John 12:37 is startling. After all that Jesus has said and done, how have the people responded to 
him? John quotes the prophet Isaiah to explain what is going on. How do these passages from 
Isaiah explain the people’s reaction to Jesus? 

 

According to John 12:47, why did Jesus come to the world? 

 

Read through the following three sections on Gospel Glimpses, Whole-Bible Connections, 

and Theological Soundings. Then take time to reflect on the Personal Implications these 

sections may have for your walk with the Lord. 

Gospel Glimpses 

HATING LIFE TO GAIN LIFE. At first glance, Jesus’ words in John 12:25 sound demanding and 
difficult: “Whoever loves his life loses it, and whoever hates his life in this world will keep it for 
eternal life.” As difficult as these words are, however, they are even more profoundly filled with 
grace. Jesus is showing us the way to true life. He is offering freedom. Jesus invites us to love and 
trust him more than we love and trust ourselves, for true life—eternal life—is found when we let 
go of our life and trust God to take care of us and direct us. The issue is whom we declare as the 
“god” of our life. If we continue to operate as god of our own life, we will eventually lose our life, 
for we were never meant to run our own lives and we are incapable of doing so. But if we take 
ourselves off the throne and declare that God truly is sovereign over our life and the universe, 
we will discover the true and eternal life that God means for us to enjoy. As Jesus says in Matthew 
10:39, “Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.” 



FREED FROM SLAVERY. John 12 reports that some people began to believe in Jesus, but they 
kept this belief private because of fear. These people were afraid of being “put out of the 
synagogue” (John 12:42), an important place of social and communal standing at the time. John 
highlights the root of their fear: “for they loved the glory that comes from man more than the 
glory that comes from God” (John 12:43). This sentence describes us. By nature we all love the 
glory, approval, and recognition that people bestow on us. In fact, we love it so much that we’re 
enslaved to it—we won’t do anything that would compromise this glory. Jesus came to set us 
free from this miserable slavery. He knows that our problem isn’t merely that we commit sins; 
our problem is that sin runs so deep in our hearts that we will worship anything other than God. 
We are enslaved to these false masters. Jesus is teaching us here how deep our slavery runs—so 
deep that it cost Jesus his life to set us free. 

Whole-Bible Connections 

GOD OF THE NATIONS. Long ago, in Genesis 12, God called a man named Abram (Abraham) 
into a relationship with him. God told Abraham that he would use him and his descendants to 
“be a blessing” (Gen. 12:2–3) to the nations. Jesus, a descendant of Abraham, brings to a climax 
God’s calling on Abraham’s life. Here in John 12 we see Gentiles flocking to Jesus, saying, “Sir, we 
wish to see Jesus” (John 12:21). God’s long-promised plan reached a new level of fulfillment as 
Jesus came to earth and exercised his ministry among both Jews and Gentiles. After Jesus’ 
resurrection and ascension, the book of Acts further documents that God is a God of the nations 
as the gospel spreads from Jerusalem out to the ends of the earth, reaching many different cities, 
nations, and types of people. Today, the mission continues as the God of the nations uses us to 
reach new people groups with the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

VISION AND BLINDNESS. John 12:38–41 picks up on a major theme that appears throughout 
the Bible: spiritual vision versus spiritual blindness. This motif first shows up in Genesis 3, as Adam 
and Eve took of the forbidden fruit “and the eyes of both were opened” to experience what sin, 
guilt, and shame really are (Gen. 3:7), and the motif runs right through the Bible to the end of 
Revelation, where the New Jerusalem requires no created light by which to see, “for the glory of 
God gives it light, and its lamp is the Lamb” (Rev. 21:23). The prophet Isaiah gives prominent 
attention to this theme, and is quoted here in John 12 by Jesus (see also Matt. 13:14–15). Paul 
too quotes this same text from Isaiah in Acts 28:25–27 to explain rejection of God and his grace 
as blindness. John employs this theme of seeing versus blindness repeatedly throughout his 
Gospel as well as in his letters (e.g., John 3:3, 36; 6:30; 8:56; 9:1–41; 10:21; 11:37; 12:40; 14:19; 
16:16–19; 1 John 2:11; 3:2). Jesus is “the light of the world” (John 8:12; 12:46). Only Jesus can 
cure the blindness of the human heart. 

Theological Soundings 

UNBELIEF. The ultimate human sin is unbelief. Unbelief is what drives all other sin. Adam and 
Eve sinned in the garden of Eden because of their unbelief, as they chose to not believe God’s 
word and voice and instead believed the voice of the serpent (Satan). Here in John 12 we see 
highlighted this sin that shows up on nearly every page of the Bible and in every human heart: 



“Though he [Jesus] had done so many signs before them, they still did not believe in him” (John 
12:37). 

RESCUE. Speaking of his death by crucifixion, Jesus says in John 12:32, “And I, when I am lifted 
up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” Here Jesus gets at the heart of the whole Bible. 
Jesus views people as captives to sin, people in need of a rescue. Jesus and the Scriptures 
repeatedly underscore that sinners are unable to save themselves. We are helpless unless 
someone helps us from the outside. Jesus came to rescue us, and he did it in the most shocking 
manner—he was lifted up on a cross so that we could be lifted up to God. 

Personal Implications 

Take time to reflect on the implications of John 12:20–50 for your own life today. Make 

notes below on the personal implications for your walk with the Lord of (1) the Gospel 

Glimpses, (2) the Whole-Bible Connections, (3) the Theological Soundings, and (4) this 

passage as a whole. 

 

1. Gospel Glimpses 

2. Whole-Bible Connections 

3. Theological Soundings 

4. John 12:20–50 

 

As You Finish This Unit … 

Take a moment now to ask for the Lord’s blessing and help as you engage in this study 

of John. And take a moment also to look back through this unit of study, to reflect on 

a few key things that the Lord may be teaching you—and perhaps to highlight or 

underline these to review again in the future. 

 



WEEK 8: JESUS’ FINAL TEACHING AND PRAYER 

John 13:1–17:26 

The Place of the Passage 

Chapter 13 marks a transition into the second half of John’s Gospel. John 13–21 zeroes in on 
Jesus’ final few days leading to his death and resurrection. Having been rejected by the Jews, 
Jesus turns his attention to his new messianic community (his disciples). He prepares his disciples 
for the time to come after his resurrection and ascension to the Father. Jesus cleanses his 
disciples, teaches his disciples, and prays for his disciples. This “Farewell Discourse” (John 13–17) 
is unique to John’s Gospel. 

The Big Picture 

In John 13:1–17:26 Jesus cleanses, teaches, and prays for his disciples, preparing them for the 
time when he is gone, exalted to be with the Father. 

Reflection and Discussion 

Read through the complete passage for this study, John 13:1–17:26. Then review the 

questions below and write your notes on them concerning this phase of Jesus’ 

ministry. (For further background, see the ESV Study Bible, pages 2050–2060; also 

available online at www.esvbible.org.) 

Jesus washes his disciples’ feet to demonstrate his love for them, to set an example of 
servanthood, and to symbolize the washing away of sins through his death. Startlingly, Jesus 
washes all of his disciples’ feet, including the feet of the one about to betray him—Judas. This 
scene is also unexpected because in first-century Jewish culture, footwashing was a task reserved 
for non-Jewish slaves. Here we have the Savior of the world washing the dirty feet of ordinary 
men, including the man about to betray him. What does this scene teach us about Jesus? What 
sticks out to you the most about this scene? 

 

Note the events and words surrounding Judas’s departure from the disciples in order to betray 
Jesus (13:21–30). How does Jesus feel, what does Jesus say, and what does Jesus know? What 
happens to Judas before leaving, and how does John 13:2 relate to 13:27? How do the other 
disciples react to what’s going on? What do you make of John’s closing words, “And it was night”? 
 

According to John 13:34, how does Jesus want his disciples to love one another? According to 
John 13:35, what is the result of such love? In light of Jesus’ subsequent death, what does it mean 
to love one another “just as” Jesus has loved? 
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Jesus says something startling to his disciples: “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes in me 
will also do the works that I do; and greater works than these will he do, because I am going to 
the Father” (John 14:12). Because of the work Jesus is about to accomplish on the cross, and 
because God would send his Spirit to the church after Jesus’ ascension, Jesus tells his disciples 
that they will, in a sense, exercise a greater ministry than his. What do you think Jesus means by 
this statement? From what you know about the book of Acts, what takes place in Acts and in the 
early church that did not take place in Jesus’ ministry? 

 

According to John 14:15, what would Jesus’ disciples do if they loved him? According to 14:24, 
what is the identifying mark of those who do not love Jesus? 

 

Review Jesus’ words about the Holy Spirit in John 14:15–26 and 16:4–15. According to these 
verses, who is the Holy Spirit, and what does he do? 

 

In John 15 Jesus gives the last of his seven “I am …” sayings. Summarize in a sentence what Jesus 
teaches in the metaphor that is used throughout this chapter. 
 

According to John 15:8, how do people glorify God and prove their allegiance to Jesus? 

 

Jesus shares a wonderful reason for why he gives this Farewell Discourse to his disciples (John 
15:11). How does this reason expand your conception of Jesus and what it means to follow him? 

 

John 17 narrates Jesus’ final prayer. Speaking to his Father, who had sent him to earth, Jesus 
gives an account of his earthly mission. Jesus prays for himself, then for his disciples, and finally 
for later believers. Write down five truths this prayer teaches us. 

 

Read through the following three sections on Gospel Glimpses, Whole-Bible Connections, 

and Theological Soundings. Then take time to reflect on the Personal Implications this 

passage from John may have for your walk with the Lord. 

Gospel Glimpses 

THE WAY. One of the disciples, Thomas, asked Jesus how to get to heaven, into the presence of 
God. Jesus replied, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except 
through me” (John 14:6). This is good news! While on the one hand this statement from Jesus is 
hard news—there is one exclusive way to know God, and it is only through Jesus—it is also 



liberating news. Jesus is declaring the gospel here, the news that sinners can have a relationship 
with God and a place in heaven not through hard-wrought effort, but through casting themselves 
on the merit of Jesus. The way to heaven, Jesus says, is through himself. The way to heaven isn’t 
to work harder and do more, but rather to trust that Jesus has done the work for us. He made a 
way for us. Jesus is the mediator between God and sinful humanity. 

JOY. In John 15:11, Jesus explains why he instructs his followers: “These things I have spoken to 
you, that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full.” Joy! The reason Jesus came to 
earth and the reason Jesus instructs and leads us is for our joy, so that our joy “may be full.” In 
Jesus we have a master, a Lord, who sets us free. This is unique to Christianity. Only Christianity 
tells of a God who calls his followers to know and obey him for the sake of their own joy. Jesus 
went to a cross so that you and I, sinners though we are, may be restored to God—and to real 
joy. 

Whole-Bible Connections 

LOVE. In John 13:34–35 Jesus calls his disciples to love one another, announcing that this is a 
“new commandment.” At one level, these words of Jesus are not new; they are rooted in the 
Mosaic commands to love the Lord with all one’s might and to love one’s neighbor as oneself 
(Lev. 19:18; Deut. 6:5). But here Jesus deepens and expands this commandment. What is new 
about this commandment is that Jesus calls his disciples to love one another “just as I have loved 
you.” This takes the call to love into a whole new realm. Jesus now calls his followers to a 
sacrificial love—a love he supremely demonstrated on the cross. 

FRUITFUL. When God created Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, he instructed them to be 
fruitful (Gen. 1:28). Later God gave Israel the same commandment; the nation was called to be a 
fruitful tree, but they failed: “When I would gather them, declares the Lord, there are no grapes 
on the vine, nor figs on the fig tree; even the leaves are withered” (Jer. 8:13; see also Hos. 9:10, 
16; Joel 1:7). In John 15, Jesus teaches the secret of fruitfulness: to abide in him. We are branches 
that can bear fruit as long as we are connected to the vine, Jesus. Jesus, however, went to the 
cross—was judged and treated as “fruitless”—so that fallen and unfruitful people like us can 
become the fruitful branches we were meant to be. 

Theological Soundings 

HOLY SPIRIT. In this section of John, Jesus talks repeatedly about the Holy Spirit. As Jesus 
instructs his disciples on how to live and minister subsequent to his ascension, he emphasizes 
the point that only through the power of the Holy Spirit can his disciples carry out their mission 
to the world. Jesus refers to the Holy Spirit as a “Helper” (John 14:16) who will dwell in, guide, 
and empower his disciples. The entire New Testament emphasizes what Jesus emphasizes here: 
the Christian life cannot be lived apart from the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, the third person of 
the Trinity. 



HEAVEN. In John 14 Jesus speaks of heaven as “my Father’s house” (14:2). Jesus tells his disciples 
that he is going to heaven in order to prepare a place for them, in order to eventually bring them 
there. Scripture regularly talks about heaven. It’s the place where believers live in God’s presence 
after death. The words Jesus uses to describe heaven here in John are significant, as they express 
the personal manner in which Jesus cares for his disciples in order to bring them safely home to 
heaven. 

Personal Implications 

Take time to reflect on the implications of John 13:1–17:26 for your own life today. 

Make notes below on the personal implications for your walk with the Lord of (1) the 

Gospel Glimpses, (2) the Whole-Bible Connections, (3) the Theological Soundings, and (4) 

this passage as a whole. 

 

1. Gospel Glimpses 

2. Whole-Bible Connections 

3. Theological Soundings 

4. John 13:1–17:26 

 

As You Finish This Unit … 

Take a moment now to ask for the Lord’s blessing and help as you engage in this study 

of John. And take a moment also to look back through this unit of study, to reflect on 

a few key things that the Lord may be teaching you—and perhaps to highlight or 

underline these to review again in the future. 

 

 



WEEK 9: JESUS’ ARREST, TRIAL, DEATH, AND BURIAL 

John 18:1–19:42 

The Place of the Passage 

John’s Gospel now hurtles toward Jesus’ crucifixion. After being betrayed by Judas, Jesus receives 
an informal hearing before the Jewish leadership and a Roman trial before Pilate. He is then 
crucified and buried. All of John has been leading toward this climactic section of his Gospel. 

The Big Picture 

In John 18:1–19:42 the Son of God is betrayed, crucified, and buried. 

Reflection and Discussion 

Read through the complete passage for this study, John 18:1–19:42. Then review the 

three sections below and write your notes on the questions concerning this climactic 

phase of Jesus’ ministry. (For further background, see the ESV Study Bible, pages 2060–

2068; also available online at www.esvbible.org.) 

1. Jesus Is Betrayed (18:1–11) 

Judas, the betrayer, approaches Jesus with soldiers, lanterns, torches, and weapons. Jesus boldly 
walks forward and approaches his captors. Once they state that they are looking for “Jesus of 
Nazareth,” Jesus replies, “I am he,” and immediately his captors draw back and fall to the ground. 
Falling to the ground is a common reaction to divine revelation. Jesus’ captors fall to the ground 
because his self-identification, “I am he,” has connotations of deity (see, for example, John 6:20; 
8:24; 8:58). Review also Ezekiel 1:28, Acts 9:4, and Revelation 1:17. How do these passages 
illuminate this scene? 

 

Rebuking Peter for his use of the sword, Jesus says, “Put your sword into its sheath; shall I not 
drink the cup that the Father has given me?” (John 18:11). Explain the meaning of Jesus’ words. 
What is the cup the Father has given him? To color in your answer, reference Psalm 75:8, Isaiah 
51:17, and Jeremiah 25:15–17. 

 
 

2. Jesus Is Arrested and Tried (18:12–19:16) 

Contrast John 13:37 with 18:15–18. What caused this disciple to change his stance? 
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Pilate asks Jesus if he is “the King of the Jews” (John 18:33). Jesus answers Pilate, explaining the 
different nature of the kingdom of God. What do we learn about this kingdom and this King from 
Jesus’ words? 

 

According to Jesus, where does Pilate’s authority come from? Does Pilate think Jesus is guilty or 
innocent? Why does Pilate go forward with crucifying Jesus? 

 

 

3. Jesus Is Crucified (19:16–42) 

John makes frequent use of double meaning and irony in his Gospel. Note two instances of irony 
in this section of John. First, it was once Pilate “sat down on the judgment seat” (19:13) that Pilate 
sentenced the Son of God to his crucifixion. Second, “Pilate also wrote an inscription and put it 
on the cross. It read, ‘Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews’ ” (19:19). This inscription was 
written in three languages, allowing the majority of people in the vicinity of Jerusalem to read it. 
What double meaning or irony do you see in these two events? 

 

Read Psalm 22, a psalm that prophesies the suffering of the Messiah. What key connections and 
fulfillments do you see between Psalm 22 and John’s account of Jesus’ crucifixion? 
 

What do we learn about Jesus from how he cares for his mother from the cross (19:25–27)? Why 
does Jesus do this? 

 

“It is finished” are the last words Jesus speaks from the cross (19:30). With these words Jesus 
announces the completion of the preeminent work the Father sent him to do; namely, his work 
of bearing the penalty for his people’s sins. These three words are among the most powerful 
words in the Bible. Ponder and reflect on the finished work of Christ on the cross and how this 
finished work intersects with your own life today. 

Read through the following three sections on Gospel Glimpses, Whole-Bible Connections, 

and Theological Soundings. Then take time to reflect on the Personal Implications this 

passage from John may have for your walk with the Lord. 

Gospel Glimpses 

THE FATHER’S CUP. Instead of retaliating against his captors, Jesus said, “Shall I not drink the 
cup that the Father has given me?” (John 18:11). Jesus is referring to the cup of God’s wrath 
against sinners. Psalm 75:8 states, “For in the hand of the Lord there is a cup with foaming wine, 



well mixed, and he pours out from it, and all the wicked of the earth shall drain it down to the 
dregs.” This cup was meant for us. We, the sinful ones, deserve to drink this cup of wrath. But 
Jesus drank this cup in our place. At the cross the Father’s wrath against sin was poured out on 
Jesus so that it need never be poured out on those who trust in him. 

IMPERFECT DISCIPLES. John’s Gospel highlights Jesus’ imperfect disciples. Peter, the disciple 
who boldly proclaimed that he would lay down his life for Jesus (John 13:37), shamefully denies 
even being associated with Jesus once discipleship becomes costly (John 18). This is good news 
for us. After his resurrection Jesus forgives Peter and articulates his love for him (21:15–19). 
Jesus’ original band of disciples were imperfect—so imperfect that the leader of Jesus’ disciples 
went so far as to deny even knowing him. We, too, are imperfect disciples. And the same grace 
Jesus extended to Peter he extends to us. 

SUBSTITUTION. Jesus’ relationship with Barabbas illustrates the gospel. Instead of punishing 
Barabbas, “a robber” (John 18:40) and thus guilty of a serious crime, Jesus is substituted for 
Barabbas. Instead of Barabbas going to the cross, Jesus went to the cross. Jesus was punished 
and Barabbas was set free. This is the gospel story. We are guilty of serious crime against God, 
and we deserve punishment by death. But Jesus has taken the punishment for us. He substituted 
himself for us so that we could live. 

Whole-Bible Connections 

THE LAMB OF GOD. John’s Gospel begins with John the Baptist’s introduction to Jesus: “Behold, 
the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29). Jesus’ crucifixion occurred 
on “the day of Preparation of the Passover” (John 19:14), the day when Passover lambs would 
be sacrificed in Jerusalem. The Passover celebration stretches back many centuries before the 
coming of Christ. God’s people, Israel, were captives in Egypt. The Passover meal was the meal 
God’s people ate on the night they were set free from Egyptian captivity (Exodus 12). The blood 
of the Passover lamb protected Israel from God’s wrath, for homes that had the blood of the 
Passover lamb smeared on their doorposts and lintel were “passed over” and spared of God’s 
judgment. Crucified at Passover, Jesus’ blood is smeared on a cross, allowing God’s wrath to pass 
over all who trust in the Lamb of God. 

PROPHECY FULFILLED. In chapter 19 John quotes Psalm 22 (the psalm most frequently quoted 
in the New Testament), in which the psalmist writes many prophetic details of the execution 
scene that are fulfilled here in Jesus’ death, nearly a thousand years later. When the Roman 
soldiers divided Jesus’ garments and cast lots for his tunic, they unknowingly fulfilled Scripture. 
This is a theme John regularly highlights—the unwitting participation of Jesus’ enemies in God’s 
plan of redemption. Jesus’ crucifixion as told by John contains several striking connections with 
Psalm 22, including the casting of lots for the sufferer’s clothing (v. 18), the sufferer’s thirst (v. 
15), and the “pierced … hands and feet” (v. 16). 

Theological Soundings 



THE KINGDOM OF GOD. At his trial Jesus speaks about the kingdom of God. Scripture teaches 
that no matter what appears to be happening among the various kingdoms of this world, God is 
the true king of this world, the king of both heaven and earth. God’s kingdom is sovereign over 
every earthly kingdom. In his providential and mysterious way, God exercises his rule even 
through the most wicked earthly kingdoms. Jesus’ crucifixion perfectly illustrates this point. Pilate 
says to Jesus, “Do you not know that I have authority to release you and authority to crucify you?” 
(John 19:10). Yet Jesus replied to Pilate, “You would have no authority over me at all unless it had 
been given you from above” (John 19:11). While Pilate and the Roman government call for the 
crucifixion of the Son of God, it is God who first granted this authority to this earthly kingdom. 
God is always in charge. 

Personal Implications 

Take time to reflect on the implications of John 18:1–19:42 for your own life today. 

Make notes below on the personal implications for your walk with the Lord of (1) the 

Gospel Glimpses, (2) the Whole-Bible Connections, (3) the Theological Soundings, and (4) 

this passage as a whole. 

 

1. Gospel Glimpses 

2. Whole-Bible Connections 

3. Theological Soundings 

4. John 18:1–19:42 

 

As You Finish This Unit … 

Take a moment now to ask for the Lord’s blessing and help as you engage in this study 

of John. And take a moment also to look back through this unit of study, to reflect on 

a few key things that the Lord may be teaching you—and perhaps to highlight or 

underline these to review again in the future. 

 



WEEK 10: JESUS’ RESURRECTION AND APPEARANCES 

John 20:1–29 

The Place of the Passage 

John 19 ends with the Son of God crucified, dead, and buried in a tomb. John 20 begins with the 
Son of God alive, having been raised from death itself. The tone of John’s Gospel dramatically 
shifts in John 20. This is the hinge on which the entire Gospel account pivots. Jesus is alive, and 
he now appears to his disciples and commissions them for ministry. 

The Big Picture 

John 20:1–29 recounts Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, his encounter with Mary Magdalene 
and the disciples, and his commissioning of the disciples. 

Reflection and Discussion 

Read through the complete passage for this study, John 20:1–29. Then review the 

questions below and write your notes on them concerning this phase of Jesus’ 

ministry. (For further background, see the ESV Study Bible, pages 2068–2071; also 

available online at www.esvbible.org.) 

Jesus’ resurrection takes place “on the first day of the week” (20:1). Thus the early Christians set 
aside Sunday as the day for gathering and worship (Acts 20:7; 1 Cor. 16:2). What does this say 
about how Christians are to view their work week? Do we rest from work, living for the weekend, 
or do we “work from rest,” gaining strength for our work from our times of worship? 
 

Mary Magdalene is the first to visit Jesus’ tomb. Upon finding that the stone had been rolled 
away from the tomb, Mary “ran” to tell the news to Peter and the disciple “whom Jesus loved” 
(John, the author of this Gospel). What does Mary communicate to these two disciples; how does 
she explain the empty tomb? What do Peter and John do once they hear the news from Mary? 
 

Verse 8 signals a change. What happens to John once he enters the tomb? Why do you think the 
disciples, Peter and John, went back to their homes (v. 10)? With whom might John have shared 
the good news? Recall John 19:27. 
 

Mary stays at the tomb and weeps. Two angels appear and ask Mary a question. Mary answers 
the question. Then, Jesus appears and asks Mary the same question the angels asked. Who does 
Mary think Jesus is? What does it take for Mary to recognize Jesus? From what you know of first-
century Jewish culture, why might it be significant that a woman is the first one to encounter the 
resurrected Jesus? 
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Later that same day, at nighttime, Jesus appears to his disciples. Why do his disciples have the 
doors locked? What does Jesus say to his disciples, what does he show his disciples, and how do 
his disciples respond? 

 

After showing his disciples his hands and his side, Jesus commissions his disciples. The sent one 
(Jesus) has now become the sender, commissioning his disciples to serve as his messengers and 
empowering them with the Holy Spirit. How do you see all three members of the Trinity involved 
in this scene? How does this notion of being “sent” by Jesus help deepen your understanding of 
Christian discipleship? 

 

John 20:21–22 is John’s version of the Great Commission. Compare this passage with Matthew’s 
(Matt. 28:16–20) version of the Great Commission. What similarities and what differences do you 
notice? 

 

Eight days after Jesus’ first encounter with the disciples, how does Jesus handle Thomas’s doubt? 
How does Thomas respond to his encounter with Jesus? Through this encounter, what does Jesus 
teach his disciples about faith? 

 

Read through the following three sections on Gospel Glimpses, Whole-Bible Connections, 

and Theological Soundings. Then take time to reflect on the Personal Implications this 

passage from John may have for your walk with the Lord. 

Gospel Glimpses 

THE DEATH OF DEATH. Jesus defeated death. The world and Satan gave Jesus their best shot—
betrayal, beatings, crucifixion, death, and burial. But it couldn’t hold Jesus. Even death couldn’t 
defeat him. Jesus died; he took a final breath; he was wrapped in burial clothes and placed in a 
tomb. And on a Sunday morning, Jesus stood outside his tomb, resurrected and alive. This is our 
Savior—the Son of God who defeated death. Do you think God and his gospel are not powerful 
enough to rescue you from what enslaves and shames you? Meditate on the empty tomb. God 
raised Jesus from the dead; he can certainly raise you out of your tomb. 

MY FATHER AND YOUR FATHER. Encountering Mary after his resurrection, Jesus gave Mary 
instructions: “Go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, 
to my God and your God’ ” (John 20:17). This is good news! Because of Jesus’ life, death, 
resurrection, and ascension, Jesus’ disciples can now call God “Father.” Throughout the Old 
Testament God’s people did not speak of God as “Father,” for the Messiah had not yet come to 
make a full atonement for sins. But with the finished work of Jesus, we can now know God in the 



most intimate sense, as our Father. The finished work of Jesus turns sinners into sons and 
daughters of the almighty God. 

HOPE FOR THE DOUBTING. Thomas, one of Jesus’ disciples, doubted whether or not Jesus 
really rose from the dead. Instead of condemning Thomas, the risen Jesus came to Thomas and 
gave him proof that silenced all doubts. The dominant note in this scene is that of a grace-filled, 
humble Savior who knows our doubts and takes action to help us overcome them. 

Whole-Bible Connections 

THE SERPENT CRUSHER. After Adam and Eve’s sin in the garden of Eden, God promised that 
Adam and Eve’s line would continue and that one day, a descendant of Adam and Eve would 
crush the serpent, Satan (Gen. 3:15). The whole Bible is, from one standpoint, the story of the 
search for the serpent crusher, the coming king who would conquer God’s enemies and defeat 
Satan and death. John’s Gospel highlights Jesus as the offspring who has finally conquered Satan. 
Sin, Satan, and death were decisively defeated when Jesus rose from the dead. 

THE SPIRIT POURED OUT. Long before the arrival of Jesus, Joel prophesied that one day God 
would pour out his Spirit on his people. “And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out 
my Spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream 
dreams, and your young men shall see visions. Even on the male and female servants in those 
days I will pour out my Spirit” (Joel 2:28–29). Here in John we see that this day begins to dawn. 
One of the first things Jesus does after his resurrection is go to his disciples and breathe on them, 
giving them the Holy Spirit (John 20:22). This is a foretaste of what will happen later in Acts 2, 
when the Holy Spirit falls upon God’s people in even greater measure, enabling and empowering 
them to be a light to a dark world. 

Theological Soundings 

RESURRECTION. The Scriptures teach that everyone who dies will be resurrected. The wicked—
those who refused to trust in God—will be resurrected to judgment. And the righteous5—those 
who trusted in God—will be resurrected to eternal life (John 5:29). Those raised will be given 
new, physical bodies. For the redeemed, resurrection life will be a return to Eden, with no more 
sickness, sadness, or death—and without even the possibility of sin. 

THE MISSIONARY TRINITY. All three members of the Trinity are involved in Jesus’ 
commissioning of his disciples—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit (John 20:21–23). With 
the full involvement of the Trinity, Jesus’ disciples are commissioned to be his messengers on 
earth, to spread the gospel of the forgiveness of sins through Jesus (v. 23). More than the other 
Gospel writers, John highlights the missionary nature of God’s work in the gospel. All three 
persons of the Trinity are concerned to reach people with the good news of God’s great love. 

 



Personal Implications 

Take time to reflect on the implications of John 20:1–29 for your own life today. Make 

notes below on the personal implications for your walk with the Lord of (1) the Gospel 

Glimpses, (2) the Whole-Bible Connections, (3) the Theological Soundings, and (4) this 

passage as a whole. 

 

1. Gospel Glimpses 

2. Whole-Bible Connections 

3. Theological Soundings 

4. John 20:1–29 

 

 

As You Finish This Unit … 

Take a moment now to ask for the Lord’s blessing and help as you engage in this study 

of John. And take a moment also to look back through this unit of study, to reflect on 

a few key things that the Lord may be teaching you—and perhaps to highlight or 

underline these to review again in the future. 

 

 

 



WEEK 11: PURPOSE STATEMENT AND EPILOGUE 

John 20:30–21:25 

The Place of the Passage 

This passage brings John’s Gospel to a close. The Gospel concludes with a purpose statement and 
epilogue which together rehearse the major themes of the Gospel: Jesus’ identity as the Christ 
and Son of God, his messianic signs, the urgency of believing in Jesus, and the gift of eternal life. 
John’s Gospel closes with Jesus’ third and final resurrection appearance recorded by John, an 
encounter that highlights the respective callings of Peter and John, “the disciple whom Jesus 
loved.” 

The Big Picture 

John 20:30–21:25 recounts the major themes of John’s Gospel and narrates Jesus’ resurrection 
appearance to his disciples. 

Reflection and Discussion 

Read through the complete passage for this study, John 20:30–21:25. Then review the 

questions below and write your notes on them concerning this phase of Jesus’ 

ministry. (For further background, see the ESV Study Bible, pages 2071–2072; also 

available online at www.esvbible.org.) 

John 20:30–31 states the purpose for which John wrote this Gospel. What major themes are 
touched upon in this purpose statement? 
 

How should this purpose statement inform how Christians read, study, preach, and interact with 
this book? 
 

John 21 narrates the third resurrection appearance by Jesus recorded by John. Which disciples 
are present for this encounter? How do the disciples recognize Jesus? 
 

What do you make of the fact that Jesus’ final resurrection appearance with his disciples is a 
breakfast meeting? What similarities do you see between this scene, Jesus’ first sign (John 2), 
and the famous sign recorded in John 6:1–15? 

 

Think about the three resurrection appearances Jesus has made to his disciples (John 20:19–23, 
24–29; 21:1–14). What have each of these three appearances uniquely communicated? 

http://www.esvbible.org/


Peter denied Jesus three times (John 18:15–18, 25–27). Here Jesus asks Peter three times if he 
loves him (21:15–17). What is Jesus doing? 

 

Instructing Peter to “feed my sheep,” Jesus gives Peter his calling to shepherd the church. How 
do you see grace in this dialogue between Jesus and Peter and in the responsibility Jesus gives to 
Peter? 

 

After being handed his calling from Jesus, Peter asks Jesus about the calling on John’s life. What 
does this scene teach us about the unique callings God gives his people? What lessons are Jesus’ 
words of response to Peter’s question meant to teach him, and us through him? 

 

John beautifully ends his Gospel with statements that stir the imagination. How does John 21:25 
affect your imagination? What is this verse communicating about the ministry of Jesus? 

 

Each of the Gospel writers communicates something unique to their audience with the ending of 
their Gospel. How does John’s ending affect you, and how is this different from the endings of 
the other Gospel accounts? 

 

Read through the following three sections on Gospel Glimpses, Whole-Bible Connections, 

and Theological Soundings. Then take time to reflect on the Personal Implications this 

passage from John may have for your walk with the Lord. 

Gospel Glimpses 

LORD OF THE ORDINARY. Jesus does many ordinary things. Jesus’ first miracle recorded in the 
Gospel of John is turning water into wine—keeping a festive wedding party going. And Jesus’ final 
scene in John shows him cooking breakfast for his disciples. Fully God and fully man, Jesus knows 
the human condition. He knows our ordinary lives, our ordinary fears, and our busy schedules. 
Through it all, he injects joy, caring even for our physical needs. 

GRACE. Peter boldly declared to Jesus that he was ready to lay down his life for him (John 13:37). 
Yet once he was required to put his own safety at risk, Peter denied knowing Jesus. He did this 
three times. After Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, however, Jesus talks to Peter about love 
three times. In this way he is reinstating Peter as his disciple. And Jesus does more than that. He 
gives Peter an enormous responsibility, commanding him to shepherd and lead the church. This 
is extraordinary—the man who had recently denied Jesus at the hour when Jesus needed him 
most has now been forgiven by Jesus and entrusted with the responsibility to lead others toward 
Jesus. This is grace. This is how God’s economy works. 



LOVED. Throughout his Gospel, John has identified himself as “the disciple whom Jesus loved.” 
Why do you suppose he does that? This, however, is not a title reserved for John. This is a title 
true of all who trust in Jesus for the forgiveness of sins. Every disciple of Jesus can call themselves 
“the disciple whom Jesus loved.” 

Whole-Bible Connections 

GOD’S GREATNESS. Nearly every page of the Bible testifies to the grandness of God and God’s 
work. The Bible begins with astonishing news: God created the universe simply through the 
power of his word. The Bible ends with astonishing news: Jesus will return to earth at the roar of 
the trumpet and will bring heaven down to earth, forever changing life as we know it. And John 
ends his Gospel with similar astonishment, with a statement that makes the reader see just how 
big Jesus really is. In twenty-one chapters John has chronicled a great deal of Jesus’ teaching and 
action, yet John states, “Now there are also many other things that Jesus did. Were every one of 
them to be written, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be 
written” (21:25). John’s aim is for his readers to behold how glorious Jesus is. The mighty works 
of God come to a climax here in John 21:25; it is not possible to record fully the magnitude and 
extent of who Jesus is and what he has accomplished. 

A GREAT FEAST. “Come and have breakfast,” said Jesus to his worn-out disciples (John 21:12). 
At the beginning of the Bible, God’s people (Adam and Eve) are free to eat from all the trees of 
Eden except one. At the end of the Bible, God’s people (the church) are once more invited to eat 
from the flourishing tree of life (Rev. 22:2). And all through the Bible, from Genesis to Revelation, 
the great joy that God has for his people is depicted in terms of a feast (e.g., Isa. 25:6; 30:29; Jer. 
31:14; Luke 14:12–24). While on one level the new earth will no doubt include the enjoyment of 
physical foods, this enjoyment itself serves as a glimpse of the greatest joy of all: knowing God 
through Jesus, the Bread of Life (John 6:35). 

Theological Soundings 

ALL-KNOWING. As Jesus peppers him with questions, Peter states, “Lord, you know everything” 
(John 21:17). Peter is right. After witnessing the resurrection, Peter now knows that Jesus is Lord 
and that he knows everything. God (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) is omniscient. He knows 
everything at all times. God is not limited in his knowledge. Nothing escapes his knowledge and 
providence.3 Elsewhere Jesus states that not even a sparrow can fall to the ground apart from 
God’s knowledge and will (Matt. 10:29). 

VOCATION. Laced throughout the Bible is the doctrine of vocation, the truth that God creates 
everyone uniquely (Psalm 139) and places unique callings on each individual life. We see this in 
the final chapter of John’s Gospel. Jesus states that Peter and John have different yet equally 
strategic ways that their lives are to be used for the glory of God. The doctrine of vocation is all 
about how God does his work in the world—namely, through his unique human creations. We 
should not feel pressure to compare ourselves to others, for God has given a unique calling to 



each one of us that only we can uniquely fulfill. Peter was called to be Peter. John was called to 
be John. You are called to be you. 

 

Personal Implications 

Take time to reflect on the implications of John 20:30–21:25 for your own life today. 

Make notes below on the personal implications for your walk with the Lord of (1) the 

Gospel Glimpses, (2) the Whole-Bible Connections, (3) the Theological Soundings, and (4) 

this passage as a whole. 

 

1. Gospel Glimpses 

2. Whole-Bible Connections 

3. Theological Soundings 

4. John 20:30–21:25 

 

 

As You Finish This Unit … 

Take a moment now to ask for the Lord’s blessing and help as you engage in this study 

of John. And take a moment also to look back through this unit of study, to reflect on 

a few key things that the Lord may be teaching you—and perhaps to highlight or 

underline these to review again in the future. 

 

 



WEEK 12: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

As we draw this study of John to a close, we begin by summing up the big picture of John’s Gospel 
as a whole. We will then review some questions for reflection in light of John’s entire account, 
with a final identification of Gospel Glimpses, Whole-Bible Connections, and Theological 
Soundings, all with a view to seeing the Gospel of John in its entirety. 

The Big Picture of John 

Over the course of this study we have seen that John’s Gospel falls roughly into two sections. 

The first section of John (1:1–12:50) spotlights Jesus’ messianic identity by identifying the many 
“signs” he performed, climaxing with the raising of Lazarus from the dead. This section also 
features the teaching of Jesus, as Jesus reveals his identity as the messianic Son of God. Conflict 
with the Jewish leaders escalates. Along the way, John highlights that Jesus was “sent” by God to 
rescue a dark world. 

The second section of John (13:1–21:25) narrates the intensifying conflict between Jesus and the 
Jewish leaders and also Jesus’ Farewell Discourse. The book then culminates in Jesus’ betrayal, 
crucifixion, burial, resurrection, and resurrection appearances. Jesus then sends his disciples to 
be light in a dark world. 

Putting both sections together, the Gospel of John shows us that Jesus is “the Lamb of God who 
takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). John shows us that in Jesus, God has provided 
redemption for his people. Jesus came as the fulfillment of the Old Testament promises of a 
coming king and shepherd. He was not the king or shepherd they expected (a king of political 
triumph); he was the shepherd they most desperately needed—“I am the good shepherd. The 
good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (John 10:11). Through faith in Jesus and his work 
on our behalf, we are granted “new birth,” reconciled to God, filled with the Holy Spirit, and 
brought into God’s kingdom. John’s Gospel speaks of our missionary God, who sent Jesus to us, 
and of our missionary calling as Jesus now sends us into the world. 

Read through the following three sections on Gospel Glimpses, Whole-Bible Connections, 

and Theological Soundings. Then take time to reflect on the Personal Implications these 

sections may have for your walk with the Lord. 

Gospel Glimpses 

Throughout John’s Gospel we have seen the grace of God in the gospel. Jesus has extended grace 
to sinners of all stripes. He has melted with compassion over the sight of human sin and suffering. 
He has challenged the emptiness of the arid religion of the scribes and Pharisees, earning their 
opposition as a result. Repeatedly Jesus has flipped inside out our natural understanding of how 
to relate to God. We don’t have to build a ladder to heaven to know God, for in Jesus God has 
extended a ladder down to us. Living under the glad favor of God isn’t a result of effort, hard 



work, or morality. It is the sheer miracle of grace—receiving new birth through the finished work 
of Jesus Christ. The message of John’s Gospel is summed up in Jesus’ bold words from the cross, 
“It is finished” (John 19:30). 

 

Has your understanding of the gospel changed, expanded, or deepened in any particular way 
during the course of this study? Explain. 
 

What are a few particular passages in John that have brought the gospel home to you in a new 
way? Why have these texts helped you better grasp the gospel of God’s grace? 
 

Whole-Bible Connections 

John presents Jesus as God in the flesh (1:14), the revealer of the Father (14:9), and the messianic 
King (1:41, 49; 4:25; 6:15), answering many Old Testament hopes. Repeatedly John shows how 
Jesus fulfills the prophecies, promises, and longings of the Old Testament, especially its promises 
of everlasting salvation. Jesus brings the entire Old Testament to decisive fulfillment, as John the 
Baptist declares at the very beginning of the Gospel: “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away 
the sin of the world!” (1:29). 

How has your understanding of how John’s Gospel fits within the entire Bible been deepened 
through your study of John? 
 

What are some connections in John to the Old Testament that you hadn’t noticed before? 
 

Has your understanding of the unity of the Bible been clarified through studying John? How so? 
 

What development has there been in your view of who Jesus is and how he fulfills the Old 
Testament? 

 

Theological Soundings 

John contributes much to Christian theology. Doctrines that are reinforced and clarified in John 
include the preexistence of Christ, the deity of Christ, human sin, the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, the 
atonement, resurrection, heaven and hell, divine sovereignty, the kingdom of God, and the 
missionary nature of God’s people. 

Where has your theology been tweaked, corrected, or enhanced as you have studied John? 
 



How would our understanding of God be diminished if we did not have John’s Gospel? 
 

How does John’s Gospel uniquely contribute to our understanding of Jesus? 
 

What are a few specific ways in which John helps us understand the human condition? 
 

 

 

 

 

Personal Implications 

As you consider the Gospel of John as a whole, what implications do you see for your 

own life? Consider especially the issue of life in Christ. This is an important emphasis 

throughout John, particularly Jesus’ emphasis that, just as the Father sent him into 

the world, so Jesus sends his disciples into the world as they abide in him. What are 

the ramifications for your own life of Jesus’ teaching on discipleship in John? 
 

As you reflect on John as a whole, what other implications for your own life have arisen? 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 


