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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. 
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FOREWORD 

 
The purpose of this work is to glorify God and bring others into a more robust knowledge of our Lord 

and Savior Jesus Christ.  This is just the first of what is anticipated to be several other volumes in 

considering the fourth Gospel.  It has been a joy to prepare this study and has definitely been more 

edifying to me than it will probably be to any other individual who undertakes the task of reading this 

unknown author. 

 

In preparing this study an evolution occurred in the midst of Lesson 3.  The reader will notice that the 

answers to the study questions begin to be much more thorough and comprehensive beyond that stage.  

Thus, the last three Lessons comprise over two-thirds of the total content of this work.  For this reason 

I am planning to revise the first three Lessons once the rest of the book is complete.  Since the first 

three Lessons comprise the prologue to this Gospel, it is fitting to examine them again once the entire 

book is examined.   I believe that I underestimated this work in the beginning, which attributed to the 

brevity of the first three Lessons.  Lord willing, a second edition to this volume will some day be a 

reality. 

 

I am deeply grateful to the faculty of Westminster Seminary California whose commitment to Christ-

centered reading of the Scriptures and rigorous defense of the Gospel has changed my life most 

beneficially.  Also sincere thanks to Pastor Keele of the Escondido OPC for his commitment to the 

Gospel ministry and consistent Christ-centered preaching.  Finally a special thanks to my wife and 

children who have tolerated my most unusual past-time for being a Southern California native.  This 

work is dedicated to them and I pray that they will share the same passions that God has most 

graciously blessed me to have for the study of His Word. 
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Lesson 1 – Study:  The Word of God – John 1:1-5 

Context:  Purpose and Outline of the Book 

The Inspired Purpose of This Book – John 20:30-31:  30Now Jesus did many other signs in the 
presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; 31but 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. 

 

Text: John 1:1-5 

1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2He was in 
the beginning with God. 3All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing 
made that was made. 4In him was life, and the life was the light of men. 5The light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it. 6There was a man sent from God, whose name was 
John. 7He came as a witness, to bear witness about the light, that all might believe through him. 8He was 
not the light, but came to bear witness about the light. 9The true light, which enlightens everyone, was 
coming into the world. 10He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did 
not know him. 11He came to his own,[b] and his own people[c] did not receive him. 12But to all who did 
receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, 13who were born, 
not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God. 14And the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace 
and truth. 15(John bore witness about him, and cried out, "This was he of whom I said, 'He who comes 
after me ranks before me, because he was before me.'") 16And from his fullness we have all received, 
grace upon grace. 17For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 
18No one has ever seen God; the only God,[d] who is at the Father's side,[e] he has made him known.  

Brief Commentary on the Text: 

The Apostle John begins this Gospel with an extended introduction comprised of these first eighteen 

verses.  This prologue introduces the main character of this work while deferring explicit mention of His 

name until verse 17, Jesus Christ.  The opening statement “in the beginning” alludes to the exact same 

statement used to open the Old Testament (Gen 1:1).  This is not done by accident, but seems to be 

emphasizing the significance of the times that commenced with the coming of our Lord as a new 

Focus Incarnation 
of the Son of 

God 

Presentation 
of the Son of 

God 

Opposition to 
the Son of God 

Preparation of 
the Disciples 

Crucifixion and 
Resurrection of 
the Son of God 

Reference 1:1 – 1:19 1:19 – 5:1 5:1 – 13:1 13:1 – 18:1 18:1 – 21:25 
Division Introduction 

to Christ 
Revelation of 

Christ 
Rejection of 

Christ 
Revelation of 

Christ 
Rejection of Christ 
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beginning or climax in the history of redemption.  In Genesis the creation comes into being by God’s 

spoken Word, “Let there be light; and there was light” (Gen 1:3).  Thus, God’s Word which called the 

heavens and the earth (Psalm 33:6) into existence by divine fiat is omnipotent (all-powerful). 1 Not only 

was God’s Word used to speak creation into existence, but even now holds all things in the universe 

together (Heb 1:2; Col 1:17). The Word also alludes to the means of God’s revelation, which primarily up 

until this point in redemptive history was communicated through the means of Prophets (Moses, Elijah, 

Isaiah, etc).  However, as we will see in the subsequent verses in this prologue that something 

phenomenally greater has occurred in the embodiment of God’s Word.  (We will engage this concept 

more in depth later).  This Word however is characterized as a Person, as an “outside revealer of the 

inward mind of God.” 2 The Apostle uses a significant term in the original Greek text for this “Word” in 

the term ο λογος, which is where the English term logic is derived.  This term is heavily influenced by the 

Greek meaning of wisdom and seems to be used intentionally by the Apostle to convey some 

significance.  It seems to be building upon the concept of Christ’s Divinity, equating Him with the 

Wisdom referenced in Proverbs 8:22-31 who is said to have participated in the creation of the world.  In 

fact the themes in verse 2 and 3 seem to be citing this very passage in Proverbs.  Next we see the Apostle 

using familiar terms that are common for all of his writings in “life”, “light” and “darkness”.  Later in this 

Gospel we will see the terms used explicitly by Christ Himself in the famous “I am” statements (John 

8:12; John 11:25; John 14:6 and also John 3:19-21). 

The Apostle John begins this Gospel with an unequivocal proclamation about the Deity of our Savior 

Jesus Christ.  Although, he explicitly asserts the Deity of Jesus Christ by saying that He was God and that 

He created the world, he also subtly affirms that Christ is also distinct from God (was with God).  

Implicitly embedded within these first few verses of John are the criteria necessary to formulate the 

doctrine of the Trinity.  Thus, Christ is God, but also separate and distinct from the Father.  This is not a 

contradictory statement, but resolved in the Trinitarian formula.  This formula in and of itself is a simple 

way of articulating a complex and mysterious truth that will never totally be fathomed by the mind of 

finite man. The Apostle goes onto emphasize that it is in Christ that we find life and He is the light for 

men who are plunged into darkness.  His light is not impotent, however, but has overcome, vanquished 

and conquered the darkness in every conceivable way. 

 Study Questions: 

1.  What is different about this Gospel from the other three (Matthew, Mark, and Luke)? 

1 The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary edited by Allen C. Meyers (Grand Rapids, MI:  Eerdmans Publishing 1987), 1064 
2 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) 344-45 
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2.  Why does the title of this book include the term Gospel?  What is Gospel? 

3.  What does John tell us about the nature of this “Word”?  Who does he say that this “Word” is?        

In the beginning was the Speech:  In this introduction he asserts the eternal Divinity of Christ, in 
order to inform us he is the eternal God, who was manifested in the flesh, (1 Tim 3:16).  The 
design is, to show it to have been necessary that the restoration of mankind should be 
accomplished by the Son of God, since by his power all things were created, since he alone 
breathes into all the creatures life and energy, so that they remain in their condition; and since in 
man himself he has given a remarkable display both of his power and of his grace, and even 
subsequently to the fall of man has not ceased to show liberality and kindness towards his 
posterity. 3  

4.  What do the Jehovah’s Witnesses and/or Mormons say about this text?  Why do they disagree? 

5.  Normally when we think of the word of God, we think of the Scriptures.  Why is it significant that 
Jesus Himself if called the Word of God? 

In the beginning was the Speech:  As to the Evangelist calling the Son of God the Speech, the 
simple reason appears to me to be, first, because he is the eternal Wisdom and Will of God; and 
secondly, because he is the lively image of His purpose; for, as Speech is said to be among men 
the image of the mind, so it is not inappropriate to apply this to God, and to say that He reveals 
himself to us by his Speech. 4   

Logos (λογος) means both reason and word, owing to the fine Hellenic (Greek) perception, that 
the two processes of thinking and speaking are intimately related, thinking being a sort of inward 
speech, speaking a sort of outward thought.  The Logos is, therefore, the outward Revealer of the 
inward mind of God.5 

6.  Do you believe that the word of God possesses power?  Why or Why not? 

7.  Have you ever thought or heard about the connection between this passage and Proverbs 8?  Let’s read 
verses 22-31. 

8.  How is life in Christ?  What kind of life, temporal or eternal? Acts 17:28 

In him was life:  Hitherto he has taught us, that by the Speech of God all things were created.  He 
now attributes to him, in the same manner, the preservation of those things which had been 
created; as if he had said, that in the creation of the world there was not merely displayed a 
sudden exercise of his power, which soon passed away, but that it is manifested in the steady and 
regular order of nature, as he is said to uphold all things by the word or will of his power, (Heb. 
1:3). 6 

9.  What do you think of when you hear light and darkness?  How does John use these terms in his 
writing? 

3 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 25 
4 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 25 
5 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) 344-45 
6 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 31 
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Lesson 1:  Answers to Study Questions 

1.  What is different about this Gospel from the other three (Matthew, Mark, and Luke)? 

The other three Gospels are known as the synoptics (seeing together), because they are highly similar.  

The other three Gospels contain more stories about the life of Jesus.  Many of the same stories are 

contained within all three Gospels only with a slightly different slant.  Matthew’s Gospel seems to be 

more intended for a Jewish audience with his emphasis on the numerous prophecies that Jesus fulfilled 

and emphasizing Him as a descendant of Abraham and David.  Mark’s Gospel seems to be more geared 

towards a Gentile audience omitting the lineage of Christ and emphasizing Christ’s authentication 

through the performance of miracles.  Luke’s Gospel is written from the perspective of a historian 

concerned about eye witness testimony and the chronology of the events.  Of course, all of these 

statements are generalizations that are helpful in some sense, but also can overlook the richness that is 

contained in these books.  Moreover, there is a general unity and harmony among all four of the Gospel’s. 

John’s Gospel does not have as many stories, however includes much more content about what occurred 

in the events recorded.  For example, all four Gospel’s include the story of the feeding of the five 

thousand, however it is clear that John’s account of this event is much more thorough and includes details 

about the event that are silent in the others.  Moreover, John’s Gospel dedicates much more space to the 

last week of Christ’s life on earth and gives us a much more thorough account of His last words on earth.  

It is also believed that this Gospel was written much later than the others near the end of John’s life.  He 

had at that point much more time to reflect upon his involvement in the life and ministry of Jesus and fills 

in the details that were absent from the other Gospel’s. 

John has much higher percentage of unique content that is not included in any of the other Gospel’s.  In 

addition, to an emphasis of the end of Jesus’ life it also provides more information on the early ministry 

of Jesus (the wedding at Cana, encounter with Nicodemus and the woman at the well).  Interestingly there 

are not exorcisms, nor any parables in this Gospel. 7   

2.  Why does the title of this book include the term Gospel?  What is Gospel? 

The term Gospel is unique to Christian literature and represents a particular genre about the life of Jesus 

Christ.  The term is employed in the title of the four canonical Gospels (i.e. Matthew, Mark, Luke and 

John). 8   The word Gospel literally means good news and derived from the Greek term ευαγγελιον.  The  

7 The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary edited by Allen C. Meyers (Grand Rapids, MI:  Eerdmans Publishing 1987), 589 
8 The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary edited by Allen C. Meyers (Grand Rapids, MI:  Eerdmans Publishing 1987), 433 
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explicit title Gospel is not used for any book outside of the New Testament, however this does not negate 

the fact that this genre is also familiar to the Old Testament.  This concept is of Gospel is characteristic 

possessed in the Pentateuch, specifically in Exodus.  Where we see many parallels between the mediator 

Moses with the perfect mediator Jesus.  Moses communicated to Israel the word of God’s covenant, the 

constitution of the kingdom.  This model clearly comes into play when the gospels present Jesus as the 

founder of the kingdom of the new covenant. 9   Moreover, Jesus, like Moses, provides for his followers 

and leads them in the way; but Jesus is himself the provision – the true bread from heaven (John 6:35) 

and water of life (John 4:10ff; 7:37ff), and Jesus is the way (John 14:6).  Like Moses, Jesus offers the 

covenant sacrifice, but Jesus is himself that sacrifice. 10  

In addition, to the term Gospel used as a title for a particular genre of literature it is shorthand for the 

grace of God in Jesus Christ.  As noted above, the Gospel is literally the good news about the free 

redemption that God has provided in His Son.  In order to truly understand and appreciate the good news, 

we must first understand the bad news.  The bad news is that we human beings are fallen, tainted by sin 

and darkness by nature.  This is bad, because God is holy, righteous, pure and unable to allow sinful 

creature to dwell in His presence.  He is also perfectly just and by necessity must bring just judgments on 

all those in rebellion to His will.  This means the entire human race is under condemnation from God, 

because they are incapable by nature of fulfilling the standards of God’s law.  The good news is that God 

has sent His Son to take the place of sinful humanity.  First, He satisfies the justice of God by becoming a 

perfect sacrifice without blemish to propitiate God’s wrath.  Second, He fulfills all the demands of God’s 

law perfectly at every moment of His life.  In Christ a great exchange occurs between Him and His people 

who embrace Him in faith.  Our sins are paid for by Christ fully, which provides the basis for God to 

forgive us.  Christ righteousness is then credited to us, clothing us like a garment, so that God views 

through as perfectly qualified to stand before Him.  This is the Gospel that provides the hope of salvation 

for the people of God.       

3.  What does John tell us about the nature of this “Word”?  Who does he say that this “Word” is? 

The Word is identified by John as eternal, distinct from God in His Person, yet very God in His being, 

and creator of everything that exist.  The Word “was” before anything else was in the beginning of 

history, which qualifies that He is God.  The Word is explicitly identified as God and at the same time 

distinct from God.  There appears to be a contradiction within the first verse, however this tension is  

9 Meredith Kline (2007) The Structure of Biblical Authority (Eugene, OR:  Wipf & Stock 1989), 192 
10 Meredith Kline (2007) The Structure of Biblical Authority (Eugene, OR:  Wipf & Stock 1989), 194 
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resolved with the Trinitarian formula.  This formula states that the Scriptures clearly teaches that there is 

only one true God that exists (Jer 10:10, John 17:3, 1 Thess 1:9 and 1 John 5:20). 11 However, in Scripture 

this one God is comprised of three persons, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit the same in 

substances, equal in power and glory; although distinguished by their personal properties (Matt 3:16-17; 

John 10:30; Acts 5:3-4). 12 

In verse 3 the Word is attributed with creation of everything that exists and without Him nothing has 

come into being that has come into being.  This is an air tight case for the Deity of Christ, which demands 

that one concludes that Christ is the Creator of all things.  He cannot be the first creature who then created 

everything else, because then that would mean that He came into being and the verse says that everything 

that came into being was created by Him.  This is an open and shut case against all cults who attempt to 

assign Christ the position of anything less than the one true God (i.e. Jehovah’s Witness, Mormons, 

Apostolic Christian Church, etc.) 

4.  What do the Jehovah’s Witnesses and/or Mormons say about this text?  Why do they disagree? 

In order to answer this question we will need to quote the Greek text, which is as follows: 

εν αρχη ην ο λογος και ο λογος ην προς τον θεον και θεος ην ο λογος.  ουτος ην εν αρχη προς τον 
θεον 

The Jehovah’s Witnesses argue that the Greek term for God (θεος or θεον) is accompanied by an article in 

all places except in the section that states “the Word was God”.  Since it is missing the article they claim 

that it should be translated as an indefinite noun (a god) rather than as a definite (God or the God).  In the 

other places where God the Father is referenced in include the article (τον), thus should be translated as a 

definite in those instances.  Are they right? 

Well, orthodox Christians would disagree with their position for two reasons.  First, their grammatical 

argument based on the Greek text is simplistic and inaccurate.  Second, the rest of the biblical data still 

provides strong support for the Deity of Christ as is argued about verse 3 in this passage noted above.  

Let’s examine the grammatical argument first.  There are numerous rules that govern the translation of the 

Greek text and the Jehovah’s Witness conveniently ignore some of them.  For example, lets take the 

phrase in dispute “θεος ην ο λογος”.  We would concede that this noun does not possess the definite 

article, however that is not the only grammatical rule that dictates the definite nature of a noun.  This 

phrase includes the copulative verb rule ην, which is a common construction through the Greek New 

11 Westminster Larger Catechism Question and Answer 8 (1643) 
12 Westminster Larger Catechism Question and Answer 9 (1643) 
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Testament.  In all the instances of this construction less than one percent allow for an indefinite noun (i.e. 

a god).  The majority of instances possess a definite (God or the God) or qualitative (God or Godlike) 

noun.  Moreover, the Jehovah’s Witness are not consistent in grammatical rules since they conveniently 

ignore it when translating the word beginning (αρχη).  This noun also is missing the definite article, 

however the Jehovah’s Witness does not translate the phrase as “in a beginning”.  Thus, we can have 

assurance the next time these cult members start speaking Greek to us that they are characterizing this 

information in a biased and partial manner not consistent with the facts.    

The Mormon’s are a little bit different and will affirm that Jesus is one with the Father and will even 

affirm the existence of the Godhead.  However, don’t let this language fool you since they qualify their 

statements by asserting that they are only one in purpose and not in substance.  The biblical data, which 

support the concept of a plurality of the Godhead is not a problem for them since they affirm polytheism 

(belief in many gods).  Thus, one of the major tenants for the Trinity, which is the Scripture unequivocal 

affirmation of only one God, is not taken serious by the Mormon.  This, of course, is a most diabolical 

falsehood that should be rejected outright. 

5.  Normally when we think of the word of God, we think of the Scriptures.  Why is it significant that 
Jesus Himself if called the Word of God? 

This concept will be more thoroughly examined in Lesson 3.  However, for now we can just say that it is 

significant that Christ is called the Word of God, because He is the culmination of God’s revelation in 

history.  He is the climax of God’s revelation coming in the fullness of time, and this culmination has 

been recorded in the New Testament completely.  Thus, there is no need for God to reveal any more 

information for our salvation.  It is all contained within the Scriptures and we should not expect any 

further new revelation from God. 

6.  Do you believe that the word of God possesses power?  Why or Why not? 

The word of God does possess the “power to convince and covert sinners, to comfort and build up 

believers unto salvation.” 13 We are told that “faith comes by hearing the word of Christ” (equivalent to 

God (Rom 10:17)), which consists of the Gospel.  It is “the power of God for salvation to everyone who 

believes” (Rom 1:16).  It is “living and active sharper than two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the 

division of the soul and spirit of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and intentions of 

the heart” (Heb 4:12).  The word of God is the means by which humanity, entrenched in sin, misery and 

rebellion against their Creator, are brought from the death that they deserve into everlasting life.  

13 Westminster Larger Catechism Question and Answer 4 (1643) 
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When spoken the word of God brought forth the creation out of nothing, forming mountains, valleys, 

rivers and ocean, and developed with meticulous care the intricate complexities of molecules, atoms and 

living creatures.  These examples are all demonstrations of its unfathomable power.  Likewise, it is also 

that which brings life to spiritually dead man (we will elaborate on this in the next Lesson).  The 

Scriptures are then a collection of the direct word’s that God has communicated to man on earth.  What a 

privilege it is to have access to this: the very words of the Creator of the universe telling us of the 

wonderful plan He employed to save us.  This is the source of God’s will, which we cannot find anywhere 

else.  We become familiar with it primarily by hearing it preached in Church on Sunday, then by other 

studies and helps during the week or personnel reading of it.  

7.  Have you ever thought or heard about the connection between this passage and Proverbs 8?  Let’s read 
verses 22-31. 

22"The LORD possessed me at the beginning of his work, the first of his acts of old. 23Ages ago I was 

set up, at the first, before the beginning of the earth. 24When there were no depths I was brought forth, 

when there were no springs abounding with water. 25Before the mountains had been shaped, before the 

hills, I was brought forth, 26before he had made the earth with its fields, or the first of the dust of the 

world. 27When he established the heavens, I was there; when he drew a circle on the face of the deep, 

28when he made firm the skies above, when he established the fountains of the deep, 29when he assigned 

to the sea its limit, so that the waters might not transgress his command, when he marked out the 

foundations of the earth, 30then I was beside him, like a master workman, and I was daily his delight, 

rejoicing before him always, 31rejoicing in his inhabited world and delighting in the children of man. 

This passage in a poetic genre of literature known as wisdom literature appears to be articulating a 

mysterious truth about the relationship between the Father and the Son.  We will encounter this concept in 

Lesson 3 when we arrive at John 1:18 where Christ is described as the only begotten.  When we think of 

the term begotten our minds drift toward the natural order where children come forth from their parents.  

The Father-Son analogy is all over the Scriptures when speaking about Jesus Christ.  However, this 

analogy stops short at the point where human sons are actually begotten by their human fathers.  This 

concept of Christ being begotten of the Father, which is alluded to in this and other passages is referring 

to an eternal generation.  Otherwise, we would be on the horns of a dilemma with John 1:3 that 

unequivocally asserts that Christ is the uncreated Creator of all things. 

Before we delve much further, let’s tie what could potentially be a loose end in the connection between 

the Wisdom stated above and Christ.  In 1 Cor 1:24, Christ is clearly identified as the Wisdom of God and 

in other passages it is stated that all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are in Him (Col 2:1-2). 
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Returning to our discussion of Christ being eternally begotten or eternally generated from the Father, yet 

not actually begotten or generated in the human sense this passage in Proverbs helps to explain this 

mystery.  In fact according to one theologian commenting on this passage, “No words could more clearly 

confirm the mystery of which we treat (eternal generation).  The eternal Wisdom of the Father says 

Jehovah possessed him! How? Only by a true generation by which he is said to have been begotten and 

held as a most cherished delight by the Father; and this not in time, but from eternity (“in the beginning of 

his way, before his works,” Prov. 8:22). 14 

Of course, when Solomon wrote this passage under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit he did not have the 

benefit of the New Testament, which provides more clarity on who this Personified Wisdom character is.  

And at first glance it seems to be problematic towards our argument that Christ is God, however when we 

understand that this is in light of the mystery of His eternal generation the apparent tension is resolved.  

Thus, the themes included in John’s prologue seem to find some source from this passage and should not 

be feared as a contradiction to Christ’s Deity.  Before we move onto the next question, let’s close with 

some additional confirmations that this Wisdom character is Christ: 

“For who else can deserve the name of Wisdom and indeed of Wisdoms? Who else calls men to 
him, teaches the true way of salvation, wishes the law and his precepts to obtain in the church, 
convicts sinners of foolishness, promises life to those who regard him and denounces final 
destruction upon the unbelieving?  Who else was with God before the world was and was 
perpetually with him while creating the world? If Jehovah is said to have possessed Wisdom from 
the beginning, is not the “Word” said “to have been in the beginning” and “to have been with 
God” (Jn 1:1)?  If it is said to have been a delight to the Father, is not Christ “the beloved Son” 
(υιος αγαπητος, Matt 3:17)?  If ordained and anointed by the Father, was not Christ foreordained 
before the foundation of the world and anointed for the mediatorial office (1 Pet 1:20)?  If 
Wisdom is said to have been brought forth before the hills, was not Christ before all things (Col 
1:17)?  If by her kings reign, is not Christ the King of Kings and Lord of Lords (Rev 19:16)?  If 
Wisdom teaches and cries out, calls and exhorts men to repentance in high and low places, both 
immediately by herself and immediately by her maidens, do we not read the same of Christ both 
immediately by himself preaching the gospel and mediately by his servants the apostles whom he 
sent through the whole world to call men to a participation of his grace?” 15     

This series of rhetorical questions makes the point that our connection is not far fetched. 

8.  How is life in Christ?  What kind of life, temporal or eternal?  

John very plainly in verse 4 states that “in Him (the Word) was life”. He uses in the Greek εν αυτω, a 

dative of possession, “which is conceived as a special kind of relation or respect.”16 This appears to add to    

14 Francis Turretin (1687) Institutes of Elenctic Theology translated by George Musgrave Giger and edited by James T Dennison (Pittsburgh-
New Jersey, Vol I P&R Publishing 1992) p 295 
15 Francis Turretin (1687) Institutes of Elenctic Theology translated by George Musgrave Giger and edited by James T Dennison (Pittsburgh-
New Jersey, Vol I P&R Publishing 1992) p 296 
16 16 S.M. Baugh, 1 John Reader (Philadelphia: P&R, 1999) 107 
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the emphasis that Christ possesses life (ζωη) in a special way much greater than the mediators who came 

before Him.  One must assume this is due to His preeminent status in the universe as not only Creator, but 

also the sustainer of life as we know it.  As quoted above, Calvin in his commentary on this verse refers to 

Hebrews 1:3, which states that He upholds all things by the word of His power.  All things hold together 

in Him (Col 1:17), thus life profoundly finds its source and sustenance in Christ. 

The fact that all of life finds itself sustained in Christ means that we must affirm that this includes both 

temporal and eternal life.  The temporal life, the life of this age as indicated above is held together in 

Christ.  However, eternal life, the life of the age to come is also found in Him as was symbolized in the 

tree in Genesis.17 This concept of life will be repeatedly emphasized by John in this Gospel and his letters.  

John 5:26:  “For just as the Father has life in Himself, even so He gave to the Son also to have life in 

Himself.” John 6:35a:  “I am the bread of life.” John 11:25:  “I am the resurrection and the life; he who 

believes in Me will live even if he dies.” John 14:6:  “I am the way, the truth and the life.” 1 John 5:11:  

“And the testimony is this, that God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son.”  We can go on at 

least ten more times, but will assume the point has been made. 

9.  What do you think of when you hear light and darkness?  How does John use these terms in his 
writing? 

John actually connects the concept of life (referenced above) as a definition for Light, “the life was the 

Light of men.” One wonders if John had Isaiah 9:2 (otherwise it must be Isaiah 42:6) in mind when 

applying this term to Christ, which states “The people who walk in darkness will see a great light; those 

who live in a dark land, the light will shine on them.”  Nonetheless, this terminology is very common in 

John who will continue to use this term during the introduction.  When one thinks of light and darkness 

the ideas of good and evil come to mind.  Moreover, when the light or goodness is considered God 

Himself is inevitably considered.  This is not a foreign concept to the Scriptures.  God Himself is defined 

as light (Ps 27:1; Mic 7:8), the “light of Israel” (Isa. 10:17), and uses light to expose that which is hidden 

(Ps 90:8; 139:11-12; Luke 12:3; Dan 2:22; 1 Cor 4:5). 18 And as John indicates in this verse the darkness 

will not overcome the light. 

The term κατελαβεν in this passage carries the connotation of gaining control over something through 

pursuit, to catch up with or seize. 19 This is interesting when you consider the verses referenced above that 

17 Meredith Kline (2007) Kingdom Prologue Genesis Foundations for a Covenantal Worldview (Eugene, OR:  Wipf & Stock 2006), 95 
18 The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary edited by Allen C. Meyers (Grand Rapids, MI:  Eerdmans Publishing 1987), 657 
19 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature/ revised and edited by FW Danker 
(Chicago:  The University Chicago Press) 520 
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indicate that all things done in the darkness, currently hidden, will be exposed when the light comes.  

Thus, it appears that John is building upon this biblical theme that comforts the believer in knowing that 

evil will be exposed and it will not be able to overcome the power of the Light. 

 

The term darkness is commonly used to convey man in his sin who is seeking refuge or covering from the 

Light of God.  The darkness is thought to hide or conceal wicked behavior and is the hour when the most 

heinous and wicked deeds are performed (Gen 19 – Sodom).  It signifies the fallen state that man finds 

himself in since Adam’s sin.  The “mind of man is blinded” and at enmity with God by nature. 20 This 

spiritual darkness that has a strangle hold on man can only be relinquished through the intervention of the 

“Light of men”.  We who are stained and tainted by the marks of sin hide our rebellious orientation within 

the darkness.  However, He who is perfectly righteous without spot or blemish overwhelms us rescuing us 

from the clutches of the darkness. To all those whom the Light shines upon the darkness will be not able 

to “overcome it”.  Just as turning on a light switch overwhelms the darkness of a room, our Lord’s 

redemption changes the disposition of our hearts in an instant.  In an instant we are declared righteous 

from the moment of our belief in His saving work being cloaked in His Light, which envelops our 

darkness.  We are transferred from the domain of darkness into the kingdom of Light (Col 1:12-13).     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

20 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 32 
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Lesson 2 – Study:  The Gospel Summary– John 1:6-13 

Context:  Purpose and Outline of the Book 

The Inspired Purpose of This Book – John 20:30-31:  30Now Jesus did many other signs in the 
presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; 31but 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. 

 

Text: John 1:6-13 

1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2He was in the 
beginning with God. 3All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that 
was made. 4In him was life, and the life was the light of men. 5The light shines in the darkness, and the 
darkness has not overcome it. 6There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7He came as 
a witness, to bear witness about the light, that all might believe through him. 8He was not the light, 
but came to bear witness about the light. 9The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming 
into the world. 10He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not 
know him. 11He came to his own,[b] and his own people[c] did not receive him. 12But to all who did 
receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, 13who were 
born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God. 14And the Word 
became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, 
full of grace and truth. 15(John bore witness about him, and cried out, "This was he of whom I said, 'He 
who comes after me ranks before me, because he was before me.'") 16And from his fullness we have all 
received, grace upon grace. 17For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus 
Christ. 18No one has ever seen God; the only God,[d] who is at the Father's side,[e] he has made him 
known.  

Brief Commentary on the Text: 

The Apostle continues in the introduction of this Gospel building upon the foundation laid in the first five 

verses.  This foundation established who Christ was, what He has done in creation, what He continues to 

do for life as we know it and that He was (is) the true Light of men revealing the Gospel to those in 

darkness.  Certainly, Christ, the Word, was the main character of the previous verses. In this section of the 

introduction the Apostle brings in another character who is carefully distinguished from the main 
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character.  Although, John the Baptist was an important figure within redemptive history John the Apostle 

is careful to differentiate him from the Light.  This is to emphasize the superiority that our Lord has over 

all other men even John the Baptist who was held in high esteem (Matt 11:11).  He then provides a 

summary of our Lord’s earthly mission, which was to come as the consolation of Israel, the long awaited 

Messiah from the line of David.  However, He was not received by them being despised and rejected by 

the tenants of the vineyard.  This was not done out of ignorance since there was at least one who bore 

witness about this truth.  In fact, despite Israel’s rejection and crucifixion of the Messiah there were some 

who received the Gospel message.  The Apostle then makes some remarkable statements in verses 12 and 

13 of this introductory chapter.  Those that received Him by believing in His name were given “the right 

to become children of God.”  Contrary to popular belief not everyone can claim to be a child of God.  

This may be surprising, but the belief that we (humanity) are all children of God is not a biblical one.  The 

way that John makes it sound here and in his letter (1 John 3:1) demonstrates how foreign this idea was to 

the first century mind.  They would not presume to nonchalantly claim such a great privilege as some are 

inclined to do so today.   Moreover, the Apostle adds to this by stating this benefit is reserved only for 

those who undergo an extraordinary birth generated by God.  This gracious initiative that God instigates 

by intruding into our wicked, callous, rebellious hearts to generate faith is indispensable for salvation. 

After discussing some complex concepts in the previous verses, John the Apostle here articulates in a 

compact manner the message of the Gospel.  As foretold for many centuries the voice crying in the 

wilderness would come to prepare the way of the Lord (Is 40:3).  The virgin with Child (Is 7:14) would 

bear a Son and He would be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Prince of Peace (Is 9).  He would 

come to His own nation and be rejected; a man of sorrows, smitten, afflicted and suffering greatly for the 

sins of the many (Is 53).  And it would be those, whose sins were satisfied who would be granted the right 

to become the children of God and partake in the everlasting life of the age to come.  This is the good 

news in summary form that would be unpacked in the subsequent chapters of this Gospel by the Apostle.       

Study Questions: 

1.  Who was John? And what did he testify about? 

2.  Why was the author careful to distinguish that John was not the light? 

3.  Why does the author provide emphasis by using the term “true light”? Does the true light enlighten 

“every” man?  Or is every man that is enlightened, enlightened by Him? 
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The true light of was:  For as Christ makes us all partakers of his brightness, it must be 
acknowledged that to him alone belongs strictly this honour of being called light.1 

The adjective that is used in such statements is not the ordinary form alethes, but the stronger 
form alethinos.  One might say that the entire supernal sphere is made up of ‘alethinites’.  The 
objectivity of the concept becomes most apparent by observing that this heavenly truth is, as it 
were, condensed, incorporated in the heavenly Logos:  He is the truth, not, of course, because He 
is veracious and reliable, but simply, because He has the reality of heaven in Himself. 2 

4.  Why did the world not recognize Him? 

He was in the world:  He accuses men of ingratitude, because of their own accord, as it were, they 
were so blinded, that the cause of the light which they enjoyed was unknown to them.3 

 

5.  Why did Israel have this privilege of receiving the Messiah? Why did Israel not recognize Him?   

He came into his own:  Here both the Verb and the Noun are highly emphatic.  He came.  The 
Evangelist says that the Son of God came to that place where he formerly was; and by this 
expression he must mean a new and extraordinary kind of presence, by which the Son of God was 
manifested (revealed), so that men might have a nearer view of him.  Into his own. By this phrase 
the Evangelist compares the Jews with other nations; because by an extraordinary privilege they 
had been adopted into the family of God.4 

Isaiah 1:3: The ox knows its owner, and the donkey its master's crib, but Israel does not know, my 
people do not understand." 

6.  How do we receive Him?   

Who believe in his name:  Having been ingrafted into Christ by faith, we obtain the right of 
adoption, so as to be the sons of God.  And, indeed, as he is the only begotten Son of God, it is 
only so far as we are members of him that this honour at all belongs to us. 5 

7.  Why is it significant that we are called children of God? 

He gave them power: …Christ gave to the unclean and the uncircumcised what appeared to be 
impossible; for an incredible change took place when out of stones Christ raised up children to 
God (Matt 3:9).  The power, therefore, is that fitness (ikanoteys)  which Paul mentions, when he 
gives thanks to God, who hath made us FIT (or meet) to be partakers of the inheritance of the 
saints, (Col 1:12).6 

 

1 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 37 
2 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) 356 
3 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 38 
4 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 39-40 
5 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 42 
6 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 41-42 
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8.  What does the author mean that we have to be born of God?  Why does he disqualify certain types of 
birth? 

Who were not born of blood: John, therefore, says, that those among the formerly unclean 
Gentiles who believe in Christ are not born the sons of God from the womb, but are renewed by 
God, that they may begin to be his sons.  The reason why he uses the word blood in the plural 
number appears to have been, that he might express more fully a long succession of lineage; for 
this was a part of the boasting among the Jews, that they could trace their descent, by an 
uninterrupted line, upwards to the patriarchs. 7 

 

9.  Is this excluding any contribution that we can make to our re-birth?  Why or Why not?  If so, does it 
bother you? 

 

The will of the flesh and the will of man:  Though he refers directly to the Jews, who gloried in 
the flesh, yet from this passage a general doctrine may be obtained: that our being reckoned the 
sons of God does not belong to our nature, and does not proceed from us, but because God begat 
us WILLINGLY, (James 1:18) that is, from undeserved love.  Hence it follows, first, that faith 
does not proceed from ourselves, but is the fruit of spiritual regeneration; for the Evangelist 
affirms that no man can believe, unless he be begotten of God; and therefore faith is a heavenly 
gift.  It follows, secondly, that faith is not bare or cold knowledge, since no man can believe who 
has not been renewed by the Spirit of God…For since faith as we have said, receives Christ, it 
puts us in possession, so to speak, of all his blessings.  Thus so far as respects our sense, it is only 
after having believed – that we begin to be the sons of God.  But if the inheritance of eternal life 
is the fruit of adoption, we see how the Evangelist ascribes the whole of our salvation to the grace 
of Christ alone; and indeed, how closely soever men examine themselves, they will find nothing 
that is worthy of the children of God except what Christ has bestowed on them. 8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 43 
8 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 43-44 
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Lesson 2 Answers to Study Questions: 

1.  Who was John? And what did he testify about? 

As indicated above, the John referred to in verse 6 is John the Baptist who served as a forerunner to 

Christ.  In Lesson 4 we will discuss more about John, his mission and his significance in redemptive 

history.  However, the Apostle John here in verse 6 tells us simply what John the Baptist testified about.  

He testified about the Light to prepare the way for His mission on earth. 

2.  Why was the author careful to distinguish that John was not the light? 

Some have argued that the care that the Apostle John makes in these opening chapters to differentiate 

between Jesus and John was done apologetically.  Presumably at the time that this was written there still 

remained a Baptist-sect that esteemed John over Jesus.  This would especially be seen later when the 

Apostle records the Baptist as explicitly denying that he is the Christ.9 This view seems to find some 

support in Acts 19:1-5, where Luke records that follower’s of the Baptist still existed long after his death.  

Although, this is an interesting argument Vos points out that it is promoted by a school of thought that is 

denying the historical connection between Jesus and John and classifies them as competitors.  It seems 

that the Apostle John’s distinctions are less calculated than that and are simply being done for clarity 

sake. 

The pronouns employed in the original Greek text would have been sufficient to distinguish that John was 

not the Light.  However, the explicit statement makes for certain that no confusion between the two 

occurred.  As alluded to above this may have been done, since John was esteemed so highly, even by 

Christ Himself (Matt 11:11) who states there is none among those born among women that is greater than 

him. Maybe the Apostle John is ensuring his readers that One greater has come.  This greater One was 

actually God in human flesh who was the Light of men.  And as we will see later on in chapter one, is the 

one who “takes away the sin of the world.”   

3.  Why does the author provide emphasis by using the term “true light”? Does the true light enlighten 

“every” man?  Or is every man that is enlightened, enlightened by Him? 

As indicated above, Vos points out that the stronger form of “true” in the Greek is employed in this verse.  

He points out this emphasis identifies Christ as being comprised of the reality from heaven revealed. 10  

9 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) 311 
10 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) 356 
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Possibly this is to acknowledge that in the post-fall era the light of God is not entirely absent (Rom 1).  It 

is implicitly affirming that there is some remnant of the light in this world.  However, over time it had 

been corrupted, twisted and misrepresented in a manner that required special intervention from God to 

republish a correct standard.  This point is picked up by John Calvin in his comments to verse 5: 

The light which still dwells in corrupt nature consists chiefly of two parts; for, first, all men 

naturally possess some seed of religion; and, secondly, the distinction between good and evil is 

engraven on their consciences.  But what are the fruits that ultimately spring from it, except that 

religion degenerates into a thousand monsters of superstition, and conscience perverts every 

decision, so as to confound vice with virtue. 11 

Not only has religion been corrupted, but it has “degenerated into a thousand monsters of superstition.”  

This was evident in the ancient and pre-modern eras when the worship of the objects of nature dominated.  

Although, there were remnants of the truth contained in these religions (sacrifices, priesthood, god, etc), 

the practices had departed from the truth.  Rather than worshiping the true God they worshipped idols. 

Rather than follow the divinely revealed substitutes (bulls, goats and sheep) they despicably sacrificed 

their children or virgins as substitutes.  As noted above, Calvin also appeals to an innate sense of natural 

law engraven on their consciences (Rom 2:14-16).  This is another example of the light of God not 

entirely absent.  In fact it is imperative that this “law” remain within the constitution of every man, 

otherwise the basis of his judgment before God on the last day would be problematic. 

As a result of this corruption of the remaining light in the world, the true light was sent to enlighten men 

to the truth.  It required an intrusion from the true “reality of heaven” itself to provide this reformation 

desperately needed.  Although, it would not literally enlighten every man on earth, every man who came 

into contact with and accepted this light would truly be enlightened.      

4.  Why did the world not recognize Him?   

The Apostle uses the term world (κοσμος) over 78 times in this Gospel (18 times during our Lord’s 

prayer in John 17) and 24 times in his letters (only 47 times in all of Paul’s writings).  This word normally 

carries a negative connotation and embodies all those who stand against God and His kingdom.12 It 

appears to also be carrying that negative connotation here in this verse.  Again the Apostle affirms the 

role of the Word or Christ as the primary agent in creation.  The world or the universe was made through 

Him, which establishes Him as the maker of all things (1 Cor 8:6).  This Creator not only visited, but  

11 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 34 
12 Leon Morris, The Zondervan NASB Study Bible – Study Notes (Grand Rapids, MI, Zondervan, 1999) 1515 
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dwelled with His creation and was not recognized.  Thus, the glory, honor, and praise that He was entitled 

to, was absent.  The whole of verse 10, although not as severe as verse 11, appears to be the 

pronouncement of an indictment against those in the world.  It also appears to be leading up to the 

significant statements of verse 12 and 13.  The world did not recognize Him, because they were unrelated 

to Him and not the children of God.  The world has been alienated from its Creator since the rebellion in 

the garden. This bent prevents them from seeking (Rom 3:9-19) to “know” the true God and causes them 

to be enamored by the things of this world and preoccupied with the worship of them (Gal 4:8-9, 1 Thess 

4:5).  This is enough to condemn them and exclude them from the kingdom of God.13   

The term “know” from the Greek γινωσκω in this verse is used in the same manner as in Matthew 7:23 

where our Lord tells the false prophets “I never knew you”. 14 The connotation of “know” in these verses 

is in the sense of recognizing or being able to acknowledge another. 

5.  Why did Israel have this privilege of receiving the Messiah? Why did Israel not recognize Him?   

First, we must point out that there is not unanimity amongst the interpretation that “His own” is explicitly 

referring to Israel.15 Some support the idea that “His own” is referring to all people and following the 

thought of verse 10 rather than contrasting it.  As we quoted above John Calvin advocates that this is 

referring to Israel and many others would support it.  We believe that his interpretation is the correct one 

and is substantiated by the rest of Scripture.  Especially, Matthew 15:24-26 where our Lord explicitly 

clarifies who He was sent to (or came to) “the lost sheep of Israel”.  We realize that it is possible for there 

to be some equivocation with the term “Israel” (Rom 9:6), which can also refer to the children of 

Abraham by faith (Gal 3:7).  However, who are our Lord’s comments directed towards in the passage 

referenced?  Well, they are directed towards a syro-phoenician woman, a Gentile who was not a child of 

Abraham after the flesh.  Thus, we believe that it is safe to conclude that “His own” referred to in John 

1:11 is indeed directed towards Israel. 

The first part of the question can be answered quickly or exhaustively we will elect to describe the shorter 

version.  The reason Israel received this privilege is alluded to in numerous Old Testament passages, 

however the short version is that they were chosen by God. 

The fact that Israel did not recognize our Lord is not surprising and if the previous verse was an 

indictment of the world for their failing to acknowledge our Lord, how much more severe is it that “His   

13 Westminster Larger Catechism Question and Answer 60 (1643) 
14 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature/ revised and edited by FW Danker 
(Chicago:  The University Chicago Press) 200 
15 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) 345 
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own” people did not recognize Him.  Unfortunately, this was all too common for the people of Israel and 

can be traced back to beginnings.  In Isaiah 1:2-4 the prophet laments in this tragedy as follows: 

Listen, O heavens, and hear, O earth; for the Lord speaks, “Sons I have reared and brought up, 
but they have revolted against Me.  An ox knows its owner, and the donkey its master's crib, but 
Israel does not know, my people do not understand.  Alas, sinful nation, people weighed down 
with iniquity, offspring of evildoers, sons who act corruptly! They have abandoned the Lord, they 
have despised the Holy One of Israel, they have turned away from Him.” 

In this introductory chapter John begins to set the stage for the subsequent events, which will prove to 

unfold just as it is characterized here in verse 11.  We will see repeatedly just how Israel “abandoned the 

Lord…despised the Holy One… turned away from Him.”  Before we move on, let us clarify that on this 

side of the cross we may think that we would have done things differently than Israel.  Yet, how often do 

we abandoned the Lord and turn away from Him…everyday.  Thus, we set our hope on the Gospel and 

cling to the grace of God without which we would be Lo-ammi (Hosea 1:9) or not my people and doomed 

to the judgment we deserve.  It was our sin that sentenced our Lord to the cross and we are no better than 

that generation that “did not receive Him”.  It was our sin that drove the nails through His hands and feet.  

Thus, let us not be too quick to judge and presume that we would have done things differently.     

6.  How do we receive Him?   

We receive Him by believing in His name, which let us not forget is the main purpose for John writing 

this Gospel as he states in chapter 20:31 “…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.”  This word believing, from 

the Greek πιστευω, in this passage carries the connotation of “entrusting oneself to an entity in complete 

confidence”. 16 John uses this word 98 times in this Gospel 17, which is further support for concluding that 

this is the main purpose of the book.  However, one must concede that there are different levels of belief 

based on maturity and knowledge and must be clarified.  It is not a complex thing that requires 

unfathomable knowledge of the subject, since even a child can understand it (Matt 19:14).  It is not only a 

genuine faith, since even the demons believe and shudder (James 2:19).  In addition, to assenting to or 

believing in the facts it assumes a trusting, reliance, dependence or “confidence”.   As John indicates in 

verse 12 belief or faith is the “condition to” gain an “interest in Him”. 18 It is the “instrument by which we 

receiveth and applieth Christ and his righteousness” 19, which is what saves us from the judgment we 

deserve.  Thus, the content of “believing in His name” is placing our faith (confidence) in “Christ and his  

16 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature/ revised and edited by FW Danker 
(Chicago:  The University Chicago Press) 817 
17 Leon Morris, The Zondervan NASB Study Bible – Study Notes (Grand Rapids, MI, Zondervan, 1999) 1515 
18 Westminster Larger Catechism Question and Answer 32 (1643) 
19 Westminster Larger Catechism Question and Answer 73 (1643) 
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righteousness, therein held forth, for pardon of sin”. 20 

Our belief is essential to obtaining the benefits that Christ procured during His earthly mission. Faith is 

the vehicle that delivers us safely into the fold of the Good Shepherd and justifies us before God.  It is the 

only way that we can become pleasing to God, since it is the means by which we receive Christ.  This is 

the good news of the Gospel, receiving Christ, which includes the transfer of our sin and misery to Him in 

exchange for His righteousness that becomes ours.  This theme will continue to be defined by the Apostle 

as we continue with this Gospel. 

7.  Why is it significant that we are called children of God? 

John uses the term “right”, which is from the Greek word εξουσιαν that can also mean “authority” or 

“power”.  A few examples of this word used elsewhere would be Luke 12:5 (But I will warn you whom to 

fear: fear him who, after he has killed, has authority to cast into hell. Yes, I tell you, fear him!) and Mark 

3:15 (and have authority to cast out demons.).  In this passage this word carries the connotation of 

“potential or resource to command, control or govern, capability, might, power.”21 It is analogous to the 

process of becoming a naturalized citizen in the USA, which in many parts of the world is seen as a great 

privilege.  Once the alien or foreigner is naturalized by the government of the United States they are 

granted all the rights and privileges of citizenship in the Republic.  Although similar in concept we were 

not seeking this privilege of citizenship, yet were aliens and foreigners to the kingdom of God (Eph 2:11-

14).  We were formerly at enmity with God, however have been rescued by grace from our rebellion.  

God grants us the privilege of becoming His children through adoption and now we “enjoy the liberties 

and privileges of the children of God” 22 

In light of our discussion above, the fact that John calls us children of God is significant because it is 

something we were incapable of becoming.  We previously had no “right” or “authority” to claim this 

privilege.  However, God does have the “right” and “authority” to do this and our justification before Him 

is instrumental in making this possible.  And as we will find in continuing this study that these children 

were known to Him from eternity and He prescribed a solution to gather them (John 11:52).  That 

prescription is unveiled in the story of redemption in which God sent His Son into the world for the 

salvation of His people.   

20 Westminster Larger Catechism Question and Answer 72 (1643) 
21 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature/ revised and edited by FW Danker 
(Chicago:  The University Chicago Press) 352 
22 Westminster Confession of Faith Chapter 12 of Adoption (1643) 
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8.  What does the author mean that we have to be born of God?  Why does he disqualify certain types of 
birth? 

The construction of this verse demands that the concept of being born of God is something that is 

performed outside of the person.  There is a passive verb (be born), which inherently means that the 

subject (us, the children of God from the previous verse) is receiving an action from an outside agent.  

The author goes onto explicitly clarify that this being born of God is not induced by any human decision 

(the will of man).  Nor is it granted by descent, ethnicity, or race (not of blood) as we referenced Calvin 

above.  Nor is he speaking of a natural birth (the will of the flesh).  This birth is obtained solely from God 

and as will be clarified in chapter 3, God the Holy Spirit. This is the basis for us obtaining the right or the 

authorization to be called children of God. 

It seems apparent that John specifically disqualifies these other forms of being born to be clear to the 

reader that the birth he is speaking of is not done on their own.  Why else would he list these exclusions?  

In his commentary on this verse Calvin summarizes it well and although we quoted it above its woth 

repeating: 

Though he refers directly to the Jews, who gloried in the flesh, yet from this passage a general 

doctrine may be obtained: that our being reckoned to the sons of God does not belong to our 

nature, and does not proceed from us, but because God begat us willingly, (James 1:18,) that is, 

from undeserved love.  Hence it follows, first, that faith does not proceed from ourselves, but is 

the fruit of spiritual regeneration; for the Evangelist affirms that no man can believe, he be 

begotten of God; and therefore faith is a heavenly gift.  It follows, secondly, that faith is not bare 

or cold knowledge, since no man can believe who has not been renewed by the Spirit of God… 

…For since faith as we have said, receives Christ, it puts us in possession, so to speak, of all 

blessings.  Thus so far as respects our sense, it is only after having believed – that we begin to be 

the sons of God.  But if the inheritance of eternal life is the fruit of adoption, we see how the 

Evangelist ascribes the whole of our salvation to the grace of Christ alone; and, indeed, how 

closely soever men examine themselves, they will find nothing that is worthy of the children of 

God except what Christ has bestowed on them. 23  

What a comfort to know that our faith is not contingent upon our own strength or intestinal fortitude, but 

is also the gift of God.  We know our hearts and it is relieving to know that our being born again comes 

from an outside agent and does not find its source in us. 

23 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 43-44 
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9.  Is this excluding any contribution that we can make to our re-birth?  Why or Why not?  If so, does it 
bother you? 

What we are saying and we believe the Apostle John is saying is that we make no contribution towards 

and are excluded from influencing our spiritual birth.  We will revisit this in chapter 3 where even more 

support will be found for our conclusion.  We understand that this may be a new discovery for many and 

maybe even bother the person.  However, this is what the text is conveying explicitly and it is difficult to 

argue with the interpretation referenced above.   
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Lesson 3:  The Word Made Flesh – John 1:14-18 

Context:  Purpose and Outline of the Book 

The Inspired Purpose of This Book – John 20:30-31:  30Now Jesus did many other signs in the 
presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; 31but 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. 

 

Text: John 1:14-18 

1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2He was in the 
beginning with God. 3All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that 
was made. 4In him was life, and the life was the light of men. 5The light shines in the darkness, and the 
darkness has not overcome it. 6There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7He came as a 
witness, to bear witness about the light, that all might believe through him. 8He was not the light, but 
came to bear witness about the light. 9The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the 
world. 10He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not know him. 
11He came to his own,[b] and his own people[c] did not receive him. 12But to all who did receive him, who 
believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, 13who were born, not of blood nor of 
the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God. 14And the Word became flesh and dwelt 
among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and 
truth. 15(John bore witness about him, and cried out, "This was he of whom I said, 'He who comes 
after me ranks before me, because he was before me.'") 16And from his fullness we have all 
received, grace upon grace. 17For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through 
Jesus Christ. 18No one has ever seen God; the only God,[d] who is at the Father's side,[e] he has 
made him known. 

Brief Commentary on the Text: 

As we arrive at the conclusion of the prologue to this Gospel we reach the climax with the proclamation 

of wonderful news. As difficult as it was to improve upon what was previously said the Apostle John 

accomplishes it in the articulation of these few verses.  Here John explicitly conveys to us the marvelous, 

but mysterious truth of the incarnation (Latin for “taking on flesh”).  In the previous verses, John 

explained that we are children of God.  However, elsewhere Scripture explains that we are children 
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of the Son of 

God 

Presentation 
of the Son of 

God 

Opposition to 
the Son of God 

Preparation of 
the Disciples 
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Resurrection of 
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Christ 
Rejection of 

Christ 
Revelation of 
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Seven Miracles Upper Room 
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That You Might Believe 
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through adoption (Rom 8:15, Gal 4:5, and Eph 1:5).  He now explains, however that the one and only true 

Son of God is the Word described in previous verses.  The Son of God who is the Light of men, who 

possesses life and who created all things took on a human body (Rom 1:3, Gal 4:4, Phil 2:7, 1 Tim 3:16) 

and dwelled among us.  This has numerous significant ramifications, however it appears that the Apostle 

seems to be emphasizing a particular point in this climax to the introduction.  God’s revelation to man, 

which had up to this point in history come through other men by visions, dreams and mysterious ways, 

was now being fully and explicitly expressed in the Word made flesh.  This was the climax or 

culmination of all God’s revelation in the fact that Christ who was at the Father’s side has “made him 

known”.  All the previous prophets through types and shadows from Moses to John the Baptist pointed to 

this one who was the fulfillment of those types and shadows.  From the fullness of this revelation we 

would receive the fullness of the grace of God, which would be our salvation secured by the Word made 

flesh from our sin and misery. 

In the Old Testament God dwelled in the midst of His people in a limited way through the tabernacle and 

later the temple. Israel beheld His glory, however that glory departed from their midst when the temple 

was destroyed.  Here John is conveying to his audience that something greater had occurred something 

extremely special took place.  Emmanuel “God with us” actually happened, not through a mediatory 

object such as the tabernacle or temple, but in the Person of Jesus Christ.  Although, this incarnation did 

occur to reveal special information this was not the only reason for it.  He came to accomplish a mission 

and to do the will of the one who sent Him.  “Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said, 

“Sacrifices and offerings you have not desired, but a body have you prepared for me; in burnt offerings 

and sin offerings you have taken no pleasure. Then I said, 'Behold, I have come to do your will, O God, as 

it is written of me in the scroll of the book.'" When he said above, "You have neither desired nor taken 

pleasure in sacrifices and offerings and burnt offerings and sin offerings" (these are offered according to 

the law), then he added, "Behold, I have come to do your will." He abolishes the first in order to establish 

the second. And by that will we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once 

for all.” Heb 10:5-10 

Study Questions: 

1.  What was the significance of the Word becoming flesh? 

 

And the Speech was made flesh:  The word Flesh expresses the meaning of the Evangelist more 
forcibly than if he had said that he was made man.  He intended to show to what a mean and 
despicable condition the Son of God, on our account, descended from the height of his heavenly 
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glory.  When Scripture speaks of man contemptuously, it calls him flesh.  Now, though there be 
so wide a distance between the spiritual glory of the Speech of God and the abominable filth of 
our flesh, yet the Son of God stooped so low as to take upon himself that flesh, subject to so many 
miseries.1 

 

2.  What was the significance of the Word dwelling among us?      

 

 

3.  When did John see the glory of Jesus?  Who else refers to this incident? 

 

 

4.  Why is Jesus the one and only true Son of God? 

 

As of the only-begotten of the Father:  He calls him the Only-begotten, because he is the only Son 
of God by nature; as if he would place him above men and angels, and would claim for him alone 
what belongs to no creature. 2 

5.  What is significant about the quotation from John the Baptist? 

 

John testifieth:  He now relates what was the preaching of John.  By using the verb testifieth 
(marturei) in the present tense, he denotes a continued act, and certainly this doctrine must be 
continually in force, as if the voice of John were continually resounding in the ears of men. In the 
same manner he afterwards uses the word cry, to intimate that the doctrine of John was in no 
degree obscure or ambiguous, and that he did not mutter among a few men, but openly, and with 
a loud voice, preached Christ.3 

6.  How is grace upon grace received from His fullness?   

 

1 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 45 
2 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 47 
3 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 49 
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And out of his fullness:  He begins now to preach about the office of Christ, that it contains within 
itself an abundance of all blessings, so that no part of salvation must be sought anywhere else.  
True, indeed, the fountain of life, righteousness, virtue, and wisdom, is with God, but to us it is a 
hidden and inaccessible fountain.  But an abundance of those things is exhibited to us in Christ, 
that we may be permitted to have recourse to him; for he is ready to flow to us, provided that we 
open up a channel by faith. 4 

7.  Why is the Law of Moses contrasted here with the coming of Jesus Christ?   

 

For the Law was given by Moses:  For while the Evangelist points out briefly the distinction 
between the Old and New Testaments (which is more fully described in Jeremiah 31:31) he 
includes in this word all that relates to spiritual righteousness.  Now this righteousness consists of 
two parts; first, that God is reconciled to us by free grace, in not imputing to us our sins; and, 
secondly, that he has engraven his law in our hearts, and, by his Spirit, that the Law is incorrectly 
and falsely expounded, if there are any whose attention it fixes on itself, or whom it hinders from 
coming to Christ.5 

8.  Who is the only God referenced by John?  Is this describing a plurality of God’s since God the Father 
is distinguished? 

 

No man hath ever seen God:  Most appropriately is this added to confirm the preceding 
statement; for the knowledge of God is the door by which we enter into the enjoyment of all 
blessings; and as it is by Christ alone that God makes himself known to us, hence too it follows 
that we ought to seek all things from Christ.6 

9.  How has God the Son explained the Father? 

 

No man hath ever seen God:  He therefore magnifies the manifestation of God, which has been 
brought to us by the gospel, in which he distinguishes us from the fathers, and shows that we are 
superior to them; as also Paul explains more fully in the Third and Fourth chapters of the Second 
Epistle to the Corinthians.  For he maintains that there is now no longer any vail, such as existed 
under the Law, but that God is openly beheld in the face of Christ. 7 

 

4 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 50 
5 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 53 
6 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 53 
7 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 54 

 

 



The Gospel According to John 
Bible Study 
Summer 2007/2008 

30 of 167 

Lesson 3 Answers to Study Questions: 

1.  What was the significance of the Word becoming flesh? 

The statement “the Word was made flesh” as found in the original Greek (ο λογος σαρξ εγενετο) is 

neither definite nor indefinite, but qualitative in nature.8 A qualitative use of the noun in this verse infers 

that the subject (the Word) is adopting the properties that are inherent with the flesh.  The word flesh 

(σαρξ) in this passage carries the connotation of one who is or becomes a physical being with flesh. 9 

Thus, we can discern explicitly from the Scripture the concept of the doctrine known as the incarnation.  

It (the incarnation) describes, as it were, a vertical movement from heaven to earth, from the divine to the 

human, in which the pre-existent Messiah appears entering into human nature, the super-historical 

descends into the stream of history. 10 As we quoted above, John Calvin points out that the Apostle could 

have elected to say that the Word was made man but rather uses the term flesh.  The crude connotation of 

the term flesh seems to be intentionally emphasizing the humiliation that our Lord endured on our behalf.  

We may not grasp the weight of this condescension, however the inspired authors of the New Testament 

did as we see in the following passage: 

Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form 
of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking 
the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he 
humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore 
God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at 
the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every 
tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. Philippians 2:5-11 

Embedded within this mysterious doctrine are the seeds of our redemption, which provides us with a 

fuller appreciation of the Gospel.  It illustrates to us the Lord of glory who could have remained in 

heaven, forsaken us and left us to wallow in our sin and misery took the sole initiative to rescue us.  

Leaving celestial paradise in the fullness of time (Gal 4:4) He humbled Himself by “taking the form of a 

servant”.  He fully identified Himself with us by taking on flesh and becoming a man who could endure 

pain, hunger, fatigue, sorrow and injustice.  Although, He suffered what we suffer and experienced what 

we experience, He did it all without sin (Heb 4:15).  In doing this (remaining without sin) He was able to 

accomplish the demands necessary to enter into heaven, which we were unable too.  On behalf of 

humanity He fulfilled every aspect of the law of God perfectly (Matt 5:48), thus making it possible for us 

to achieve eternal life by a righteousness that is not our own but made ours through faith.  

8 Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, (Grand Rapids, MI; Zondervan, 1996) p 264 
9 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature/ revised and edited by FW Danker 
(Chicago:  The University Chicago Press) p 915 
10 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) p 305 
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This verse by the Apostle manifests another complex mystery about the Word.  At the beginning of this 

prologue it was unequivocally established that the Word was God.  As we encounter this verse it is stated 

explicitly that the Word became flesh or man.  Herein lie’s a quandary about the Person and nature of the 

Word or Christ.  Was He God?  Or was He Man?  Many early Christian theologians offered a variety of 

answers to these questions and became entangled in a web of speculations that caused them to depart 

from the Scriptures.  Not to belittle the challenge of this controversy, which was the cause of tons of ink 

being spilled, but realizing the limitations of this work we will reserve our response to these questions in 

the following quote:  

And the Speech was made flesh:  On this article of faith there are two things chiefly to be 
observed.  The first is, that two natures were so united in one Person in Christ, that one and the 
same Christ is true God and true man.  The second is, that the unity of person does not hinder the 
two natures from remaining distinct, so that his Divinity retains all that is peculiar to itself, and 
his humanity holds separately whatever belongs to it. 11 

It was necessary for our Savior to possess both natures divine and human.  He had to be human, because it 

was humans who had sinned and needed to be redeemed from their just desserts.  However, the 

voluminous gulf that stood between us and God could only bridged by God Himself.  The incarnation was 

the only prescription that would be able to reverse the curse that stood against us.  “Since therefore the 

children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things, that through death he 

might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through 

fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery. For surely it is not angels that he helps, but he helps the 

offspring of Abraham. Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might 

become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the 

people. For because he himself has suffered when tempted, he is able to help those who are being 

tempted” Heb 2:14-18. 

2.  What was the significance of the Word dwelling among us?      

The word εσκηνωσεν is used by John to describe the Word’s dwelling among us, which can also be 

translated as live, settle or take up residence. 12 In his commentary on this verse, Calvin points out that this 

verb is derived from the word for tabernacle or tent (σκηνη).  It is significant, because it conveys that 

Christ did not “appear for a single moment, but that he conversed among men until he completed the 

course of his office”. 13 So literally John is saying that the Word “Tabernacled” among us, which may be    

11 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 46 
12 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature/ revised and edited by FW Danker 
(Chicago:  The University Chicago Press) p 929 
13 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 47 
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implying a greater meaning.  Before we go on to draw the parallel with the Tabernacle in the Old 

Testament, another interesting point must be made.  This Greek word is only used by John in the New 

Testament in this verse and a few more in the Book of Revelation.  The more common term to convey 

dwelling or inhabiting, κατοικεω, could have been used unless something significant were intended.  In 

fact, the Apostle does use this word (κατοικεω) in his other works when speaking about people on the 

earth.  More specifically people on the earth that are not a part of the covenant community.  And our 

words, εσκηνωσεν or σκηνη, are used only when speaking about God or His saints.  “And I heard a loud 

voice from the throne saying, "Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, 

and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God.”  Thus, we can say with 

some confidence that the Apostle here is conveying some significance with the use of this term in this 

verse. 

 
Clearly the allusion being made by the Apostle is with the Tabernacle and later the Temple, which were 

the locations where God dwelled with His people Israel (Exodus 25:8).  This earthly sanctuary is where 

God revealed Himself to the people through a pillar of cloud and a pillar of fire, which were theophanies 

(Exodus 40:34-38).  A theophany (literally appearance of God) is a visible manifestation of the invisible 

God (another example is the burning bush).  Although, this revelation of God during the time of the 

nation of Israel was the most explicit since the Fall of man, it was still only a partial or shadowy 

expression.  This typological and shadowy image pointed forward to a time when a more robust 

expression would be revealed.  And when the Word became flesh it was the point in history when the full 

expression of God would be revealed.  Revelation not through theophany, but through a tangible Person 

“that which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we 

looked upon and have touched with our hands, concerning the word of life” (1 John 1:1).  This parallel 

seems to be reinforced when John goes onto mention that “we saw His glory” alluding back to the 

Shekinah glory associated with the Tabernacle. 

 

Furthermore, the Old Testament Tabernacle was also the place where reconciliation between God and His 

people occurred through the sacrificial offerings.  To be outside of the camp or cut off from the covenant 

people meant that one was no longer reconciled before God.  It is reasonable to assume that the Apostle is 

also mindful of this relationship when using this term, since it is always used to refer to God and His 

people.  He could also be associating the Word with our true reconciliation, which the Tabernacle was 

formerly only representative of.  Within the Tabernacle, in the inner sanctuary that included the Ark of 

the Covenant was the mercy seat, the ιλαστηριον, according to the LXX. 14 On an annual basis the High  
14 Leon Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross, (Grand Rapids, MI; Wm B Eerdmans, 1965) p 187 
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Priest would enter the inner sanctuary on the Day of Atonement to make ιλαστηριον or propitiation with 

God on behalf of the people.  However, the true ιλαστηριον or propitiation (Rom 3:25) was not made 

until the Word Tabernacled among us and accomplished His mission.  Thus in Christ, the grace that was 

foreshadowed through the Tabernacle was ultimately realized. 

3.  When did John see the glory of Jesus?  Who else refers to this incident? 

When John indicates that “we saw His glory as the only begotten of the Father” he appears to be referring 

to a specific event.  John was included with the inner circle of disciples (Peter, James and John) who 

enjoyed a very close relationship with Jesus.  Peter also part of the inner circle refers to a similar event, 

we have in mind in the following:  

For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and 
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For when he received 
honor and glory from God the Father, and the voice was borne to him by the Majestic Glory, 
"This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased," we ourselves heard this very voice 
borne from heaven, for we were with him on the holy mountain.  2 Peter 1:16-18 

The event we are referring to is known to us as the Transfiguration of Jesus recorded in the three synoptic 

Gospels (Matt 17:1-8; Mark 9:2-8; Luke 9:28-36).  This event revealed to the disciples Jesus’ true nature 

and they beheld His glory described as a dazzling white like a light.  The appearance of Moses and Elijah 

may have been intended to demonstrate that Jesus was the fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets.15 In 

light of our passage here in John this theory seems to gain some support with the forthcoming references 

to the Jesus being the realization of the Law and Prophets.  Another clue that John may have had this 

event in mind here is the fact that Peter offered to build “σκηνας” or tabernacles for Jesus, Moses, and 

Elijah.  Each of the texts indicate that Peter was speaking without thinking what he was saying, however 

he self-consciously may have wanted the event to be prolonged and the building of tabernacles would 

have allowed that.  John, writing His Gospel after several years, having time to reflect on this incident is 

concluding in our text that Christ did tabernacle with us for a prolonged period of time.  Moreover, the 

Father’s voice within the cloud that overshadowed them, reminiscent of Jesus’ baptism (Matt 3:17), 

affirms that Christ is the one and only Son of God.  The parallels between the Transfiguration and Moses’ 

receiving of the Law on Sinai – the changed appearance (Ex 34:29-35) and the cloud on the mountain (Ex 

24:15-16) – point to an intentional identification of Jesus as a second Moses.16 Our text here in John 

seems to driving towards this point, as well. However, rather than equating Jesus with Moses both our 

text in John and the accounts of the Transfiguration unequivocally state that He is far superior.  In fact, in  

14 The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary edited by Allen C. Meyers (Grand Rapids, MI:  Eerdmans Publishing 1987), 1016 
15 Ibid. 
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both accounts Jesus is described as the μονογενους the one and only unique (or only-begotten) Son of 

God. 

In his commentary, John Calvin states, “for though all men might have beheld the glory of Christ, yet it 

was unknown to the greater part on account of their blindness.  It was only a few, whose eyes the Holy 

Spirit opened, that saw this manifestation of glory.” 16 As we continue our study of this Gospel we will see 

these comments being fulfilled.  The Word became flesh and tabernacled with His own nation, which did 

not receive Him.  His glory was revealed to some, but not to all since His first coming was primarily 

concerned with another goal.  This goal was the way of suffering, the way of the cross, which would 

come before the full disclosure of His glory to all.  A day is now set when the full disclosure of His glory 

will be made known to all and the blindness will be taken away.  It is this day that we await when we too 

will behold what Peter and John seen on the mountain of Transfiguration.    

4.  Why is Jesus the one and only true Son of God? 

We continue our examination of verse 14, which states the following: 

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only 

Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.  

As noted above the term that is used to convey that Christ is the one and only true Son of God is 

μονογενους.  This word is traditionally rendered as “only-begotten” in the King James Version (and 

NASB), which conveys the uniqueness of Christ.  However, modern translators have shied away from 

using it since it implies the connotation of being created or made.17 This Greek word is used very rarely in 

the Scriptures and never in the sense that John uses it in His Gospel and Epistle. 18 The word is used three 

times by Luke: 1. in 7:12 the widow’s son, “As he drew near to the gate of the town, behold, a man who 

had died was being carried out, the only son of his mother, and she was a widow, and a considerable 

crowd from the town was with her.” 2. in 8:42 Jairus’ daughter “for he had an only daughter, about 

twelve years of age, and she was dying.” 3. in 9:38 the demon possessed boy “And behold, a man from 

the crowd cried out, "Teacher, I beg you to look at my son, for he is my only child.”  The author of 

Hebrews then uses it to refer to the patriarch Isaac in 11:17 “By faith Abraham, when he was tested, 

offered up Isaac, and he who had received the promises was in the act of offering up his only son,” The 

word is also used in the LXX in Judges 11:34 “Then Jephthah came to his home at Mizpah. And behold,  

16 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 47 
17 The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary edited by Allen C. Meyers (Grand Rapids, MI:  Eerdmans Publishing 1987), 782 
18 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature/ revised and edited by FW Danker 
(Chicago:  The University Chicago Press) p 658 
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his daughter came out to meet him with tambourines and with dances. She was his only child; besides her 

he had neither son nor daughter.”  With the exception to the Hebrews passage (which is a study in itself), 

all of these examples are being used to describe an only child.  However, there are many people who are 

the only child and thus not a very unique status objectively.  Relatively, they are unique to the parents and 

thus special and significant in their eyes.  The way John uses this word, however conveys the uniqueness 

of Christ objectively.  He is the only Son of God that there will be, ever. There will be no other Son of 

God that will be identical to Christ the Lord. 

It seems strange that immediately after John finished indicating that we who are born again become the 

children of God that He goes onto say that there is only one true Son of God.  Is this a contradiction?  No, 

as we quoted Calvin above, it should not be taken as a contradiction since Christ is the Son of God by 

nature, we are not.  Our right to become the children of God occurs through adoption.  Adoption is 

defined by the Confession as follows: “All those that are justified, God vouchsafeth, in and for his only 

Son Jesus Christ, to make partakers of the grace of adoption, by which they are taken into the number; 

and enjoy the liberties and privileges of the children of God, have his name put upon them, receive the 

Spirit of adoption, have access to the throne of grace with boldness, are enabled to cry, Abba, Father, are 

pitied, protected, provided for, and chastened by him, as by a father; yet never cast off, but sealed to the 

day of redemption; and inherit the promises, as heirs of everlasting salvation.” 19  

As we discussed in Lesson 1, there is only one God who has manifested Himself in the Trinity.  As a 

result, we can say with certainty that Christ is the one and only Son of God and no one truly deserves that 

title as the author of Hebrews points out:  “For to which of the angels did God ever say, "You are my Son, 

today I have begotten you"? Or again, "I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son"?”  

Nonetheless, He is also said to be the “firstborn among many brethren” who are brothers and sisters 

through adoption.  An attempted resolution to this difficulty is articulated in the following:  “And if Christ 

has many brethren (Rom 8:29), he does not cease to be the only begotten by way of eminence (kat’ 

exochen) because the generation is evidently dissimilar and totally different in kind: not mystical, but 

natural; not by an expression of qualities, but by a communication of the essence itself.” 20  

5.  What is significant about the quotation from John the Baptist? 

In verse 15 John the Baptist is quoting himself to the people, reminding them how he had testified that 

One coming after him was before him: 

19 Westminster Confession of Faith Chapter 12 of Adoption (1643) 
20 Francis Turretin (1687) Institutes of Elenctic Theology translated by George Musgrave Giger and edited by James T Dennison (Pittsburgh-
New Jersey, Vol I P&R Publishing 1992) p 298  
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(John bore witness about him, and cried out, "This was he of whom I said, 'He who comes after 

me ranks before me, because he was before me.'")  

This is significant, because John was born into this world at least six months before our Lord (Luke 1:26).  

We can be sure that John knew this information since he is explicitly conceding to the facts in this 

statement.  What do we do with this apparent contradiction?  First, let us look at some further interesting 

facts in the original language before answering.  Geerhardus Vos points out the following observation 

about this verse (specifically the statements “He…ranks before me” and “He was before me”):   

It had been overlooked, however, that though the second and third clauses sound very much alike 

in English, there is an important difference between them in the Greek:  the middle clause reads, 

εμπροσθεν μου γεγονεν, the final clause reads, οτι πρωτος μου ην.  Both the prepositions and the 

verbs are different: εμπροσθεν with the perfect verb expresses precedence in the sphere of 

becoming or appearing upon the scene, πρωτος with the imperfect of the verb signifies absolute 

anteriority as to mode of existence; it relates to the eternal existence of the Lord, usually his pre-

existence [cp. John 1:1, 18].  On this view the conjunction οτι linking together clauses two and 

three is naturally explained: in Christ’s eternal existence before time lies the possibility of His 

appearance and activity under the Old Testament.  There is, therefore, no repetition between the 

clauses two and three. 21 

Therefore, this statement from the Baptist is providing explicit support for Christ’s pre-existence prior to 

His incarnation.  This should not have been something novel that John the Baptist was pointing out, 

however had been foretold by prophets in previous generations.  For example Micah 5:2, “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.”  This explains the 

previous statement where John the Baptist is conceding that Jesus possesses a higher rank than him.  It 

would have been unusual for an older person to concede this to a “younger” person in the ancient world. 22 

Nonetheless, this is exactly what John the Baptist was brought into this world for, to “prepare the way for 

the Lord” (Luke 1:17). 

Another significant item within this statement is the verb tense selection that was pointed out in our 

reference to Calvin above.  The author uses the verb μαρτυρει (testify) in the present tense.  Many modern 

translators render this verb as if it were past tense, since it is not grammatically correct to render it as a  

21 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) p 323 
22 Leon Morris, The Zondervan NASB Study Bible – Study Notes (Grand Rapids, MI, Zondervan, 1999) 1515 
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present in English.  However, as Calvin pointed out above the connotation that is implied with the tense 

choice is a continued act.  Thus, the voice of John the Baptist or more appropriate the Scriptures continue 

to testify about Christ the Lord.  After 2000 years the message of the Gospel proclaimed by John has lost 

none of its potency, “for the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being 

saved it is the power of God” (1 Cor 1:18).  

6.  How is grace upon grace received from His fullness?   

We now turn our attention to verse 16, which states as follows: 

And from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.  

Grace can be defined as God’s unmerited favor toward humanity and is manifested in two major ways.  

The two categories in which grace is differentiated are known as common grace and special grace, 

traditionally.  Common grace is just that, common to all humanity and is manifested through gifts that are 

enjoyed by all such as, government, rain and sunshine, scientific advancements, etc. and offset the affects 

of the common curse.23 Scripture verses such as Matt 5:44-45 are appealed to support the notion of 

common grace: “I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may 

be sons of your Father who is in heaven. For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends 

rain on the just and on the unjust.”  The Apostle is not speaking of common grace here, but is speaking of 

special grace.  Special grace is not given to all people, but reserved solely for God’s covenant people.  

Those who obtain eternal salvation from the divine justice of God are recipients of this special grace.  

God’s covenant people, who are spared from the divine wrath they deserve and receive grace upon grace, 

will be referred to again in this Gospel in John 10 and 17 (this will allow us to unpack this statement in a 

more robust way at that time).  

Now that we have clarified what type of grace is spoken of here, we should explain the statement “grace 

upon grace”.  In order to address this statement let us first put it into context.  It is clear from the English 

that this “grace upon grace” is a result of “his fullness” or Christ’s incarnation.  It is even clearer in the 

Greek text which employs a result clause with the use of the οτι with a genitive of source in εκ του 

πληρωματος αυτου (from his fullness (all in the genitive case)).  Thus, the result and source of God’s 

covenant people receiving “grace upon grace” is found in Christ’s incarnation.  (The Word becoming 

flesh of course is the context of this particular section.)  As we quoted Calvin above, “the fountain of life, 

righteousness, virtue, and wisdom, is with God, but to us it is a hidden and inaccessible fountain”. 24 Since  

23 Meredith Kline (2007) Kingdom Prologue Genesis Foundations for a Covenantal Worldview (Eugene, OR:  Wipf & Stock 2006), 178 
24 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 50 
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the fall, humanity has been alienated and cut off from God.  The presence of God is no longer accessible 

to sons and daughters of Adam and Eve who prior to the fall enjoyed this blessing.  Our access is denied 

as a result of our sin and rebellion that characterizes our nature from conception (Psalm 51:5), and puts us 

at enmity with God.  There is nothing that we can do to change this status, there is no good deed, no 

work, or sacrifice that we can do to repair the damage and ascend into the presence of God.  Perfection is 

required in order to gain access into the presence of God, and since the fall that is a status that no son or 

daughter of Adam and Eve enjoy.  However, this is changed with the incarnation of our Lord.  Rather 

than climbing our way up to the throne room of heaven ascending to God (an insuperable task), God 

comes down to us in our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ who took on flesh.  “For in him all the fullness of 

God was pleased to dwell… (Col 1:19).” “For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily… (Col 

2:9).”  Therefore, the fullness of God that had been justly denied to us has now been restored through the 

Word becoming flesh.  This is a demonstration of the graciousness of God who could have justly left us 

to wallow in our sin and misery.  Nonetheless, the grace does not stop there but continues to get better as 

the story unfolds.  As we continue this Gospel we will see that the Word is also our Great High Priest 

who makes propitiation for us and grants us access into God’s throne clothing us in His righteousness:     

For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who 
in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with confidence draw 
near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.  
Hebrews 4:15-16. 

It seems that this is what the statement “grace upon grace” is alluding to.  That is, the abundant blessing in 

a restoration of the presence of God through, the incarnation of the Word.  And, that we receive the 

gracious privilege of access into heaven where we will dwell or tabernacle in that eternal city with our 

Great God and Father.  This “grace upon grace” was made possible only through the humiliation of our 

Lord, which started with the incarnation and ended in His propitiatory death. 

7.  Why is the Law of Moses contrasted here with the coming of Jesus Christ?   

This question pertains to verse 17 of chapter 1, which states the following: 

For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.  

Before we move into examining our question, we’d like to state an obvious benefit found here.  Here the 

Apostle states with infallible authority that the Law was given through Moses, this is clear.  Thus, one 

could argue very strongly that support for Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch is found here in John.  In 

subsequent sections of this Gospel, Christ Himself will also be quoted as providing support for Mosaic 

authorship of the Pentateuch.  Nonetheless, let us not delve further into that topic that is no stranger to 
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controversy among the elite of academia.  Here John is explicitly contrasting the scope of two different 

mediators.  This follows very well after the allusions he made to the transfiguration in verse 14, which we 

noted above may have been an implicit reference leading up to this contrast.  The use of the preposition 

δια (through) with the genitive noun implies agency and supports our comment that this verse is 

contrasting mediators.  The Law or the old covenant, which includes the moral law (ten commandments), 

ceremonial law (sacrificial system) and the civil law (Israel’s national code), was mediated through 

Moses.  Moses was God’s appointed person to announce to His people these things.  It is this system that 

is being contrasted with a new mediator, Christ, who is the appointed person to deliver the new covenant.  

Christ is said to be mediating grace (described in the previous question) and truth.  Truth merits an 

explanation, since this contrast can be a bit confusing and susceptible to being misconstrued.  This is 

addressed in the following quote from Geehardus Vos:        

‘The Law was given through Moses; grace and truth came by Jesus Christ’, the wrong inference 
may be easily drawn, that the Law contained not the truth.  The meaning simply is that it did not 
yet bring that full disclosure of the heavenly reality in Christ, which is ‘the truth’.  It contained 
the shadows and types, not as yet the antitypical revelation. 25   

As Vos points out this verse cannot be supporting the position that the Law possessed no truth, although 

grammatically one can force such a conclusion.  This however would be in disunity with the rest of 

Scripture and does not fit the context of what John seems to be trying to achieve.  We would agree that 

Vos’ conclusion made in the above statement is very conducive to the context of what John is attempting 

to convey.  That is that a more robust, comprehensive and complete form of revelation is being realized in 

Christ through the incarnation. The truth, which those previous disclosures could only partially 

communicate, had arrived in time and space.  “Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of 

food and drink, or with regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. These are a shadow of the things 

to come, but the substance belongs to Christ.” (Col 2:16-17) 

Since the context of this verse is embedded within a section that is describing the significance of the 

incarnation to the revelatory history, we can conclude that Vos’ position is the correct one as it relates to 

the truth.  Moreover, this position not only finds support within the context of this verse, but also finds 

support within the support of the entire Scripture.  Incidentally, our own proposition that we proposed 

found support within the context of this section, the contrasting of two primary mediators of the two 

covenants also finds support in the entire Scripture.  For example, the contrast between these two 

mediators is explicitly included in the book Hebrews 3:1-6 in the following verses: 

25 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) p 356-57 
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Therefore, holy brothers, you who share in a heavenly calling, consider Jesus, the apostle and 
high priest of our confession, who was faithful to him who appointed him, just as Moses also was 
faithful in all God’s house. For Jesus has been counted worthy of more glory than Moses—as 
much more glory as the builder of a house has more honor than the house itself. (For every house 
is built by someone, but the builder of all things is God.) Now Moses was faithful in all God’s 
house as a servant, to testify to the things that were to be spoken later, but Christ is faithful over 
God’s house as a son. And we are his house if indeed we hold fast our confidence and our 
boasting in our hope. 

Not only can we assert that the contrast of these two mediators is made on the basis of revelation, but we 

can also safely conclude with the author of Hebrews that Christ was far superior in His office.  And Christ 

being counted worthy of more glory is in another place referenced as the one true mediator between God 

and men (For there is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, 

who gave himself as a ransom for all, which is the testimony given at the proper time. 1 Tim 2:5-6).   

Before we conclude this response we would be remiss in our duties if we overlooked another major 

contrast between these two mediators, or better said two covenants.  This is the contrast of the Law and 

the Gospel that is glaring at us as we read this verse.  John’s selection of words in this verse to 

communicate the contrast appears to almost demand it be considered.  This is not to say that there was no 

grace in the Mosaic economy, however one cannot honestly ignore the fact that a robust works-principle 

is in place in this covenant.  It is this principle here we believe is being contrasted with the Gospel of 

grace found in Jesus Christ.  We haven’t the time to develop this in more detail, however we would like to 

conclude by issuing an addendum of some sort to the answer of the previous question about grace.  We 

will do this by quoting Meredith Kline: 

Grace lives and moves and has its being in a legal, forensic environment.  In the biblical 
proclamation of the gospel, grace is the antithesis of the works principle.  Grace and works could 
thus be contrastively compared only if they were comparable, that is, only if the term grace, like 
works, functioned in a forensic context.  Grace does not exist then except in relation to the 
rendering of divine judgment on situations involving acts of human responsibility, acts of man as 
accountable to God for compliance with appointed duty…The distinctive meaning of grace in its 
biblical theological usage is divine response of favor and blessing in the face of human violations 
of obligation.  Gospel grace takes account of man in his responsibility under the demands of the 
covenant and specifically as a covenant breaker, a sinner against covenant law. Accordingly, the 
grace of Christ comes to expression in his active and passive obedience, together constitution a 
vicarious satisfaction for the obligations and liabilities of his people, who through failure and 
transgression are debtors before the covenant Lord, the Judge of all the earth.  Gospel grace 
emerges in a forensic framework as a response of mercy to demerit….That is, divine grace directs 
itself not merely to the absence of merit but to the presence of demerit.  It addresses and 
overcomes violation of divine commandment.  It is a granting of blessing as an act of mercy, in 
spite of previous covenant breaking by which man has forfeited all claims to participation in the 
kingdom and has incurred God’s disfavor and righteous wrath. 26  

26 Meredith Kline (2007) Kingdom Prologue Genesis Foundations for a Covenantal Worldview (Eugene, OR:  Wipf & Stock 2006), 112-13 
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8.  Who is the only God referenced by John?  Is this describing a plurality of God’s since God the Father 

is distinguished? 

In verse 18 of chapter 1 the apostle John states the following: 

No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father's side, he has made him known. 

Following up on an aforementioned point “θεον ουδεις εωρακεν” (No one has ever seen God), “θεον” or 

God in this verse is anarthorous.  However, the Jehovah’s Witness’ New World Translation does not 

employ its own principle of anarthorous = indefinite and translate this phrase as “No one has ever seen a 

God” as Daniel Wallace points out in his Greek Grammar.27 Furthermore, before we move on it should be 

noted that there exists a controversial textual variant that in included in this verse.  The issue revolves 

around the phrase μονογενης θεος or “the only God” portion of the verse.  Here again we see the word 

μονογενης in reference to our Lord “who is at the Father’s side”.  Some manuscripts possess μονογενης 

υιος or …the only Son..., which would change the translation of the text significantly.  Although, the 

translation of the text would change quite significantly, the meaning of the text or support for Deity of 

Christ would not.  Bruce Metzger points out in his textual commentary of the Greek New Testament that 

this variant (μονογενης υιος) appears from the textual evidence to be the result of scribal assimilation with 

other verses like John 3:16, 18 and 1 John 4:9.28 It is assuring to know that the further scholars dig 

seeking to disprove or clarify the faith our religion remains unshaken and firmly founded in the truth. 

Calvin points out in his commentary that this verse does not contradict other instances in the Scriptures 

where it is recorded that Jacob (Genesis 32:30) or Moses (Exodus 33:23 or Deuteronomy 34:10) seen 

God.  “They say so with reference to their own time; but they did not see God in any other way than 

wrapped up in many folds of figures and ceremonies.”29 The fathers did see visions of God’s glory 

through theophanies (as discussed in question 2), which was just a taste and foreshadow of the things to 

come.  “Your father Abraham rejoiced that he would see my day. He saw it and was glad.” (John 8:56).  

This will be reinforced again as we continue through John with our Lord’s words “not that anyone has 

seen the Father except he who is from God; he has seen the Father” (John 6:46)  

Let us now move forward and seek to deal with questions associated with the lesson.  First, who is “the 

only God” referenced by John in this verse, as hinted at above it must be Christ.  It cannot be the “God” 

referenced at the beginning of the verse since no one has seen that “God” and now this “only God” is 

making Him known.  Grammatically this verse is referring to different persons and the Second Person   

27 Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, (Grand Rapids, MI; Zondervan, 1996) p 267 
28 Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary of the Greek New Testament 2nd Edition (USA, United Bible Society, 1971) p 109 
29 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 54-55 
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referred too is our Lord who has come down to make the Father known.  If this is the case then it begs the 

question, concluding that there are two God’s referenced in this verse doesn’t that result in a plurality of 

God’s and create problems with the first commandment.  Before we move on to the follow up questions 

lets do some background.  The phrase “…who is at the Father’s side” can also be translated as “...who is 

in the bosom of the Father” (NASB) since the word τον κολπον is used in the Greek.  BDAG lists 

possible translations of this word as bosom, breast or chest, thus the NASB is probably more accurate 

than the ESV on this verse.  In the figurative use, the bosom indicates intimacy or high regard, probably 

related to the custom whereby the guest at a feast occupied a place of honor to the right of the principal 

person, upon whose bosom he reclined. (Luke 16:22 and John 13:23) 30 Thus, John at the end of this 

prologue to his Gospel is unpacking the complex relationship of the Father and the Son previously stated 

in the opening through the use of a common example.  The Father and the Son were both God, distinct in 

Person, yet connected so intimately in a union that they are one in being.  We will conclude this question 

with a closing quotation from John Calvin, which will serve as a good segue into our next questions: 

When he says that the Son was in the bosom of the Father, the metaphor is borrowed from men, 
who are said to receive into their bosom those to whom they communicate all their secrets.  The 
breast is the seat of counsel.  He therefore shows that the Son was acquainted with the most 
hidden secrets of his Father, in order to inform us that we have the breast of God, as it were, laid 
open to us in the Gospel. 31  

9.  How has God the Son explained the Father? 

As we conclude this Lesson we complete our analysis of verse 18 of chapter 1: 

No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father's side, he has made him known. 

In order to answer this question more thoroughly we would like to spend a little more time than usual 

reviewing what we believe to be a significant word in this passage εξηγησατο.  The other biblical authors 

who use this word use it in a manner of relating in detail, tell, report or describe.32 The only other New 

Testament author who uses this word is Luke in the following passages: 

Luke 24:35:  “They began to relate their experiences on the road and how He was recognized 
by them in the breaking of the bread.” 

Acts 10:8:  “and after he had explained everything to them, he sent them to Joppa.” 

Acts 15:14: “Simeon has related how God first concerned Himself about taking from among 
the Gentiles a people for His name.” 

30 The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary edited by Allen C. Meyers (Grand Rapids, MI:  Eerdmans Publishing 1987), 167 
31 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 55 
32 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature/ revised and edited by FW Danker 
(Chicago:  The University Chicago Press) 349 
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Acts 21:19: “After he had greeted them, he began to relate one by one the things which God 
had done among the Gentiles through his ministry.” 

This word is also used in the LXX (Septuagint), which is the Greek translation of the Old Testament 

Hebrew Scriptures in Job 12:8:  “Or speak to the earth, and let it teach you; and let the fish of the sea 

declare to you.”  These uses of the word, according to BDAG, are not quite the same as the use in our 

passage here in John.  The use in this passage is categorized as setting forth in great detail or expounding.  

It is more common to uses in extra-biblical literature that is explaining the activity of priests and 

soothsayers who impart information or reveal divine secrets. 33 This word also falls under two semantic 

fields that can also help us to provide a context to its meaning.  First, communication, the word possesses 

the connotation of telling fully or providing detailed information in a systematic manner. 34 Second, know, 

the word possesses the connotation of making fully known through careful explanation or through clear 

revelation to make fully and clearly known. 34 Moreover, this is the word from which the English 

“exegesis” is derived and is the technical label for Bible interpretation (which is hopefully what is being 

done with this Gospel through these lessons).  Therefore, it would be our preference to translate this word 

as “explained in great detail” in lieu of “made him known”.  The Apostle could have used the more 

common words φανεροω (reveal) or αποκαλπτω (reveal) in this situation to get the point across.  

However, we believe that this was done intentionally to point out to the reader that this was no ordinary 

revelation from God.  All this said to enforce that this is a fairly uncommon word used in a unique way to 

explain something that is (was) truly unprecedented, the incarnation of our Lord.  We should keep the 

understanding of this word and its uniqueness in our minds as we continue through the answer to this 

question.  

We should also keep in mind the context of this verse and where it lies within the passage.  We are at the 

end of the prologue or introduction to John’s Gospel that is going to tell us about the life and ministry of 

our Lord.  We are in the midst of a section within that prologue where the significance of the Word 

becoming flesh and the Word dwelling among us was emphasized. Moreover, John has also just stressed 

the superiority of Jesus over Moses, no ordinary prophet (Num 12:5-8), as a mediator (see previous 

lessons).  We have also been inundated with words like λογος (the Word), μονογενης (the one and only), 

and θεος (God) within the space of 18 verses several times (λογος 4 times, μονογενης 2 times and θεος 6 

times).  Moreover, we have also encountered some unique words in Scripture that should jump out at us 

εσκηνωσεν (dwelled or tabernacled) and εξηγησατο (made known or explained in great detail). 

32 Ibid. 
33 Louw & Nida Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (New York, NY; UBS) 411 
34 Louw & Nida Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (New York, NY; UBS) 340 
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Finally, we should keep in mind context of this verse relative to time and the period in redemptive history 

in which it is made.  This was a period when the full disclosure of God, “who dwells in unapproachable 

light, whom no one has ever seen or can see” (1 Tim 6:16) was limited and concealed behind the veil.  

This was also a period when the prophetic word from God had ceased to be used for a period of almost 

400 years.  These were “prophets” as Peter points out “who prophesied about the grace that was to be 

yours searched and inquired carefully, inquiring what person or time the Spirit of Christ in them was 

indicating when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the subsequent glories. It was revealed to them 

that they were serving not themselves but you, in the things that have now been announced to you through 

those who preached the good news to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven, things into which angels 

long to look.” (1 Peter 1:10-12).  And then out of nowhere “the fullness of time” came about and “God, 

who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of 

the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” (2 Cor 4:6) 

We must keep all these things in mind and carefully consider the climactic, consummative, and 

culminative consequences of this Word becoming flesh and exegeting the Father in great detail.  

Otherwise, we may fall into the trap of diminishing the sufficiency of this revelation. Thus, we have 

attempted to be responsible and diligent in our exegesis of the passage setting the grammatical 

possibilities, setting the literary context and the historical context to support our application (or 

hermeneutic) of this text.  In light of this background we believe that John is telling us that Christ in His 

incarnation is the pinnacle of redemptive history whom being the very Word of God has provided all the 

revelation or information that we need in this life until He returns.  He, as we quoted Calvin in the 

previous question, “has acquainted us with the most hidden secrets from the Father”. What we can expect 

with this is, that with the coming of our Lord the whole way that God makes Himself known to His 

people is being changed in a significant way.  This we believe was the clear intent of the statement made 

of the author to the Hebrews in the following: 

Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in 
these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through 
whom also he created the world. He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of 
his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. After making purification for 
sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high (Hebrews 1:1-3) 

This passage is indicative of the consummative effects that God has provided in the revelation of His Son.  

As Hebrews states, “…God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us 

by his Son…”  The clear implication here is that God in Christ is not going to repeat the patterns of the 

past, since they are no longer necessary.  Geerhardus Vos states it this way: 
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It will be noticed that in Hebrews 1:1-2, as in the statements of the Old Testament, and of Jesus 
and Paul, the new dispensation appears as final.  And this applies likewise to the revelation 
introducing it.  It is not one new disclosure to be followed by others, but the consummate 
disclosure beyond which nothing is expected.  After speech in ‘a Son’ (qualitatively so called) no 
higher speech were possible.  Paul also speaks of the sending forth of God’s Son from God as 
taking place in the pleroma of the time (Gal 4:4).  Consequently there is nowhere any trace of the 
cumulative point of view:  Prophets, Jesus, Apostles; the New Testament revelation is one 
organic, and in itself completed whole.  It includes the Apostles, who are witnesses and 
interpreters of the Christ, but does not have them ab extra added to itself as separate instruments 
of information. 35 

The point that Vos states is important to note, the Apostles were not superseding or adding to the Words 

of Jesus, they were “interpreters of Christ” commissioned to be witnesses of Him and proclaim His truth 

to others. (John 16:13-15).  This witness did not pass away with the death of the last apostle nor was there 

a succession of the apostolic office.  This witness was preserved through the record of the New 

Testament, which would serve as continued authoritative witness of God speaking to men now in His 

Son.  This revelation has explained in great detail all that we need to know about God and His great plan 

of salvation.  As Vos states “no higher speech” is possible and those who continue to seek additional 

revelation from God perform a disservice to the Scriptures and great injury to the sufficiency of revelation 

made known in Christ. 

Therefore, we must conclude that the Apostle John’s careful choice of words within this section of the 

prologue, are designed to point us to Christ. Looking to Him we “reach all the riches of full assurance of 

understanding and the knowledge of God’s mystery, which is Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures 

of wisdom and knowledge.” (Col 2:2-3).  (Incidentally, Paul penned these words to a church in Colossae 

that was infatuated with the pursuit of “secret knowledge” diminishing the revelation they already had in 

Christ.) And these riches are now recorded in the Scriptures, the Word of God, which is “breathed out by 

God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man 

of God may be competent, equipped for every good work.” (2 Tim 3:16-17).  Now that we have 

completed our examination of the Gospel prologue we will be venturing into the life and mission of our 

Lord and Savior who is blessed forever.    

35 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) p 302 
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Lesson 4:  The Testimony of John – John 1:19-34 

Context:  Purpose and Outline of the Book 

The Inspired Purpose of This Book – John 20:30-31:  30Now Jesus did many other signs in the 
presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; 31but 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. 

 

Text: John 1:19-34 

 19And this is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask 
him, "Who are you?" 20He confessed, and did not deny, but confessed, "I am not the Christ." 
21And they asked him, "What then? Are you Elijah?" He said, "I am not." "Are you the 
Prophet?" And he answered, "No." 22So they said to him, "Who are you? We need to give an 
answer to those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?" 23He said, "I am the voice of one 
crying out in the wilderness, 'Make straight the way of the Lord,' as the prophet Isaiah said." 
24(Now they had been sent from the Pharisees.) 25They asked him, "Then why are you baptizing, if 
you are neither the Christ, nor Elijah, nor the Prophet?" 26John answered them, "I baptize with 
water, but among you stands one you do not know, 27even he who comes after me, the strap of 
whose sandal I am not worthy to untie." 28These things took place in Bethany across the Jordan, 
where John was baptizing.   29The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, "Behold, 
the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! 30This is he of whom I said, 'After me 
comes a man who ranks before me, because he was before me.' 31I myself did not know him, but 
for this purpose I came baptizing with water, that he might be revealed to Israel." 32And John bore 
witness: "I saw the Spirit descend from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him. 33I myself did 
not know him, but he who sent me to baptize with water said to me, 'He on whom you see the Spirit 
descend and remain, this is he who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.' 34And I have seen and have 
borne witness that this is the Son of God." 
 

Brief Commentary on the Text: 

We are now entering a new section of John’s Gospel after concluding the prologue or introduction in the 

first 18 verses of chapter 1.  Our text in this lesson begins a larger section, which is characterized as the 

Focus Incarnation 
of the Son of 

God 

Presentation 
of the Son of 

God 

Opposition to 
the Son of God 

Preparation of 
the Disciples 

Crucifixion and 
Resurrection of 
the Son of God 

Reference 1:1 – 1:18 1:19 – 5:1 5:1 – 13:1 13:1 – 18:1 18:1 – 21:25 
Division Introduction 

to Christ 
Revelation of 

Christ 
Rejection of 

Christ 
Revelation of 

Christ 
Rejection of Christ 

Seven Miracles Upper Room 
Discourse 

Supreme Miracle  
Topic 

 
That You Might Believe 

 
That You Might Have Life  

Location Israel 
Time A Few Years A Few Hours A Few Weeks 
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events that reveal Jesus as the Christ.  In this broader section that will take us through chapter 4, it is very 

intentional in substantiating the credentials of this claim.  In fact this characteristic supports our thesis that 

the purpose of this Gospel is, as John states it in verse 30 and 31 of chapter 20, that the things are 

intentionally written that we “might believe that Jesus is the Christ the Son of God”.  Thus, we begin this 

section with our text above, with John the Baptist proclaiming his message in the desert.  This is 

significant, because as stated in our previous lesson, Israel was without the prophetic word from the Lord 

for about 400 years.  Since the prophet Malachi, Zechariah and Haggai returned with the exiles to Judea 

the word of the Lord had been silent after their passing.  Of course, they still had the Old Testament 

where God’s Word from previous generations was preserved, however no new revelation had occurred.  

In fact only one ruling office from the Old Covenant was still in operation and it as well had a period of 

cessation during the exile, which was the priesthood.  Thus, with the office of Prophet and King no longer 

occupied, the stewards and caretakers of the flock of Israel were the Levitical priests.  As the sole office 

overseeing the covenant community it was only proper that they would send a delegation to validate John 

the Baptist’s credentials.  We should not assume that this was an irregular occurrence in the religious life 

of Israel.  It was a period of anticipation under oppression by foreign lords, they were eager to seek 

deliverance from their covenant Lord.  In Acts 5:33-39, Gamaliel’s counsel reveals to us the rise of at 

least two “charismatic” individuals who “claimed to be somebody” seizing upon Israel’s hope of a 

deliverer.  It is assumed that one of these individuals was a source of the turmoil during the reign of 

Archelaus, which was a probable reason for Joseph being directed to Galilee rather than settling in Judea 

(Matt 2:21-23).  This background will help us to understand the purpose of the exchange we will be 

reviewing in our text.  Whether it was for good or ill intentions the priests and Levites were 

commissioned by Jerusalem to check out John the Baptist in the desert and clarify his credentials. 

The response that this delegation receives from John the Baptist must have caught them off guard.  

Staying consistent with his message, John, does not point the inquisitors to anything within himself but 

points them to Christ.  As we will see in a closer examination of this text, John does not seek glory for 

himself, but seeks to glorify Christ.  Just as the best man in a wedding does not seek to be the center of 

attention, he assists and serves the groom ensuring that union with the bride is not disrupted.  This is how 

John himself will describe his role later in this Gospel (John 3:29).  As a faithful witness (John 1:7-8) we 

see in this text that John fulfills his role by testifying about the Light (Christ) and appealing to his 

eyewitness testimony to substantiate the validity of his claims.   Although, John was quite ascetic (Matt 

11:18) embodying the ideals of those who seek to be “spiritually disciplined”, unlike those who engage in 

these practices resisted the tendency to look within to the inner light and look outside to Christ.  

Certainly, this was his true “purpose” in life as is stated in Luke 1:76-80: 
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And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to 
prepare his ways, to give knowledge of salvation to his people in the forgiveness of their sins, 
because of the tender mercy of our God, whereby the sunrise shall visit us from on high to give 
light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of 
peace." And the child grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness until the day 
of his public appearance to Israel. 

As we continue in our examination of this text let us be mindful of our own desires to look within to the 

inner light rather than looking outside of ourselves to Christ.  For it is in Christ alone, the Lamb of God, 

that we can be rescued from the darkness and be delivered from the “shadow of death”.     

Study Questions: 

1.  How long had it been since Israel had a prophet in their midst? 

 

2.  Why did the Jews ask if John was Elijah?  Does John contradict Jesus’ words in Matt 11:14 or Mark 
9:13? 

 

3.  Why are the Jews so persistent in making John give them an explanation of himself? 

 
 
4.  What was John the Baptist’s role in redemptive history?  Why was it significant? 
 
 

5.  Was John’s Baptism the same as ours? 

 
 
6. Why was Jesus, called the Lamb of God?  How could He possibly take away the sin of the world? 
 
 
 
7.  John almost repeats the statement from verse 15 here is verse 30, do you think this was a common 
theme of his message?  If so, how would we classify John’s message?  

 

8.  Do these events happen before, during or after the Baptism of Jesus? 

 

9.  What is and is not the Baptism of the Holy Spirit? 
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Lesson 4 Answers to Study Questions: 
 
1.  How long had it been since Israel had a prophet in their midst?  Was Israel missing anything by this 
extended vacancy? 

In this question we will be considering an issue that is not explicitly discussed in our text, however as 

stated in our introductory comments was lying beneath the surface of this exchange.  This is indicative 

from the initial exchange that occurs in verses 19-21 between the Jews and the Baptist: 

19And this is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask 
him, "Who are you?" 20He confessed, and did not deny, but confessed, "I am not the Christ." 
21And they asked him, "What then? Are you Elijah?" He said, "I am not." "Are you the Prophet?" 
And he answered, "No." 

We pointed out above that the period in history our text is recording was one of great anticipation since 

the prophetic word outside of the Scripture had experienced a period of cessation since Malachi.  This 

opinion is also expressed by Calvin in his commentary on this text:  “It was now a long time since they 

had the Prophets; John came suddenly and contrary to expectation; and the minds of all were aroused to 

expect the Messiah.  Besides, all entertained the belief that the coming of the Messiah was at hand.” 1 It is 

interesting that our text does not state that the Jews asked John if he was the Messiah they were just 

asking “Who are you?”  Nonetheless, in his response John the Baptist denies that he was the Christ.  In 

fact, here the apostle for the first time uses the emphatic “I” with the combination of εγω ουκ ειμι.  This 

seems to be intended to emphasize the Baptist’s denial that he was not the Christ.  Later in this Gospel, 

the apostle uses this construction in the “I am” statements made by Christ.  (This is significant due to the 

fact that this construction was also used in translating the Divine name in Exodus 3:14.)  As stated in our 

introductory comments, John the Baptist was probably not the first one to claim resumption to the role of 

prophet during this period.  However, as we know from history and the Scriptures he is the one who 

breaks the extended vacancy of this office. 

Before we move onto the follow up question we would be remiss in our duties if we did not deal with the 

one exception to this rule.  It has to do with the reports from Luke of prophets and prophetic words 

uttered about 30 years prior to this event.  We are specifically referring to Mary’s magnificant (Luke 

1:46-56), Zechariah’s prophecy (Luke 1:67-80 (quoted above)), Simeon’s prophecy (Luke 2:25-32) and 

Anna referred to as a “prophetess” (Luke 2:36-38).  At first glance all of these instances appear to be 

lending credibility to those who would promote a small “p” “gift of prophecy” that is not necessarily   

1 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 56 
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comparable to the revelation received through a large “P” office of Prophet that is, as authoritative as 

Scripture.  Although, we have never been confronted with these texts by the advocates of this view, we 

must concede that this appears to be a formidable argument.  In the event that advocates of this view were 

to appeal to these texts for support there is an inherent flaw with employing their support.  This flaw is 

known as making the exception the rule.  This period is the exception to the rule, since it is associated 

with the nativity of our Lord.  This was the fullness of time (Gal 4:4) and surely if there is one period in 

history that was filled with special revelation (i.e. angelic messages and prophecies) this was it.  

Therefore, we must conclude that the prophecies associated with the nativity recorded in Luke’s Gospel 

are not intended to be normative for the life of the Church.  This may, however, be indicative of a 

forthcoming period of special revelation that will accompany the Second Coming of our Lord. 2 

As we move onto answer the second part of the question it is incumbent upon us to provide a little 

background prior to offering a response.  To begin we should address the comment made above regarding 

two levels of special revelation one lesser and one greater, this is far fetched to say the least.  Do we 

believe in two gods one lesser and one greater?  We have one God who can only speak infallibly, 

inerrantly and authoritatively irregardless of it being unmediated (i.e. Sinai or Christ Himself) or mediated 

(i.e. through prophets, apostles or angels).  Relative to our topic at hand with prophets, Geerhardus Vos 

points out that this meaning is inherent with the Hebrew word ‘nabhi’ translated into English as prophet.  

He goes onto state: 

…Ex 4:16; 7:1; Jer 1:5-6. From these (passages) we learn that nabhi’ was understood as an 
appointed regular speaker for a divine superior, whose speech carries the authority of the 
latter…The prophet’s business lies in the sphere of speaking.  And this speaking is not ordinary 
speaking, as in ordinary life one man might speak representatively for another.  It is a unique 
representation conveying divine authority and, in a measure, divine omnipotence, and these are 
based on divine communication.  Jehovah touches the mouth and puts the words there, and they 
clearly acquire the effect of divine words. 3 

Thus, we must realize that the claim of the prophet is nothing that should be taken lightly.  The prophet is 

speaking for God and when God speaks it carries the authority to bind one’s conscience.  

Another important item to note before we move on is to understand the prophet’s role in the Old 

Covenant.  The exodus and wanderings in the wilderness represented the period of the second most 

significant disclosure of God’s special revelation that has ever been revealed.  The people heard God’s 

voice, however out of fear they pled for Moses to be the mediator between them and God.  Moses was no 

ordinary prophet (Deut 34:10-12 and Num 12:5-8), as noted in our previous lessons, he was God’s  

2 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) p 304 
3 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) p 192-193 
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ordained mediator to deliver the full disclosure of God’s law in the Pentateuch.  The role of all subsequent 

prophets to the nation of Israel was not to add or take away from this disclosure (Deut 4:2), but to call the 

people back to covenant fidelity.  Thus, the primary scope of the subsequent prophets was not to reveal 

new information, but to confront the people with a re-announcement of curses and blessings recorded in 

the Pentateuch (Deut 27 and 28).  This is not to advocate the idea that there was no new revelation 

provided (i.e. further refinement and definition on how God’s ultimate promise would unfold), however it 

was not the primary role.  Therefore, many have called the prophets of the Old Covenant “covenant 

lawyers” or “covenant enforcement mediators”.  Geerhardus Vos makes this point in the following 

statement: 

The prophets identify this old ideal from which Israel has departed with their own teaching.  
Nowhere do they make a distinction between what Jehovah once demanded and what He now 
demands.  None of the prophets ever betrays that his teaching appears to him in the light of an 
innovation.  Though they were aware that their teaching marked an advance upon what lay 
before, yet they never indicate that there was an advance in the principles upheld.  By these 
constant principles they judge the conduct of Israel. 4   

Moreover, the utterances and announcements proclaimed by these subsequent prophets were 

inscripturated and added to the collection of canonical documents.  This would ensure that these words 

from God would not be forgotten or unknown to subsequent generations.  Thus, at the death of the “last” 

Old Testament prophet the special revelation for that period was sufficient for that time.  Therefore, we 

can conclude that Israel during this period of “prophetic cessation” was not missing anything.  The 

prophets were still speaking to them through the written word until the fullness of time. 

Before we conclude it is only right and proper to return to our text and tie it together with the apparent 

detour we were making above.  We need to clarify that we are not saying that the Old Testament was 

sufficient for all time.  It even qualifies itself as insufficient for all time and this is evident within the text 

at hand.  There is an important use of the article here in ο προφητης.  This is a substantive use of the 

article, which indicates the apostle had a specific prophet in mind.5 Although, John was a prophet (the 

greatest prophet of the OT according to Christ – Matt 11:11) he is careful to distinguish that he is not “the 

Prophet” that Moses foretold of in Deuteronomy 18:15-19: 

"The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your 
brothers—it is to him you shall listen— just as you desired of the LORD your God at Horeb on 
the day of the assembly, when you said, 'Let me not hear again the voice of the LORD my God or 
see this great fire any more, lest I die.'  And the LORD said to me, 'They are right in what they 
have spoken. I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers.  And I will  

4 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) p 284 
5 S.M. Baugh, 1 John Reader (Philadelphia: P&R, 1999) 83 
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put my words in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him. And whoever will 
not listen to my words that he shall speak in my name, I myself will require it of him. 

John the Baptist knew his role and he knew what was coming in redemptive history.  The nation of Israel 

was anticipating the arrival of the Prophet foretold by Moses and John the Baptist knew this.  Thus, 

unprovoked he clarifies that he is not this Prophet, but announces that He is with them now.  We know 

that this promise announced by Moses was fulfilled in Christ (Acts 3:18-26).  The Prophet, par excellence 

is Christ who is the climax of special revelation.  Just as we do not expect successors to His other offices 

(i.e. Priest and King) we should not expect there to be successors to this office beyond what has been 

written.  

2.  Why did the Jews ask if John was Elijah?  Does John contradict Jesus’ words in Matt 11:14 or Mark 
9:13? 

In this lesson we will continue our examination of the first three verses of our text by focusing on one of 

the questions the inquisitors had to John the Baptist.  Our text in this question is as follows: 

19And this is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask 
him, "Who are you?" 20He confessed, and did not deny, but confessed, "I am not the Christ." 
21And they asked him, "What then? Are you Elijah?" He said, "I am not." "Are you the Prophet?" 
And he answered, "No." 

The people of God were expecting a visitation from Elijah the prophet prior to the advent of the Messiah.  

As we can see in our text above John is asked who he claims to be and responds emphatically that he was 

not the Christ or Messiah.  Once that clarification was announced the next question to John was if he was 

Elijah.  Naturally, this would have been the next question that the religious leaders would have asked to 

someone who was making proclamation in the manner as John.  One wonders if these questions weren’t 

already predetermined by the religious leaders who were probably dispatched whenever someone was 

making proclamation outside of the religious establishment (i.e. Jerusalem temple or synagogues).  A 

similar scene may have occurred a generation earlier with the events referenced by Gamaliel in Acts 5 

discussed in our opening remarks.  Moreover, one may also wonder whether these inquisitors already 

knew the answers to there questions to John.  Remember John was of Levitical descent, his father 

Zechariah was ministering in the temple when his birth was announced.  Thus, it would have been highly 

likely that the inquisitors in this scene who came out to see John were his relatives or close family friends.  

Thus, before even asking this question they may have already known that John was not Elijah who had 

ascended into heaven in a chariot.  John was the son of Zechariah who was possibly their uncle or distant 

relative.  The Scriptures do not mention much about his childhood, however they seem to suggest that 

John was not raised in Jerusalem or Judea.  In Luke 1:80, referenced above, it suggests that John lived in 
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the desert from a young age until his public ministry.  This does not necessarily confirm or deny the 

possibility that John would have known these inquisitors very well. Nonetheless, it is reasonable to 

assume that these inquisitors knew about him, the long lost cousin who went off into the desert. 

Another possibility is that the inquisitors were genuinely curious if John was some type of incarnation of 

Elijah or Elijah himself.  They may have been familiar with the prophetic writings of Malachi and were 

able to make a connection between them and John’s message.  Let us take a closer look at what they may 

have been considering, Malachi 4:1-5 is as follows: 

1"For behold, the day is coming, burning like an oven, when all the arrogant and all evildoers 
will be stubble. The day that is coming shall set them ablaze, says the LORD of hosts, so that it 
will leave them neither root nor branch. 2But for you who fear my name, the sun of righteousness 
shall rise with healing in its wings. You shall go out leaping like calves from the stall. 3And you 
shall tread down the wicked, for they will be ashes under the soles of your feet, on the day when I 
act, says the LORD of hosts. 4 "Remember the law of my servant Moses, the statutes and rules 
that I commanded him at Horeb for all Israel. 5 "Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before 
the great and awesome day of the LORD comes. 6And he will turn the hearts of fathers to their 
children and the hearts of children to their fathers, lest I come and strike the land with a decree 
of utter destruction." (Emphasis added) 

In this text the prophet is describing things that will happen prior to the day of the Lord in verse 1.  In 

verse 5-6 the prophet indicates that Elijah will come during that period to call Israel back to the Lord.  In 

calling back Israel to the Lord we would expect Elijah to proclaim and warn them of the forthcoming 

trials described in verse 1.  Keep this in mind while we review John the Baptist’s message during this 

time: 

10Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear good 
fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 11 "I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who 
is coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you 
with the Holy Spirit and fire. 12His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing 
floor and gather his wheat into the barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire."  
(Matthew 3:10-12, emphasis added) 

The message of John the Baptist as quoted in the text above seems to characterize the message that the 

prophet Malachi would have assigned to “Elijah”.  This was a message of judgment and warning, which 

was characteristic of the Old Covenant prophets.  Incidentally, the sign of baptism, that John was in the 

desert administering, is itself a symbol of judgment (this we will develop in a subsequent question).  

Nonetheless, it seems to be evident that the Jews of John’s day were expecting a physical incarnation of 

the prophet Elijah.6  This is a good segue into our follow up question relative to the apparent competing  

6 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) p 314 
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versus in our text with our Lord’s words in Matt 11:14 or Mark 9:13.  Although, there was most likely 

skepticism and/or curiosity the Jews referred to in our text were compelled to ask John if he was Elijah.   

As we move into our follow up question it would be appropriate to actually deal with the texts at issue.  

We will begin with the passage in Matthew where our Lord says, “For all the Prophets and the Law 

prophesied until John, and if you are willing to accept it, he is Elijah who is to come.”  These comments 

are made within the context of our Lord’s response to John’s disciples delivering a message from him in 

prison.  In this instance the statement was unprovoked and not responding to a direct question about this 

issue.  However, our Lord here voluntarily interprets the times as a fulfillment of Malachi’s prophecy.  

We will move onto to the next passage and then respond to both at the same time.  The passage in Mark 

our Lord says, “Elijah does come first to restore all things. And how is it written of the Son of Man that 

he should suffer many things and be treated with contempt? But I tell you that Elijah has come, and they 

did to him whatever they pleased, as it is written of him.”  These comments are made just after the 

transfiguration when Elijah actually did appear with Moses on the mountain when the disciples beheld 

our Lord’s glory.  The statement is in response to a direct question about the text in Malachi indicating 

that Elijah must come before Him.   

Clearly, it appears that these texts that are indicating that John was Elijah appear to be in conflict with our 

text where John denies that he was Elijah.  So how do we deal with this?  As stated above it is apparent 

that the anticipation of the Jews was that a literal physical incarnation of Elijah the Tishbite would occur 

prior to the advent of Messiah.  Thus, if this is truly what the text in Malachi meant, then we are on the 

horns of a dilemma.  Nonetheless, as we reexamine the responses that our Lord made, it seems more 

appropriate that He is advocating a figurative fulfillment.  Hence, the phrase “if you are willing to accept 

it” lends itself to a much more figurative way of looking at the situation.  In his commentary on this text, 

John Calvin explains this solution to the dilemma as follows:         

Why do they name Elijah rather than Moses?  It was because they learned from the prediction of 
Malachi, (4:2, 5) that when the Messiah, the Sun of Righteousness, should arise, Elijah would be 
the morning star to announce his approach.  But the question is founded on a false opinion that 
the soul of a man departs out of one body into another, when the Prophet Malachi announces that 
Elijah would be sent, they imagined that the same Elijah, who lived under the reign of king Ahab, 
(1 Kings 17:1) was to come.  It is therefore a just and true reply which John makes, that he is not 
Elijah; for he speaks according to the opinion which they attached words; but Christ, giving the 
true interpretation of the Prophet, affirms that John is Elijah (Matt 11:14; Mark 9:13).7 

Therefore, we may conclude that John’s statement in our text does not contradict with our Lord’s  

7 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 57 
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interpretation of the text in Malachi.  In fact it is our Lord who provides the proper interpretation and 

corrects the misconception of that time.  We can rest assured that the only contradiction between these 

texts is an apparent one.  This apparent contradiction can be harmonized and explained to confirm the 

conclusion we have made.   

3.  Why are the Jews so persistent in making John give them an explanation of himself? 

In this question we will expand upon the motivations of the Jews persistent inquisition of John the Baptist 

in the desert.  During this consideration we will move into the next four verses of our text, which are as 

follows: 

22So they said to him, "Who are you? We need to give an answer to those who sent us. What do 
you say about yourself?" 23He said, "I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, 'Make 
straight the way of the Lord,' as the prophet Isaiah said." 24(Now they had been sent from the 
Pharisees.) 25They asked him, "Then why are you baptizing, if you are neither the Christ, nor 
Elijah, nor the Prophet?" 

As briefly eluded too in our opening comments to this section, a delegation of inquisitors were dispatched 

from the religious establishment with the mandate of finding out who John the Baptist claimed to be.  

Their deployment suggests that John’s following was probably growing in number, which from their 

perspective may have been problematic in inciting instability within the region.  Although we are not told 

if the inquisitors believed the prophetic writings and were anticipating Messiah or if they were merely 

following orders from the religious establishment seeking to maintain power, as caretakers to the people 

of God they were responsible to validate the credentials of those who claimed to speak for God.     

Before moving further in answering this question we need to deal with an interesting insight here in our 

text.  In verse 24, there is a parenthetical statement that lets the reader know that these next waves of 

questions are made by the Pharisees.  However, in the first series of questions we are told that Jews sent 

from the priests and Levites were inquiring.  It is possible that the Jews who sent the priests and Levites 

were Pharisees as well.  However, it is more likely that the priests and Levites belonged to the Sadducee 

party who shared power with, yet opposed the party of the Pharisees.  Thus, we must consider whether 

these questions are asked during the same event or at a different time.  The text suggests that these 

questions are asked during the same event, since verse 25 (asked by the Pharisees) is building on verse 21 

(asked by the priests and Levites).  Thus, we must conclude that there were two separate delegations that 

were in the desert inquiring of John the Baptist in the scene our text is describing.     

As we return to our task of answering the question in this lesson, we will be introduced to a topic that will 

be repeated with regularity as we continue through this Gospel.  One explanation that we think is the 
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correct answer is that the inquisitors were growing impatient with the dialogue and were seeking the sign 

for John to validate his credentials as one who was speaking for God.  In this Gospel the apostle John will 

continually reinforce the importance of this protocol in recounting the miracles that our Lord performed 

validating His own credentials. Although there will be several opportunities to demonstrate this point as 

we continue in the study of the Gospel, we thought it would be appropriate to emphasize here that this 

was nothing new to the people of God.  This is the way that God’s messengers had assured His people 

that the word’s that were being spoken, were from Him.  Thus, we will here conduct a brief survey of 

some of the examples of this throughout redemptive history. 

We will first look at the prophet par excellence from the Old Testament, foreshadowing Christ to come, 

Moses.  It is in him that this protocol of signs and wonder being used to authenticate God’s message is 

most evident.  We will begin with the call of Moses found in Exodus 4.  First God tells Moses to turn his 

staff into a serpent and second God tells Moses to place his hand in his garment turning it leprous.  These 

were two examples of miraculous signs that were designed to compel the people of Israel and Egypt to 

listen to Moses.  We find this explanation in Exodus 4:8-9: 

8"If they will not believe you," God said, "or listen to the first sign, they may believe the latter 
sign. 9If they will not believe even these two signs or listen to your voice, you shall take some 
water from the Nile and pour it on the dry ground, and the water that you shall take from the Nile 
will become blood on the dry ground." 

Moses was worried that nobody would listen or believe the words that he was proclaiming, thus he would 

be an ineffective mediator/deliverer.  However, God assured Moses that the people would listen and after 

many evidences even Pharaoh would listen (Ex 3:19).  In drawing parallels between the similarities in the 

mediatorial roles of Moses and Jesus, Meredith Kline points to the integral role that signs played in their 

ministries.  “In each case these are characterized as ‘signs’ and they serve in part to attest the divine 

authorization of the mediator’s mission.”8 The next example we will look at is found in Numbers 17, 

which was in the aftermath of Korah’s rebellion.  Even after a great judgment consumed the rebellious 

Levites, challenges to Aaron’s role as High Priest were still being made.  However, this appointment did 

not come from mere man it was revealed to Moses through God Himself.  Therefore, God took it upon 

Himself to ensure that there was no question about this revelation through the performance of a 

miraculous sign.  As a result, God directed Moses to gather twelve rods to represent all the tribes of Israel, 

which were to be placed before the Lord.  God announced that the rod of His chosen representative would 

sprout and picking up in Numbers 17:8-11 we read about the outcome: 

8 Meredith Kline (2007) The Structure of Biblical Authority (Eugene, OR:  Wipf & Stock 1989), 189 
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8On the next day Moses went into the tent of the testimony, and behold, the staff of Aaron for the 
house of Levi had sprouted and put forth buds and produced blossoms, and it bore ripe almonds. 
9Then Moses brought out all the staffs from before the LORD to all the people of Israel. And 
they looked, and each man took his staff. 10And the LORD said to Moses, "Put back the staff of 
Aaron before the testimony, to be kept as a sign for the rebels, that you may make an end of their 
grumblings against me, lest they die." 

Aaron’s rod was essentially a walking staff and God caused this dead peace of wood to “put forth 

buds…blossoms, and …almonds.”  This miraculous sign was a powerful validation of Moses’ credentials 

as God’s authorized messenger.  It was also stored in the ark of the testimony as a perpetual reminder to 

subsequent generations of what God decreed.  This is just one of many marvelous miraculous signs that 

were performed during the period of the Exodus.  These were no ordinary events, however were designed 

to make it abundantly clear that the Lord is God and ensure that Moses was God’s chosen messenger.  

These numerous miraculous acts are summarized in Scripture and point the people back to God’s works 

among His people.  The people were reminded of these acts prior to entering the promise land as we read 

in Deuteronomy: 

34Or has any god ever attempted to go and take a nation for himself from the midst of another 
nation, by trials, by signs, by wonders, and by war, by a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, 
and by great deeds of terror, all of which the LORD your God did for you in Egypt before your 
eyes? 35To you it was shown, that you might know that the LORD is God; there is no other 
besides him. (Deut 4:34-35) 

22And the LORD showed signs and wonders, great and grievous, against Egypt and against 
Pharaoh and all his household, before our eyes. (Deut 6:22) 

19the great trials that your eyes saw, the signs, the wonders, the mighty hand, and the 
outstretched arm, by which the LORD your God brought you out. So will the LORD your God do 
to all the peoples of whom you are afraid. Deut (7:19) 

All of these examples establish the use of signs and wonders as authentications that God has worked 

and/or spoken.  These were not normal everyday occurrences, but mighty acts that demonstrated God’s 

power and authority to bind the consciences of men with His word.  For the great majority of the signs 

and wonders during this period God utilized His authorized represented, Moses to bring about these 

mighty acts. As we have seen throughout redemptive history, however this method of God authenticating 

His message and messengers through signs and wonders did not cease during the period of the Exodus.  It 

continued throughout the theocratic period, a notable example would be Elijah’s encounter with the 

prophets of Baal in 1 Kings 18:20-39.  It even continued during the exile in Babylon as we recall Daniel 

in the lion’s den or his three friends in the furnace.  However, after the return of the exilic community as 

we’ve indicated in prior lessons these signs and extra-canonical revelation ceased and the words of Psalm 

74:9 were fulfilled: 
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9We do not see our signs; there is no longer any prophet, and there is none among us who knows 
how long. 

As we read in this Psalm there is a presupposition that prophecy is accompanied by the validating signs 

and wonders to confirm there authenticity.  We have taken this time to lay a ground work for the rest of 

this study to help us realize that miracles, signs and wonders were not everyday occurrences in biblical 

times.  They were not random or induced by the exertion of pious prayer or acts of faith.  These miracles, 

signs and wonders had a purpose of validating credentials and authenticating the messenger of God.  They 

assured the listening audience that this man speaking things about God was sent by Him and his words 

should be heeded.  And after a long period of cessation, the nation of Israel was on the brink of 

encountering these acts again.  The period of our Lord was the most significant period of miracles, signs 

and wonders since the time of the Exodus.  We will argue that this period actually surpassed that of the 

Exodus.  And as we continue our study we should keep the importance of this period in mind.  Unless 

special revelation was accompanied by these signs and wonders, we have no reason to suspect that God 

has spoken.  Thus, we have further reason to refrain from lending credibility to those who advocate a 

modern day gift of prophecy supporting our conclusions in previous lessons.  Since the common practice 

of this “gift” is not accompanied by authentic signs and wonders.  Although, we have taken some time on 

material that is not explicitly in our text, in the next several chapters we will be inundated with these 

things.  As we encounter this material in the study let us recall this lesson, which seeks to inform our 

readers that this pattern is not foreign to Scripture. 

Hence we can ascribe the inquisitor’s persistence in seeking an answer from John the Baptist as an 

attempt to validate his credentials.  Nonetheless, we are not informed by the Scriptures of John the Baptist 

ever performing any signs or wonders.  This, however, does not suggest that he was not sent from God 

since there was ultimately a sign that authenticated John’s message.  We would argue that the 

authenticating sign was Christ Himself, beginning with His baptism and His entire earthly ministry.  In 

fact this we will find was John’s response to his inquisitors in the subsequent verses. 

4.  What was John the Baptist’s role in redemptive history?  Why was it significant? 
 
In this question we will be considering the purpose and goal of John the Baptist’s ministry in redemptive 

history.  This role is eluded too in John’s response to his inquisitors and it is this exchange we will be 

considering in the following verses of our text: 

 
22So they said to him, "Who are you? We need to give an answer to those who sent us. What do 
you say about yourself?" 23He said, "I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, 'Make 
straight the way of the Lord,' as the prophet Isaiah said." 24(Now they had been sent from the 
Pharisees.) 25They asked him, "Then why are you baptizing, if you are neither the Christ, nor 
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Elijah, nor the Prophet?"  26John answered them, "I baptize with water, but among you stands 
one you do not know, 27even he who comes after me, the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy 
to untie." 28These things took place in Bethany across the Jordan, where John was baptizing. 

After dealing primarily with the context of this scene and the motivations of the inquisitors we now turn 

to John the Baptist and consider his role in God’s drama of redemption.  We will begin our assessment of 

John the Baptist by first examining his response to the inquisitors in this scene.  His initial response is a 

quotation taken from the prophetic writings of Isaiah, “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, 

‘Make straight the way of the Lord…’”It is evident from this response that a major role of John the 

Baptist was one of preparation.  This is further reinforced when reviewed in the context of the original 

writings, which would be beneficial for us to review at this time: 

3 A voice cries: "In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD; make straight in the desert a 
highway for our God.4 Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; 
the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain.5 And the glory of the LORD 
shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together, for the mouth of the LORD has spoken." 6A 
voice says, "Cry!" And I said, "What shall I cry?" All flesh is grass, and all its beauty is like the 
flower of the field. 7The grass withers, the flower fades when the breath of the LORD blows on 
it; surely the people are grass.  (Isaiah 40:1-7) 

Although it is evident that either John the Baptist or the apostle are paraphrasing, the sense of Isaiah 40:3-

4 remains consistent in our own text.  However, reviewing the quote within the original context helps to 

provide a more robust understanding of what our first century audience would have understood about the 

role of John the Baptist.  First, we can observe that the implications of this quote infer that at this period 

of redemptive history things had to be “crooked”, thus the need for them to be “straightened”.  Moreover, 

the imagery of the valleys being lifted up and the mountain/hills being lowered implies that a “leveling” 

was necessary.  Thus, we can reasonable assume that God is revealing through the prophet that a 

condition of injustice would need to be corrected or begin being rectified prior to the advent of the 

Messiah.  When we consider our Lord’s interaction with the religious leaders of His day it is evident that 

this injustice could possibly be the unnecessary burdens they were laying on the lay people of that day.  

This would explain the location of John the Baptist’s ministry being out in the wilderness as opposed to 

the religious center in Jerusalem.  This concept of leveling is repeated by the prophet in Isaiah 49 after 

describing the ministry of God’s servant in verses 1-10 in verse 11 he indicates, “And I will make all my 

mountains a road, and my highways shall be raised up.”  Thus, this great “leveling” that will be 

accomplished by the Servant of God will begin its preparation with His forerunner.  The inquisitors may 

have been surprised that in this instance, appeal was not made to the prophetic writings of Malachi.  

However, this helps us to understand that John’s ministry was characteristic of the whole corpus of the 

prophetic witness.  This point is picked up in the following comment by Michael Horton:     
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John the Baptist is not only the “forerunner” in view but stands in their prophetic line as 
prosecutors of God’s covenant curses.  Defending the covenant and sharply rebuking its violators, 
John the Baptist prepares a people for Jesus as the shadows of the law prepare the way for the 
reality of the gospel and the old covenant prepares to give way to the new.  …John stands in the 
river, baptizing for repentance, answering the people’s questions about his identity (“Are you the 
promised prophet?”) by extending one last prophetic finger toward the Coming one. 9 

As Horton points out John the Baptist stands in the line of the prophets who were God’s covenant 

prosecutors pronouncing to the people the curses for their disloyalty.  He goes on to rightly identify John 

as the “last” of a long line of prophets that God had sent to His people appealing to them to turn back to 

Him.  We will come back to this point before we conclude this question, however let us first move onto 

the subsequent discussion in our specific text. 

The inquisition responds to this quotation as if they were perturbed with his elusive response directly 

challenging his authority to baptize.  It is implicit from there response that only someone with the right 

credentials was authorized to administer this sacrament.  As we see in our text, John indicates that the 

Servant of the one who authorized him would soon validate his credentials.  At this point we would like 

to examine the significance of the sign of baptism and return to our comments from the question 2 

answer, which included reference to the synoptic gospels. Specifically we have in mind Matthew 3:11, 

which states "I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is mightier than I, 

whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.”  John was 

proclaiming that two subsequent baptisms would occur with the emergence of the Messiah.  The first is 

easily identified as the baptism of the Holy Spirit, which is manifested in the book of Acts during the 

Pentecost experiences.  Some may also assume that the baptism of fire is in apposition with the baptism 

of the Holy Spirit.  However, many biblical scholars have pointed out that this is not the case and the 

baptism of fire is distinct from the baptism of the Holy Spirit.  Moreover, the baptism of fire is 

referencing a coming judgment that fits the overall context of the preceding and succeeding verses.  This 

point is supported in the following comments by Geerhardus Vos: 

The ‘fire’ specified as one of the two elements in which the Coming One will baptize is 
undoubetedly the fire of judgment, not, therefore, a synonym, but the opposite of the Holy Spirit.  
Mark omits reference to the ‘fire,’ and names only the Holy Spirit.  If the Holy Spirit stands for 
the salvation-element, the advent as coinciding, a feature in which likewise he reproduces the Old 
Testament standpoint.  The phraseology of this earlier stage of the preaching is largely derived 
from Mal 4, that in which the Evangelists speak of it from Is 40. 10 

Furthermore it is supported in the following comments by Meredith Kline: 

9 Michael S. Horton A Better Way: Rediscovering the Drama of Christ-Centered Worship (Grand Rapids, MI; Baker, 2002) 100 
10 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) p 314 
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Baptism symbolizes the divine judgment ordeal and, indeed, the curse of death.  The outstanding 
water ordeals of the Old Testament are identified in the New Testament as baptisms.  (On the 
Noahic Deluge ordeal see 1 Pet 3:20-22; and for the Red Sea ordeal see 1 Cor 10:1,2.)  John the 
forerunner describes Messiah’s impending judgment of the covenant community as a baptism and 
he interpreted his own ministry of water baptism as symbolic of that (Matt 3:11, 12).  Also, Jesus 
referred to his death on the cross as a baptism (Luke 12:50). 11 

In Vos’ comments there is an interesting connection that is eluded too between John the Baptist’s words 

and the prophet Isaiah.  It is possible that the point that is being made is between the reference in Isaiah 

40 the “people are like grass” with the Baptist’s comments in Matthew 3:12, “His winnowing fork is in 

his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat into the barn, but the chaff he will burn 

with unquenchable fire.”  Although we would hesitate to assert the connection boldly, it appears to be a 

reasonable explanation of the meaning in the prophet Isaiah.  As Kline points out, baptism as a sign 

symbolizes judgment and goes on to rightly draw the connection with Christ’s own reference to His death 

as a “baptism”.  Moreover, the reference to Noah and the Red Sea add strength and support to the 

conclusion that baptism symbolizes judgment.  This judgment is executed upon unbelievers and covenant 

breakers, however carries the same symbolism when associated with believers.  For, “Do you not know 

that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?” (Rom 6:3) Our 

baptism into Christ identifies us and symbolizes our being united with His “baptism” on the cross (Rom 

6:4).  However, the believer does not receive the judgment he/she deserves it is imputed to Christ who 

bears it for them.  

We have taken the time to demonstrate how the sign that John was administering in the desert was a 

symbol of judgment.  This was an appropriate symbolism for John and his ministry, which we mentioned 

above, was the last in the line of the Old Covenant prophets.  Considering the parable of vineyard (Luke 

20:9-18), John would fit in as the third and final slave that was sent to the tenants before the landlord sent 

his son.  This was John’s role in the history of redemption, which would reveal that the tenants would 

inevitably reject the landlord and kill the son.  Thus, he sought to warn the people of this impending 

judgment, call them to repentance and point them to Christ the promised one who would crush the head of 

the serpent.  Those who heeded the call to repentance then underwent a sign that symbolized the judgment 

to come and awaited the Bridegroom to be revealed.  And as was foretold (1 Pet 1:20) the Lord of glory 

was rejected by His own (John 1:11), who proclaimed “His blood be on us and our children” (Matt 

27:25).  These words were fulfilled as the blood of the Lord of glory incurred the judgment of the 

subsequent generation when Jerusalem was destroyed.  As John proclaimed the axe is laid at the root and    

11 Meredith Kline (2007) Kingdom Prologue Genesis Foundations for a Covenantal Worldview (Eugene, OR:  Wipf & Stock 2006), 317 
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the tree that does not bear fruit would be cast into the fire (Matt 3:11).  When our Lord appeared the tree 

was found to be lacking fruit (Matt 21:18-19) and thus underwent a devastating judgment. 

As the holy covenant community of the Lord, Israel’s purpose was to preserve the “seed” that would 

eventually crush the head of the serpent.  Moreover, during the theocratic period Israel was a 

foreshadowing of Christ being called God’s Son. (Hosea 11:1)  Throughout their history, however they 

had failed to keep the covenant they made with the Lord on Sinai and underwent exile from the land. By 

God’s grace they were restored to the Promised Land and sought during the time of Ezra to renew the 

Sinaitic covenant (Neh 9-10).  As is evident from history, God did not allow a total restoration of the 

theocratic kingdom manifested in the nation being ruled by foreigners.  As they sought zealously to do 

everything in their power by purifying the community in order to regain God’s favor, they missed signs of 

the times.  Starting with John the Baptist God began to prepare the way for the Promised Seed who had a 

mission to fulfill the covenant on behalf of His people.  John was a witness who testified to this coming 

and proclaimed to the people to repent and be spared from a coming judgment.    

5.  Was John’s Baptism the same as ours? 

In this question we will be considering the differences and similarities between John’s baptism and ours. 

During this consideration we will continue to examine the following verses: 

 
26John answered them, "I baptize with water, but among you stands one you do not know, 
27even he who comes after me, the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie." 28These 
things took place in Bethany across the Jordan, where John was baptizing. 

 
In preparing to answer this question, second thoughts began to enter into our mind as the challenges of 

this response proved to be very difficult.  Nonetheless, as those who seek to understand the Scripture we 

know that these types of formidable challenges arise periodically.  Sometimes the challenge may be 

beyond our level of knowledge and this may be one of those questions that we are not fully qualified to 

answer.  However, being serious students of the Scriptures and unwilling to concede to the limits of our 

knowledge as an excuse to punt, we will endeavor to provide a reasonable, biblical, yet humble response. 

 
As we embark on our journey to respond to this question it would be prudent if we defined what mean by 

our baptism.  In order to do this we will quote the following statement from the Westminster Larger 

Catechism (LC): 

 

 Q 165: What is baptism? 

A: Baptism is a sacrament of the new testament, wherein Christ hath ordained the washing with 
water in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, to be a sign and seal of 
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ingrafting into himself, of remission of sins by his blood, and regeneration by his Spirit; of 
adoption, and resurrection unto everlasting life; and whereby the parties baptized are solemnly 
admitted into the visible church, and enter into an open and professed engagement to be wholly 
and only the Lord’s. 

 

In considering this definition from the LC one will notice that there is a very important element included 

in our baptism that was missing in John’s.  That important element is the Trinitarian formula, which is the 

name pronounced during all baptismal administrations.  Moreover, when one is illumined to the fact that 

in the old covenant there was a practice of proselyte-baptism prior to circumcision for all converts to 

Judaism that may have influenced John’s use of the rite, it seems as if the response to our question is very 

simple and we can conclude the answer now.  However, explanations to these objections can be provided 

to further manifest the complications associated with this question. 

 

First, the objection that John’s baptism is different than ours fails to take into account the historical 

context of his ministry.  Moreover, one cannot simply ignore the numerous similarities that our definition 

has with the biblical data known about John’s baptism.  In fact, there are proof texts provided for the 

definition above and statements within the Confession on baptism that reference John’s baptism for 

support.  We must take into account that our Lord’s commandment to baptize in the Trinitarian name was 

given after John had already been martyred for the faith.  All subsequent administrations of this sacrament 

included this formula, however the addition of this formula did not invalidate all of those that had been 

previously administered.  (Including those administered by the apostles, which we will see in John 4).  

This we believe is the strongest biblical support for the continuity between John’s baptism and ours.  That 

is, all of those converts who underwent John’s baptism including the apostles and the 120 disciples on the 

day of Pentecost were not re-baptized with the inclusion of the Trinitarian formula.  We will come back to 

this after addressing the proselyte-baptism view. 

 

Second, the objection that the characteristics of John’s baptism were more conducive to being classified 

as the old covenant proselyte-baptism than ours, rely too much on extra-biblical support.  Geerhardus Vos 

points out that the intent of this ceremony employed by the Levitical priests on proselytes was to perform 

a symbolic cleansing of the unclean Gentile after they underwent the sacrament of circumcision.  He goes 

onto argue that John the Baptist did not appeal to unclean pagans, but to the nation of Israel.12 We should 

mention that RC Sproul actually would see this as strength to supporting the relationship between two.  

He would argue that John’s use of this rite upon the Jews emphasized that they were just as “unclean” in 

God’s sight as the surrounding Gentiles.  Although, we would concede that this view is appealing, the 

lack of Scriptural support should preclude it as a formidable argument to deny the continuity between  
12 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) p 316 
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John’s baptism and ours.  This question needs to be settled within the realm of the Scriptures. We have 

already pointed out a very formidable argument from Scripture above, however this view is seriously 

challenged by another passage.  We will dedicate the rest of our response to an examination of it. 

 

1And it happened that while Apollos was at Corinth, Paul passed through the inland country and 
came to Ephesus. There he found some disciples. 2And he said to them, "Did you receive the 
Holy Spirit when you believed?" And they said, "No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy 
Spirit." 3And he said, "Into what then were you baptized?" They said, "Into John’s baptism." 
4And Paul said, "John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in the 
one who was to come after him, that is, Jesus." 5On hearing this, they were baptized in the name 
of the Lord Jesus. 6And when Paul had laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and 
they began speaking in tongues and prophesying.  (Acts 19:1-6) 

 
Certainly it appears that this passage provides formidable support to those who seek to distinguish John’s 

baptism from ours.  When we arrive at verse five it seems to be a clear cut case that the Ephesian’s were 

re-baptised. There are difficulties in utilizing this text, however to support this conclusion.  First, this is a 

narrative passage that is speaking of an event that occurred in history.  There is no explicit instruction 

provide to guide our understanding that was repeated anywhere else.  Second, in the previous section of 

chapter 18 Apollos is noted to be a follower of John and there was no indication that he underwent a “re-

baptism” when he gained a fuller knowledge of the truth.  Third, Paul tells the believers that John’s was a 

baptism of repentance, which sounds strangely familiar to Peter’s admonition to the 3000 to repent and be 

baptized (Acts 2:38).  Fourth, we do have clear didactic passages in Scripture that indicate we are to have 

one baptism (Eph 4:5).  Finally, we would refer back to our earlier appeal to the fact that none of the early 

disciples or apostles are said to have been re-baptized after already undergoing John’s baptism.  Thus, we 

would advocate that there is strong biblical evidence that appears to be in conflict with this passage. 

 

This then begs the question, what is this passage saying if it is not saying that these Ephesian’s were not 

re-baptized?  Well, if we recall John indicated that another was coming that would baptize with the Holy 

Spirit and fire.  It seems more likely that this passage is not recording an invalidation of the Ephesian’s 

prior baptism, but a completion of it.  Thus, in order to avoid a contradiction with the aforementioned 

biblical references it is more appropriate to interpret this text as the Ephesians being baptized into the 

Holy Spirit and not being given the sign of water baptism again.   It would seem strange that the Apostle 

would write to these Ephesians years after this event indicating that there was only one baptism (Eph 4:5) 

if he already re-baptized them.  We must conclude then with Calvin that the only difference between 

John’s baptism and ours is that he “baptized in him who was to come” and “we are baptized in him who  
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had already been revealed.”13 Although, this was an interesting discussion that challenged us to work with 

the biblical data to provide the appropriate response, we should not lose sight of what John was doing in 

the desert.  To remind us of the context of John’s mission and the reason he administered the sign of 

baptism we will conclude with the following quote by Michael Horton: 

 

John baptized in water, preparing a people for the Messiah, but it was the Messiah himself whose 
baptism would not only anticipate the outpouring of the Spirit but inaugurate that outpouring.  
But always this baptism is overshadowed by the baptism that he himself will have to undergo 
(Matt 20:22; Luke 12:50) in order for the baptism that he gives to be effective, and this is already 
indicated here, with the Baptist’s announcement, “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the 
sin of the work!” The ram caught in the thicket, as a substitute for Isaac, appears now not as 
shadow but as reality. 14 

 
Regardless if we underwent pre or post ascension baptismal administration it is only effective in 

communicating grace due to the baptism that our Lord underwent.  As was stated in the catechism above 

baptism is “to be a sign and seal of ingrafting into himself, of remission of sins by his blood, and 

regeneration by his Spirit; of adoption, and resurrection unto everlasting life…”  In our baptism these 

promises will be ours by faith in the risen Lord. 

 
6. Why was Jesus, called the Lamb of God?  How could He possibly take away the sin of the world? 
 
We now arrive at a statement of John the Baptist that makes it evident that he understood the Gospel and 

Jesus’ mission during this period of redemptive history.  As we endeavor to answer the questions stated 

above we will be examining the following verses considering especially verse 29: 

 
29The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, "Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes 
away the sin of the world! 30This is he of whom I said, 'After me comes a man who ranks before 
me, because he was before me.' 31I myself did not know him, but for this purpose I came 
baptizing with water, that he might be revealed to Israel." 

 
As we continue in our examination of the first chapter of the Gospel of John we come to a portion where 

John the apostle records an incident (or a detail of an incident) that is found in none of the synoptic 

Gospels.  We are thankful for the inclusion of this passage within the sacred text of Scripture, which 

provides us with a succinct and pithy short synopsis of the Gospel message.  As we ponder and seek to 

provide a response to the first part of our question we must concede that this is a road that many have 

traveled seeking a response.  It appears that common responses have sought to associate John the 

Baptist’s label for our Savior with a specific ceremony or incident from the Old Testament.  Although, 

many of the explanations provided are fruitful and rich in there reasoning it is apparent that there are 

 
13 John Calvin (1509-1564), Institutes of the Christian Religion (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press) p 1309 
14 Michael S. Horton A Better Way: Rediscovering the Drama of Christ-Centered Worship  (Grand Rapids, MI; Baker, 2002) 100-101 
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aspects where all of the examples simply fall short of providing a comprehensive analogy of this name.  

We are certainly indebted to Leon Morris’ work on this text that provides an entire chapter of these 

comparisons that are commonly made.  He examines each view and points out its strengths and 

weaknesses, including but not limited to the Passover lamb (Exodus 12:46, Numbers 9:12), the suffering 

Servant (Isaiah 53:7), the daily sacrifice, the gentle lamb (Jeremiah 11:19), the scapegoat (Leviticus 16), 

Isaac’s substitute (Genesis 22:8), the guilt offering (Leviticus 14:12), and even the triumphant Lamb 

(Revelation 5).  After examining the viability of all of these possibilities including extensive word studies 

on each passage, he concludes as follows:   

 
The Lamb of God does appear to be definitely sacrificial, and it awakes memories of more 
sacrifices than one.  The conclusion to which I am driven is that John intended by the expression 
to express his conviction that in Jesus Christ there is fulfilled all that is fore-shadowed in all the 
sacrifices.  The term is sacrificial.  But it refuses to be bound to any one sacrifice.  It is a most 
satisfying concept that Jesus did accomplish the perfect sacrifice which completely removed the 
sin of the world.  He is the complete embodiment of all the truth to which the sacrificial system 
pointed.  That the Lamb is said to be ‘of God’ would seem, in accordance with this view, to 
indicate that the perfect sacrifice is the one which God Himself provides.  Men might offer 
sacrifices which make this or that aspect of truth plain.  But it is only God who can produce the 
sacrifice which completely deals with sin. 15   

 
Not only does this conclusion prevent one from limiting the definition the term “Lamb of God”, it 

inevitably reminds us of the Christocentric nature of the Scripture as a whole which we will have 

opportunity to elaborate on in a future study (John 5:39-40).  This does not preclude us from drawing 

upon these examples to explain aspects of this statement.  We should just be wary of attempting to seek 

one example’s superiority and assert that it is the sole reference that John the Baptist was intending by 

this statement.  Thus, we must conclude with Morris that the statement here in our text is pointing to 

Christ as that “perfect sacrifice” provided by God Himself. 

 

In this lesson we have provided an extensive amount of background on the redemptive historical 

implications on this period and John the Baptist’s ministry.  As we have stated already John was in the 

desert preparing a people for the Lord pointing them to their need for escape from the forthcoming 

judgment.  We have stated that John’s role in redemptive history was to point to the Savior as the promise 

for escape and in this specific text that is precisely what John is doing.  Ironically, this is probably not the 

message that the vast majority of Israelites wanted to hear during this period.  The Pharisees or Essenes in 

their fervor to hasten the advent of the Messiah through there obedience to the Law and restore the 

theocratic preeminence of the nation may have been disappointed in this proclamation.  Rather than 

ushering in a conqueror with rod of iron and legions of hosts behind Him, God in His wisdom sent a  

 
15 Leon Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross – Third Revised Edition (Grand Rapids, MI, Eerdmans Publishing 1965) p 145 
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Lamb.  This should serve as a reminder that God’s thoughts are not our thoughts (Isaiah 55:8).  

Fortunately, we are not left in the dark as to what God intended by this and have the benefit of knowing 

the rest of the story.  For the remainder of this question we will focus on explaining how this story 

unfolds.  

 

We start shortly after the beginning and pick up with the failure of the first man, Adam who chose to 

follow the apocryphal word of Satan rather than the sure word of God.  This failure plunged humanity 

into sin and death and expelled them from the presence of the holy God.   Yet in His grace and 

longsuffering God promised redemption through a Savior who would come from the “seed of the woman” 

(Genesis 3:15).  Although, man continued in sin and every thought was tainted by sin and evil (Genesis 

6:5-6) God maintained His promise and persevered “the seed” through Seth, Noah, Abraham, Isaac and 

Israel.  Through the patriarch’s God would establish a nation to be a light to the world and preserve the 

holy seed until the “fullness of time”.  This was no ordinary nation, but a people who covenanted with 

God to obey His commandments in return for the privilege of being tenants in a good land flowing with 

milk and honey.  In a sense the Lord established typologically another situation very common to Adam in 

the garden.  Israel, like Adam was promised a good land, God’s protection and blessing if they would 

obey the commandment.  Nonetheless, as Son’s of Adam and tainted by the affects of their forefather’s 

fall Israel was not able to keep the commandment and maintain the privilege of remaining in the land.  

God would send His covenant ambassadors to proclaim His displeasure with them:             

 
1Behold, the LORD’s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save, or his ear dull, that it cannot 
hear; 2but your iniquities have made a separation between you and your God, and your sins have 
hidden his face from you so that he does not hear. 3For your hands are defiled with blood and 
your fingers with iniquity; your lips have spoken lies; your tongue mutters wickedness. 4No one 
enters suit justly; no one goes to law honestly; they rely on empty pleas, they speak lies, they 
conceive mischief and give birth to iniquity. 5They hatch adders’ eggs; they weave the spider’s 
web; he who eats their eggs dies, and from one that is crushed a viper is hatched. 6Their webs 
will not serve as clothing; men will not cover themselves with what they make. Their works are 
works of iniquity, and deeds of violence are in their hands. 7Their feet run to evil, and they are 
swift to shed innocent blood; their thoughts are thoughts of iniquity; desolation and destruction 
are in their highways. 8The way of peace they do not know, and there is no justice in their paths; 
they have made their roads crooked; no one who treads on them knows peace (Isaiah 59:1-8). 

 
Unlike Adam, Israel was allowed to remain in the land despite repeated failures to obey the 

commandments.  However, just like Adam, Israel was ultimately expelled from paradise and forced to 

live in exile.  God’s covenant ambassadors did not only proclaim judgment on behalf of their King, they 

also proclaimed restoration.  This restoration was only possible because of another covenant God had 

made, the promise that goes back to the garden (mentioned above) and was reconfirmed through Abraham 

and David.  As promised, Israel was restored and brought back to the land after a period of exile.  This 
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restoration was not a complete return to the theocratic system, however sufficient enough to preserve the 

promised “seed” and await His arrival.  Now in our text it is announced by God’s forerunner that He had 

arrived.  This announcement, however was indicative of what was necessary for the people and not 

necessarily what they thought they needed.  They needed a Second Adam (1 Corinthians 15:20-22; 

Romans 5) and the true Israel (Matthew 2:15) to fulfill the commandments that all others had failed to do.  

And it is this mission that he first accomplished (John 17:4), however another step was necessary to fulfill 

the promise.    

 
This additional step brings us to the second part of our question, which we will now address before 

concluding.  Since Adam, all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Rom 3:23) not only are we 

guilty for our own actual sins, we are also in sin and guilty.  This nature has been “imputed” or transferred 

to us by Adam who was our representative before God.  The consequence of this status precludes us from 

dwelling in the presence of God who is holy, blameless and unable overlook sin or evil in His presence 

without it being incinerated.  Sin is rebellion against God who being completely and perfectly just must 

judge those who violate His cosmic authority.  Christ is known as the Second Adam, since He also stands 

as a representative before God. He is also qualified to stand before God as representative, because He was 

born without Adam’s nature, being conceived of the Holy Spirit He fulfilled all righteousness (Matthew 

3:15) and kept the commandment that Adam (and Israel…and us) failed to keep.  Thus, He is the 

“perfect” sacrifice the Lamb of God who can truly turn away the Father’s wrath and provide appeasement 

to His justice that must be met (2 Corinthians 5:21).  He does this on the cross and completes it in His 

resurrection and ascension to achieve the final step that was necessary.  During this sacrifice the burden of 

our sin was laid upon Him and God’s justice was completely satisfied in the punishment He received on 

our behalf.  This is summarized well by John Calvin in his comments on this passage:  

 
The principal office of Christ is briefly but clearly stated; that he takes away the sins of the world 
by the sacrifice of his death, and reconciles men to God.  There are other favours, indeed, which 
Christ bestows upon us, but this is the chief favour, and the rest depend on it; that, by appeasing 
the wrath of God, he makes us to be reckoned holy and righteous.  For from this source flow all 
the streams of blessings, that, by not imputing our sins, he receives us into favour.  Accordingly, 
John, in order to conduct us to Christ, commences with the gratuitous forgiveness of sins which 
we obtain through him…Let us therefore learn that we become reconciled to God by the grace of 
Christ, if we go straight to his death, and when we believe that he who was nailed to the cross is 
the only propitiatory sacrifice, by which all our guilt is removed. 16 

 

As we continue in this book we will have additional opportunities to examine this glorious truth.  About 

this Lamb of God, holy and blameless, takes away the sin of the world by becoming a curse in place of 

those who were truly cursed and appeasing the wrath of God turning it away from us and upon Himself.   
16 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 63, 65 
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What a Savior….what a promise…what good news we have in the Gospel, hallelujah!  

 
 
7.  John almost repeats the statement from verse 15 here in verse 30, do you think this was a common 
theme of his message?  If so, how would we classify John’s message?  
  
In this question we will be focusing on verses 30 and 31 of our text, which are very similar to verse 15 

from lesson 3.  Our verses read as follows: 

30This is he of whom I said, 'After me comes a man who ranks before me, because he was before 
me.' 31I myself did not know him, but for this purpose I came baptizing with water, that he might 
be revealed to Israel." 

An interesting observation should be made before we embark on the answer to this question.  It revolves 

around the word “revealed” in verse 31, which comes from the Greek ινα φανερωθη.  As a follow up to 

our lesson 3 question 9 answer the apostle John does use this more ordinary term for reveal or make 

known.  Nonetheless, let us now endeavor to respond to the question at hand and focus on the significance 

of this text.  Beginning with verse 30 we encounter a statement that is strangely familiar with verse 15 as 

we eluded too above. As we discussed in lesson 3 question 5 answer, which covered verse 15, this 

statement makes it clear that John the Baptist understood that Jesus had an eternal existence.  This is 

evident from our reading in the English text, however Geerhardus Vos points out how it is more evident 

in the original Greek: 

…protos with the imperfect of the verb signifies absolute anteriority as to mode of existence; it 
relates to the eternal existence of the Lord, usually called his pre-existence (John 1:1, 18).  On 
this view the conjunction hoti linking together clauses two and three is naturally explained:  in 
Christ’s eternal existence before time lies the possibility of His appearance and activity under the 
Old Testament.  There is, therefore, no repetition between clauses two and three. 17 

As Vos points out with the imperfect verb within a causal phrase, οτι πρωτος μου ην, John is making it 

clear that Christ existed before the Baptist.  For Jesus to exist before John, He had to exist prior to His 

birth into this world.  There is really no other conclusion that can be made about what this statement 

means, otherwise it would not make sense.  Vos goes on to suggest that this pre-existence may have also 

included appearances in redemptive history.  Commonly these are proposed as the visits from the Angel 

of the Lord in the Old Testament to Abraham, Jacob and Joshua to name a few.  We haven’t the time to 

review these instances individually.  However, we should note that this theory must be handled with care 

and diligence to ensure that all the ramifications associated with it are taken into consideration.  

Nonetheless, we again in this text find another strong support with its reference to Christ’s eternal  

17 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) 323 
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existence, for his Deity.  Moreover, this will not be the last time in this Gospel to add strength to this 

doctrine. Thus, let us move on with answering the question at hand in seeking to characterize the theme of 

John the Baptist’s message.   

In our text and in other references to the message of John the Baptist the theme or the central emphasis is 

Christ.  This is significant considering all the other topics that were more than likely on people’s minds.  

His message could have easily been focused on the corruption in the priesthood, the political problems 

surrounding Roman occupation, or being ruled by the unclean Edomite Herod.  He could have focused on 

social activism and enlightened his followers to the injustices impacting the poor.  He could have joined 

the moral reformers cause and seek to bring his followers under a more scrupulous observance of the 

Mosaic Law, which was thought to be necessary to hasten the advent of the Messiah.  These are not the 

emphasis that we see in Scripture; instead we gather that John the Baptist preached Christ (John 1:7).  

One may object to this conclusion by pointing to Luke 3:8-20, which includes a series of John the 

Baptist’s responses to ethical questions.  However, the focus should be drawn to verse 10, which indicates 

that these questions were the peoples response to John’s preaching.  Although it appears that the peoples 

response was in line with our natural inclination to seek the law, we read in verse 18 that after John 

answered there specific questions he also responded to them with the gospel.  The gospel we would argue 

is necessarily Christocentric, since it is inherently concerned with the good news of our salvation 

procured by Christ.  Thus, it would be incorrect to point to this text from Luke as refuting the response to 

our question. 

This not only goes for the message that was proclaimed by John, but it must also go for the sign that John 

administered.  This sign that was so associated with John that it was added to his name (The Baptist).  

Although, we have labored to convey that this was a sign of judgment (above), this does not preclude us 

from saying that this sign also pointed to Christ.  We must clarify this by defining the judgment that 

baptism signified.  First, it signified a judgment that would be imposed on the nation of Israel who was 

receiving their final ultimatum from John the Baptist.18 They proved to be covenant breakers and John 

stood as the final covenant attorney bringing lawsuit against the nation on behalf of the Lord.  The sign of 

baptism, which employed the use of water pointed back to other “water judgment ordeals” in history 

namely the time of Noah and the Red Sea.  This judgment was realized a generation after the time of 

Christ in 70 AD with the destruction of Jerusalem (Matthew 24:2) and dispersion of the Jews.  Second, 

everything that has already been realized through Israel being another type of Adam78 would foreshadow 

what is going to happen to the rest of the world.  All humanity who remains “in Adam” are also covenant  

17 Michael S. Horton God of Promise Introducing Covenant Theology (Grand Rapids, MI; Baker, 2006) 148-149 
18 Michael S. Horton God of Promise Introducing Covenant Theology (Grand Rapids, MI; Baker, 2006) 90, 94 



The Gospel According to John 
Bible Study 
Summer 2007/2008 

71 of 167 

breakers (Romans 5) and will undergo judgment on the basis of this covenant violation before God.  

Thus, the judgment realized in Israel pointed forward to a greater judgment that will be inflicted on the 

rest of mankind.   Third and finally, it signified the judgment that Christ would undergo as the Second 

Adam and true Israel on behalf of His people.  Our Lord indicated that he had a “baptism to be baptized 

with” (Luke 12:50) and He was referring to the cross.  The cross for Christ was a place of judgment 

where He endured the penalty for covenant breakers, hell, which should have been their destination.  

Thus, if we are “in Christ” we are no longer “in Adam” and subject to the forthcoming judgment.  Our 

representative has already endured the judgment on our behalf to the point of death, yet rose again for our 

justification.  Our baptism not only signifies judgment, but it also signifies that we are “in Christ” 

identifying with His death (or judgment) (Romans 6:3-4) and escaping the judgment by being clothed in 

His righteousness (Galatians 3:27-28).  Interestingly this is where the new covenant sign of baptism and 

the old covenant sign of circumcision intersect.  Although, this is not the appropriate time to delve into 

this very deep, we would like to leave the subject with the following quote which ties the two together:    

United to Christ in his circumcision-death, the baptized too come under God’s sword of 
judgment.  “It is a judicial death as the penalty for sin,” says Kline.  “Yet to be united with Christ 
in his death is also to be raised with him whom death could not hold in his resurrection unto 
justification.”  He bears the sanctions, the curse (“cutting off”) and the blessing (justification and 
life); and we participate in this union through faith.  Ultimately, Jesus’s actions are an 
eschatological sign of judgment and justification.  “Here the Old Testament prophecy proclaims 
the New Testament’s deliverance out of the malediction of human circumcision by pointing to the 
malediction-benediction of the circumcision-resurrection of Christ.” 19   

As we can see there is a rich symbolism that can further be explored in the sign of baptism, however our 

task in this question was to show how the sign points to Christ.  We also had the burden of reconciling 

how the sign points to judgment and Christ at the same time.  We believe the explanation provided has 

done that and helped to answer our question posed as well.  Christ’s mission on earth was characterized 

by judgment in such a way that the sign of baptism can point to it and to Christ at the same time.  This 

makes us consider the fact that our salvation from judgment could only come through judgment itself to 

satisfy the demands of perfect justice.  Thus, we can conclude that the message of John both verbally and 

symbolically pointed to Christ.  

8.  Do these events happen before, during or after the Baptism of Jesus? 

In this question we will be considering the timing and relationship of this passage in comparison with 

accounts from other parts of Scripture.  In order to do this we will be considering the final verses of our 

19 Michael S. Horton God of Promise Introducing Covenant Theology (Grand Rapids, MI; Baker, 2006) 148 
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text in this lesson as follows: 

32And John bore witness: "I saw the Spirit descend from heaven like a dove, and it remained on 
him. 33I myself did not know him, but he who sent me to baptize with water said to me, 'He on 
whom you see the Spirit descend and remain, this is he who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.' 34And 
I have seen and have borne witness that this is the Son of God." 

As we consider these verses we note that John is making references to the baptism that Jesus under went, 

which is recorded in the other synoptic Gospels (Luke 3:21-22, Mark 1:9-13, and Matthew 3:13-17).  The 

other Gospels all agree that the Spirit descended from heaven like a dove during this event, which is 

precisely what John is referring too.  In reviewing this text an interesting observation can be made in 

verse 33 about the claim that John makes.  He indicates that it was revealed to him previously by the One 

who sent him, namely God, that this sign would mark the Messiah.  In question 3 of this lesson we noted 

that there was no biblical data that would suggest that John the Baptist performed any signs and wonders.  

However, in this text we learn that as a prophet of God he did receive direct revelation from God about a 

future event.  Also, in this text we find that the emphasis of John the Baptist’s message remains 

Christocentric as we concluded in the previous question of this lesson.  We will continue examining our 

text as we consider the different options posed in this particular question.  In examining these options we 

will attempt to consider all the relevant data and indicate the implications of each position.  Let us clarify 

what we mean by the options presented in this question.  We are considering whether the events in this 

section starting at verse 29 happened before, during or after the baptism of Jesus recorded in the other 

synoptic Gospels. 

The first option we will be considering is whether these events occurred prior to Jesus’ baptism.  At the 

outset we must concede that this option is probably the least likely to be accurate.  This is evident from 

the text we are considering in this question, which is referring to a past event.  All of the present Greek 

verbs in this text are non-indicative (except one), which usually bear the tense of the other verbs.  The 

only present tense indicative verb is found in verse 34: καγω εωρακα και μεμαρτυρηκα οτι ουτος εστιν ο 

υιος του θεου (And I have seen and have testified that this is the Son of God.) We can see that this verb is 

making a statement about Jesus and not negating the context of the rest of the passage.  Moreover, in this 

verse there are two perfect verbs (εωρακα και μεμαρτυρηκα) in the sentence that are categorized as 

extensive perfects, which emphasize a completed action.20  There is one difficulty, however in rejecting 

this view that revolves around John’s statement in verse 33, “I myself did not know him, but he who sent 

me to baptize with water said to me, 'He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain, this is he who 

baptizes with the Holy Spirit.'  If we take this statement literally, especially the underlined portion, it 

20 Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, (Grand Rapids, MI; Zondervan, 1996) p 577 
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presents a difficulty for us with Matthew’s account.  In Matthew’s account John the Baptist tries to 

prevent Jesus from being baptized, presumably because he “knew him”.  Even if we accepted that these 

events occurred prior to Jesus’ baptism we would still have difficulty with this passage.  So, how do we 

resolve it?  Well, it is reasonable for us suggest that John did know Jesus who was a relative.  His mother 

probably even told him that he had jumped in her womb when he encountered the unborn Jesus.  It would 

be highly suspect for some to assert that these things were not known to John.  Thus, we could submit that 

John’s statement in verse 33 (and 30) should not be taken literally, but in some other way.  John most 

likely knew Jesus and was aware that He might be the one, however was not certain.  Moreover, God had 

spoken to John and indicated that a sign would be revealed to expel all doubt as to who was the Messiah.  

Thus, we could state that John probably had selected Jesus as the most likely candidate, but reserved 

making public proclamation of this fact until God revealed the sign to Him.  And when Jesus approached 

John for baptism he would have been hesitant to concede that his most likely candidate would need to 

repent of sin and undergo baptism as a symbol of this repentance.  We can then conclude that all evidence 

points to this event not occurring prior to Jesus’ baptism. 

The second option we will be considering is the possibility that the events described within our text 

occurred the same day as the event described in the other Gospels.  For this option to be viable we 

advocate that verse 29 began immediately after or within the same day of the Jesus’ baptism occurring.  

When John proclaims “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world,” it is apparent that 

all doubt had been cast out that Jesus was the Messiah.  In order to be consistent with verse 33, explained 

above, then verse 29 would had to have occurred after Jesus’ baptism.  A problem with this view is that 

the text we are considering in this question seems to be referring to an event (Jesus’ baptism) as 

something that had occurred in the past.  Moreover, it doesn’t seem to be necessary for John to provide so 

much background information for an event that had just transpired.  This does not necessarily provide 

strong support against the option.  We should also consider that these objections can be reconciled by the 

fact that John was speaking about Jesus’ baptism that happened earlier in the day to a crowd later in the 

day that was not present at the event.  Furthermore, John could have been so ecstatic by the experience of 

the event he was restating them with reverence and awe.  The larger problem with this view is that in our 

next passage, the apostle John accounts for the next three days of Jesus with the calling of His first 

disciples (verse 35, 39 and 43). Then the apostle indicates that the next day after this Jesus and the 

disciples attend the wedding of Cana.  Thus, this option can only remain viable if the apostle John is not 

using the term “next day” literally.  

The third and final option we will be considering is that the events described within our text happened 

sometime after Jesus’ baptism.  At first glance this seems to be the most viable option of the three, 
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however upon closer examination it also has problems with it.  In Mark’s account we learn that 

immediately after Jesus’ baptism He was led by the Spirit into the desert for 40 days of temptation.  This 

creates an apparent problem with our text between verses 19-28 and 29-34.  In verses 19-28 based on the 

context of the entire passage that John was not yet certain that Jesus was the Messiah (John 1:26-27).  

And the next day (John 1:29) John makes the statements we have been considering in the last few 

questions of this lesson that make it evident that he had a level certainty that Jesus was the Messiah.  If 

these are both literal, then this does not allow enough time for Jesus to complete His testing in the desert 

of 40 days and remain in harmony with our text here in John’s Gospel.  Now it is certainly possible that 

Mark who uses the term “immediately” stylistically in his Gospel account did not literally mean in the 

next moment after Jesus’ baptism.  It is reasonable to assume that “immediately” is being used 

stylistically and that Jesus did not “immediately” leave the Jordan for several days.  It is also possible that 

the apostle John’s term “next day” is not to be interpreted literally in verse 29. Regardless, of which, one 

of these texts cannot be taken literally in order for this option to remain viable. 

Let us recap the options and conclude with our answer to this question.  The first option, that the events in 

our text happened before Jesus’ baptism, is by far the weakest of the three.  The second option, the events 

in our text happened during the same day as Jesus’ baptism also has some major problems.  The third 

option, the events in our text happened after Jesus’ baptism, has a potentially big problem.  Although, this 

problem is only apparent it brings some serious question into its viability.  Nonetheless, in light of the 

other two options it seems to be the most reasonable and conducive to the chronology of all the texts.  The 

other Gospels all place Jesus’ temptation after His baptism, but prior to His public ministry and the 

calling of disciples.  We should then allow the clearer texts, in the other Gospels, to help us interpret the 

apostle John’s term “next day” of verse 29 stylistically in lieu of literally.  Based on the examination 

made above we would conclude with option three as the best response to our question.  Now that we have 

clarified the timing of our text relative to Jesus’ baptism we will conclude this lesson with a look at a 

theological implication of our text.                   

9.  What is and is not the Baptism of the Holy Spirit? 

We yet again encounter another question whose significance surely dwarfs our ability to answer with 

certainty.  Moreover, the scope of this question could definitely unravel and require much more time and 

space than we are able to provide.   Thus, we will humbly seek to target our efforts within the boundaries 

of the question stated above.  As a qualification we should note at the outset that our response will seek to 

be measured and reliant on others, since we know the limitations of our understanding of this subject.  

Nonetheless, we hope to be thorough in our consideration of this topic in at least pointing out the 
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ramifications of the statements we make.  We will continue examining the following verses to undertake 

this task, which are as follows:   

32And John bore witness: "I saw the Spirit descend from heaven like a dove, and it remained on 
him. 33I myself did not know him, but he who sent me to baptize with water said to me, 'He on 
whom you see the Spirit descend and remain, this is he who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.' 34And 
I have seen and have borne witness that this is the Son of God." 

In our text we have John the Baptist recounting the events that occurred during Jesus’ baptism (which for 

all intents and purpose had happened at least 40 days prior to this event).   We also have the claim by 

John that it is Jesus, the One who comes after him, who will baptize with the Holy Spirit.  It is evident 

then that the baptism that John administered signified this “baptism of the Holy Spirit” that would be 

administered by his successor.  (This is consistent with our previous definition of baptism from the Larger 

Catechism question and answer 165.)  Thus, we have in our text an event where the sign and the thing 

signified intersect and are visibly manifest with the one who would dispense the gift.  When we think of 

this question we probably immediately think of Pentecost and not of Jesus’ baptism.  However, for us to 

properly answer this question we believe it is appropriate that we start here and consider the implications 

of this event.  This event was our Lord’s inauguration, if you will, into His public ministry here on earth.  

And as Mark tells us immediately after this baptism where the Holy Spirit descended upon Him, the Spirit 

led Him into the wilderness to be tempted.  Similar to the figures of the Old Testament who were anointed 

prior to their ministries, our Prophet, Priest and King received His anointing from the Father through the 

Spirit.  He was endowed with the Spirit who would aide Him throughout His ministry as was foretold by 

the prophet Isaiah (Isaiah 42:1-9).  About this Geerhardus Vos makes the following comments:  

Jesus did not, of course, receive the Spirit as the agent of sanctification, for that would 
presuppose sinfulness, nor is there anywhere a trace of such function in the Gospels.  But He 
could and did receive the Spirit as a pledge of the Father’s approval of His mind and purpose 
expressed in submitting to the baptism, and of the effect God would give to it, when 
accomplished.  In this there is an analogy to what the sealing with the Spirit means in baptism to 
every Christian; only in Jesus’ case it was prospective.  Furthermore our Lord needed the Spirit as 
a real equipment of His human nature for the execution of His Messianic task.  Jesus ascribed all 
His power and grace, the gracious words, the saving acts to the possession of the Spirit (Matt 
12:28; Luke 4:18; Acts 10:36-38).  And, through qualifying Him in this manner for achieving His 
Messianic task, the Spirit laid the foundation for the great Pentecostal bestowal of the Spirit 
afterwards, for this gift was dependent on the finished work.  This explains the statement of the 
Baptist in John 1:33: ‘(God) said unto me, Upon whom thou shalt see the Spirit descending, and 
remaining upon Him, the same is He which baptizeth with the Holy Spirit.’ 21  

21 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) 321 
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As Vos points out our Lord’s receipt of the Spirit in this account was a pledge of the Spirit’s coming upon 

and sealing believers once His mission was accomplished.  This sealing of the Spirit would be visibly 

manifested on the day of Pentecost after our Lord’s work here on earth was finished. 

In the book of Acts we have four accounts of the baptism of the Holy Spirit among the disciples at 

Pentecost, the Samaritans, Cornelius’ household and the believers in Ephesus.  In these accounts the 

visible evidence of the baptism was manifested by the gift of tongue speaking, except the Samaritans are 

not reported as manifesting this gift.  Some would advocate that this visible manifestation is normative for 

all those who receive the baptism of the Holy Spirit in the Church.  However, we believe there are serious 

problems with this view and will seek to demonstrate them.  First and foremost the book of Acts is a 

narrative account recording historical events that occurred in the life of the early Church.  These events 

were indicative of a particular period in redemptive history and there is no suggestion within these events 

that they should continue throughout the rest of the life of the Church.  As we have already labored in 

other studies to examine (lesson 4 question 3 answer, lesson 4 question 2 answer, and lesson 3 question 9 

answer) the manifestation of extraordinary gifts had a specific purpose in redemptive history as the author 

of Hebrews points out: 

1Therefore we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift away from it. 
2For since the message declared by angels proved to be reliable, and every transgression or 
disobedience received a just retribution, 3 how shall we escape if we neglect such a great 
salvation? It was declared at first by the Lord, and it was attested to us by those who heard, 4 
while God also bore witness by signs and wonders and various miracles and by gifts of the Holy 
Spirit distributed according to his will.  (Hebrews 2:1-4) 

The purpose was too authentic the words spoken by God’s authorized agents of revelation.  This purpose 

has lost its usefulness and necessity with the completion of the canonical Scriptures meaning these 

extraordinary gifts are no longer active in the life of the Church.  Second, these visible manifestations 

were not meant to be normative as can be supported by the rest of Scripture.  At the conclusion of his 

Pentecost sermon the apostle Peter pronounces the call to all those who witnessed the event to repent and 

be baptized.  He indicates that all who repent and are baptized will receive the thing signified in their 

baptism, which is the baptism of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:36-39).  It is interesting that Luke did not 

continue the account to indicate if a visible manifestation of this occurred with the 3000.  We admit that 

this is only an argument from silence and should not be the deciding factor, but it is something to ponder.  

This principle, however finds support in other texts of Scripture particular in the apostle Paul’s letter to 

the Corinthians.  He goes on to state that all believers are baptized in the Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:13) and 

yet not all will or should speak in tongues (1 Corinthians 12:30).  Thus, not only would we deny the 

continuity of this visible manifestation historically, but also on Scriptural grounds.  We should note that 
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many charismatics would concede that the manifestation of tongues is not essential with the baptism of 

the Holy Spirit, however would still hold to the principle of a second blessing endowed through this 

baptism.  They find support for this principle in the delayed visible manifestation of the Spirit in the 

disciples at Pentecost, the Samaritans (which is an argument from silence) and the believers at Ephesus.  

This then begs the question, why were these visible manifestations delayed and distinct from the water 

baptism? 

There are two things we could point to in order to explain the delay and distinction of water baptism and 

the baptism of the Holy Spirit during this period of redemptive history.  The first is very simple and 

provides an explanation for the disciples at the Pentecost event, which is that our Lord had not yet been 

glorified (John 7:39).  The second reason provides an explanation for both the disciples at the Pentecost 

event and the Ephesian believers.  As we endeavored to explain in lesson 4 question 5 answer those who 

underwent the baptism of John were promised to be baptized by the Holy Spirit after the Messiah had 

come.  Thus, what we see in the book of Acts is the fulfillment of that promise that was foretold by John 

the Baptist during his ministry.  Moreover, those who were baptized after the ascension/Pentecost were 

initiated under the complete baptismal formula receiving the “complete sign”.  We should clarify that we 

do not mean that they received the sign and the thing signified simultaneously, but they received the sign 

with all the elements that were yet to be revealed (i.e. the Trinitarian formula, the seal of the Spirit, etc). 

The Samaritans and Cornelius’ household are different from the other two.  There was no delay for those 

of Cornelius’ household who actually received the visible manifestation prior to water baptism.  It is not 

clear that the Samaritan believers actually underwent a visible manifestation it just indicates they received 

the Holy Spirit after the apostles laid their hands upon them.  These events also served a slightly different 

purpose than the other two, which are essential to the reading of the book of Acts.  The book of Acts 

records the spread of the early Church from Jerusalem, to Judea, to Samaria and to the ends of the earth.  

A big picture perspective would explain that it was the beginning of the story of reconciliation for God’s 

elect within all the families of the earth who had been dispersed by the division of tongues at Babel 

(Genesis 11), who were promised a redeemer (Genesis 3:15) to bring them blessing (Genesis 12:3) 

through the preaching of the Gospel in the very language that was to be a curse. The Jewish mindset made 

it problematic to really accept that hated Samaritans and Gentiles were really entitled to the benefits of the 

kingdom of God.  These other two events in Samaria and among the Gentiles of Cornelius’ household 

were God’s evidential stamp of approval assuring the apostles that the Gospel was for Jews and non-Jews.  

Moreover, these events also authenticated the apostle’s authority here on earth as Christ’s messengers and 

representatives with the manifestations coming at their preaching or laying on of hands alone.  Hence, not 

only would Christ baptize with the Holy Spirit, but His authorized agents would also mediate this gift to 

believers just as Christ Himself.  Another purpose of the book of Acts was to authenticate the apostle 
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Paul’s credentials who being one untimely born (1 Corinthians 15:1-10) was subject to skepticism 

amongst many in the early Church (2 Corinthians 11:1 - 12:12).  Thus, the account of the Ephesian 

believer’s who received the visible manifestation after the apostle Paul laid hands upon them.  This event 

then places Paul on an equal level with the rest of the apostles.  We would suggest that these visible 

manifestations along with the incarnation, death, burial, resurrection and ascension were part of the 

accomplished work of redemption not intended to continue throughout the life of the Church.  It is not 

then proper to use these texts to substantiate a modern second blessing or baptism of the Holy Spirit 

deferred after salvation.  To accept this logic we would also have to conclude that selling all our 

possessions and living in a Christian commune should be normative as well.  However, we do not take 

these actions of the early Church as imperatives for the rest us to follow.  That is not the nature of the 

narrative genre.  Having endeavored to explain what the baptism of the Holy Spirit is not (at least in our 

day and age) we must now seek to answer what is baptism of the Holy Spirit for us in the Church today.      

In seeking to complete our response to this question we would like to reference the Westminster Larger 

Catechism again to assist us in defining the sacrament of baptism: 

Q 165: What is baptism? 

A: Baptism is a sacrament of the new testament, wherein Christ hath ordained the washing with 
water in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, to be a sign and seal of 
ingrafting into himself, of remission of sins by his blood, and regeneration by his Spirit; of 
adoption, and resurrection unto everlasting life; and whereby the parties baptized are solemnly 
admitted into the visible church, and enter into an open and professed engagement to be wholly 
and only the Lord’s. 

In this answer the catechism appeals to Titus 3:5 in defining what the sacrament signifies, which states 

“he saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the 

washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit.”  Similar to statements we will get to later in 

John, our regeneration when discussed employs language such as being “born of water and Spirit.”  Here 

we believe there is some connection between our water baptism, which signifies this regeneration being 

actually realized when we profess faith in Christ.  This faith in Christ can only be induced by those who 

have been born again or regenerate.  This event of being renewed by the Holy Spirit in regeneration is a 

strong candidate for defining what the actual baptism of the Holy Spirit is for us today.  However, we 

must concede that there is an inherent weakness in classifying the baptism of the Holy Spirit as 

regeneration of the believer.  For those of us who subscribe to the biblical order of salvation that 

categorizes regeneration prior to faith we would have a difficulty reconciling this view of the baptism of 

the Holy Spirit this way.  Since our brothers and sisters in the old covenant and the disciples pre-

Pentecost possessed faith (Hebrews 11) they necessarily had to be regenerate.  This would preclude us 
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from assigning the baptism of the Holy Spirit to regeneration.  Rather than pursuing this avenue, which is 

ultimately a dead end, let us recall Vos’ hints provided above.  Jesus’ baptism was a pledge that the Spirit 

would later come and be a seal to the believers.  In the New Testament we are informed that this benefit 

of being sealed by the Spirit is for those in the faith after the accomplished work of redemption: 

13In him (Christ) you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and 
believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, 14who is the guarantee of our 

inheritance until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of his glory. (Ephesians 1:13-14) 

The apostle Paul makes a similar statement in the second letter to the Corinthians in the following: 

21And it is God who establishes us with you in Christ, and has anointed us, 22and who has also 
put his seal on us and given us his Spirit in our hearts as a guarantee. (2 Corinthians 1:21-22) 

We would be careful to ensure that we are not saying that the Spirit was not in operation among believers 

prior to the accomplished work of redemption.  Otherwise, there would be none who professed faith in 

Him.  However, we are informed by the New Testament that after the accomplished work of redemption 

we do receive the Spirit in a different way that was not possible before.  This Spirit, who indwells our 

hearts, is the source of our sanctification and seals us with God’s mark identifying us as His own.  And in 

some way the accomplished work of redemption empowers us through the preaching of the Gospel to 

respond in faith and obedience more effectively than in the old covenant dispensation: 

14For by a single offering he has perfected for all time those who are being sanctified. 15And the 
Holy Spirit also bears witness to us; for after saying, 16 "This is the covenant that I will make 
with them after those days, declares the Lord: I will put my laws on their hearts, and write them 
on their minds," 17then he adds, "I will remember their sins and their lawless deeds no more." 
(Hebrews 10:14-17; Jeremiah 31:33) 

In our period of redemptive history after the accomplished work and inauguration of the new covenant we 

no longer receive the baptism of the Holy Spirit in an extraordinary manner.  We are baptized in the Holy 

Spirit in a much more ordinary manner through the sacrament of baptism having the things signified in it 

conferred through faith.  Since we as believers have been baptized “into one Spirit” without the 

occurrence of this extraordinary manifestation present, it stands to reason that this much more ordinary, 

discrete and invisible sealing by the Spirit provides a more accurate explanation of what occurs.  Or are 

we to believe in this "latter-day saint"  mentality that denies the existence of the Spirit within the Church 

for extended periods of time? We should not believe that we are missing anything in this more ordinary 

realization of Spirit baptism.  To diminish it is to miss entirely all the privileges we still have.  In his 

discourse on the sacraments, Michael Horton, reviews the benefits and privileges we have in them.  
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Before concluding the section on baptism he adds these comments from Ridderbos that go well with our 

topic: 

Ridderbos points to the many instances in which “baptism is simply qualified as the baptism of 
the Spirit.”  He observes that whenever Paul talks about “sealing” (such as 2 Cor. 1:21-22, where 
God “anointed us, and …has also put his seal on us and given us his Spirit in our hearts as a 
guarantee”), it is linked to baptism.  “It is this union with Christ by baptism that Paul intends 
when in Galatians 3:27 he describes baptism as ‘putting on Christ’:  ‘For as many of you as were 
baptized into Christ have put on Christ.’”  Ridderbos rebukes commentaries for spiritualizing 
“baptism” in these instances.  Furthermore, as in the Reformed (covenantal) understanding of the 
Lord’s Supper, the Spirit’s work is crucial.  How is it that people are still added to Christ by 
“dying and rising” with him? Is he forever dying?  In baptism Christ’s death is not prolonged by 
bringing it to us; rather, in baptism the Spirit brings us to Christ’s death…without faith this 
baptism does not confer the thing signified.  But still, faith doesn’t make baptism effective; God 
does. 22 

We now on this side of the accomplished work of redemption undergo the administration of the sign of 

baptism in a more robust way.  The outward visible manifestation of the baptism of the Spirit was only 

necessary, because the prior baptismal administrations were missing the fulfillment.  Rather than the 

outward extraordinary visible manifestations we undergo an ordinary invisible manifestation of the 

baptism of the Spirit through our God-sourced faith.  The baptism that we are administered is so closely 

identified with the thing signified that we can now point to it as the baptism of the Spirit.  At the point 

that it becomes operative we are not only regenerated, but sealed, anointed or “baptized” with the Spirit 

“as a guarantee of our inheritance”. 

One final note, that we do not have time to thoroughly develop, is that this sealing of the Holy Spirit is the 

mark that ensures that the realization of judgment, also signified by the sign of baptism, will not fall upon 

us.  Like the disciples at Pentecost, who were marked with this seal during the event, were spared from 

the judgment fire falling upon their foreheads (Acts 2:3-4).  At the same time another sign of judgment, 

the speaking of foreign tongues, would be heard in Israel before its final fall (1 Corinthians 14:21-22).  

We understand that there is much more to examine about this issue and the details have not been 

exhausted within this work.  Nonetheless, we believe that the parameters have been defined as to what to 

expect and not to expect in this blessed sign that is a promise of the inheritance for believers in Christ. 

22 Michael S. Horton God of Promise Introducing Covenant Theology (Grand Rapids, MI; Baker, 2006) 154-155 
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Lesson 5:  Jesus Calls Disciples – John 1:35-51 

Context:  Purpose and Outline of the Book 

The Inspired Purpose of This Book – John 20:30-31:  30Now Jesus did many other signs in the 
presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; 31but 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. 

 

Text: John 1:35-51 

35The next day again John was standing with two of his disciples, 36and he looked at Jesus as he 
walked by and said, "Behold, the Lamb of God!" 37The two disciples heard him say this, and they 
followed Jesus. 38Jesus turned and saw them following and said to them, "What are you seeking?" 
And they said to him, "Rabbi" (which means Teacher), "where are you staying?" 39He said to 
them, "Come and you will see." So they came and saw where he was staying, and they stayed with 
him that day, for it was about the tenth hour. 40One of the two who heard John speak and followed 
Jesus was Andrew, Simon Peter's brother. 41He first found his own brother Simon and said to him, 
"We have found the Messiah" (which means Christ). 42He brought him to Jesus. Jesus looked at 
him and said, "So you are Simon the son of John? You shall be called Cephas" (which means 
Peter). 43The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to him, "Follow 
me." 44Now Philip was from Bethsaida, the city of Andrew and Peter. 45Philip found Nathanael 
and said to him, "We have found him of whom Moses in the Law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus 
of Nazareth, the son of Joseph." 46Nathanael said to him, "Can anything good come out of 
Nazareth?" Philip said to him, "Come and see." 47Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him and 
said of him, "Behold, an Israelite indeed, in whom there is no deceit!" 48Nathanael said to him, 
"How do you know me?" Jesus answered him, "Before Philip called you, when you were under the 
fig tree, I saw you." 49Nathanael answered him, "Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King 
of Israel!" 50Jesus answered him, "Because I said to you, 'I saw you under the fig tree,' do you 
believe? You will see greater things than these." 51And he said to 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." 
 

Brief Commentary on the Text: 

Focus Incarnation 
of the Son of 

God 

Presentation 
of the Son of 

God 

Opposition to 
the Son of God 

Preparation of 
the Disciples 

Crucifixion and 
Resurrection of 
the Son of God 

Reference 1:1 – 1:18 1:19 – 5:1 5:1 – 13:1 13:1 – 18:1 18:1 – 21:25 
Division Introduction 

to Christ 
Revelation of 

Christ 
Rejection of 

Christ 
Revelation of 

Christ 
Rejection of Christ 

Seven Miracles Upper Room 
Discourse 

Supreme Miracle  
Topic 

 
That You Might Believe 

 
That You Might Have Life  

Location Israel 
Time A Few Years A Few Hours A Few Weeks 
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We are continuing in the broader portion of John’s Gospel that is characterized by the revelation of 

Christ.   As noted in our previous lesson this section will take us through chapter 4, thus will be our theme 

for the next several lessons.  It is good for us to be cognizant of the broader context, however as we focus 

on the narrower sense of our text we encounter a deliberate transition from John the Baptist’s ministry to 

the ministry of our Lord.  This transition was being formed at the beginning of lesson 4 (verse 19) with 

John indicating that he was not the Christ.  Then it was gradually building throughout the passage until 

we reach the beginning of our lesson (verse 35).  Although one must concede that the previous passage 

was primarily about John the Baptist he consistently sought to shift the spot light to his successor rather 

than himself.  This is especially made evident in the beginning of our text where John seems to 

intentionally motivating his disciples to follow Christ rather than himself.  Our text then describes the 

calling of the disciples to follow Jesus, of which the first two were more than likely present at the event 

we just covered in the last lesson.  We know from the text that one of the first disciples referenced is 

Andrew.  The other disciple is not identified, however may very well be the apostle John.  Based on the 

testimony of the synoptic Gospels (Matt 4, Mark 1 and Luke 5) it would have probably been Peter, James 

or John.  The subsequent verses in our text would rule out Peter as being one of them, which leaves James 

or John.  Regardless, these first two disciples after hearing John the Baptist’s announcement (probably for 

the second time) from that point forward followed Jesus.  Andrew identifies Him as the Messiah to his 

brother, which means the “anointed one” after either being witness too or believing John the Baptist’s 

testimony of Jesus’ “anointing” by the Spirit during His baptism.  We then are given John’s account of 

Jesus giving Peter his new name.  The apostle John then gives us another account that is not recorded in 

any of the other Gospels with the calling of Phillip and Nathanael.  The development of this next series of 

verses is rather interesting and will be examined more thoroughly in our study questions.  Nonetheless, 

we would like to point out here that Jesus sought out Phillip who in turn sought out Nathanael.  Our text 

then reveals that Jesus had some prior knowledge about Nathanael, which is considered very significant to 

Nathanael.  Jesus, surprised by Nathanael’s excitement in what he considered to be a minor matter reveals 

what Nathanael should really be excited about.  Clearly the allusions to Jacob’s ladder employed in verse 

51 would have been familiar to the disciples.  However, they may not yet have considered the relationship 

between the type and the fulfillment of the vision. 

Thus far in our study of John it is conspicuous how many parallels to the book of Genesis actually exist.  

We began with the prologue “in the beginning” that would have a parallel with the creation account in 

Genesis 1.  We find parallels between John the Baptist and Noah who both proclaimed the Gospel to a 

generation that would undergo a judgment.  Moreover, the water deluge of the flood as we indicated in 

lesson 4 points to the sign of baptism administered by John (1 Peter 3:20-22).  The foretelling of the 

baptism of the Holy Spirit, which on Pentecost would be revealed in an extraordinary way through the 
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speaking of tongues, has parrallels with the tower of Babel.  In different tongues the Gospel would be 

preached when the Baptism of the Holy Spirit occured at Pentecost (Acts 2:8-11), which were originally a 

curse to scatter the peoples of the earth (Genesis 11:1-9).  The call of the disciples in our text has parallels 

with the calling of Abram who was instructed to leave his home and follow the Lord (Genesis 12:1-4).  

The giving of a new name to Peter, also in our text, has parallels with the giving of new names to 

Abraham and Israel (Genesis 17:5 and Genesis 35:10).  Finally, there is a more explicit reference to 

Genesis 28 where our Lord equates Himself with Jacob’s ladder. We will seek to examine whether the 

intent of this analogy is suggesting that we are to climb up the ladder to Christ or if it means that Christ 

has come down the ladder to us.  These two options will influence the way one will go about their 

Christian life in a divergent manner.   

Despite the risk of making allegorical connections between the Gospel of John and the Book of Genesis, 

it seems reasonable to conclude that there are some parallels.  Whether they were deliberately inherent to 

John’s writing we will never know for certain, however it seems as though the reference in verse 51 is 

intentional.  It would not be inappropriate for John to have made these allusions to Moses’ work.  The 

apostle was writing during a period of redemptive history when the New Covenant was replacing the Old.  

Moreover, the apostle was writing a different type of Gospel account many years after the publishing of 

the synoptic Gospel’s.  His work complements the other three and very well could have been designed to 

convey how Christ was revealed in the previous covenant. This is explicit in our text in verse 45, thus 

possibly lends some support to the viability of our claim.  Regardless of whether these parallels exist or 

not we can be certain that Christ is the subject of the Scriptures of the Old and New Covenant.         

Study Questions: 

1.  Does John point his followers to Christ in this passage intentionally? 

 

2.  What is significant about the way Jesus calls the disciples?   Why is Peter given a new name? 

 

3.  What is significant about Phillips statement to Nathanael? 

 
 
4.  How is Christ found in the Law of Moses? 
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5.  How is Christ found in the prophets? 

 
 
6. How did Christ “know” Nathanael?  How did Christ “see” Nathanael?  

 

7.  What is significant about Jesus’ statement to Nathanael? 

 

8.  What is the significance of Jesus equating Himself with Jacob’s ladder? 

 

 

9.  How does our view of the “ladder’ affect our Christian life? 
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Lesson 5 Answers to Study Questions: 
 
1.  Does John point his followers to Christ in this passage intentionally? 

As we consider whether John was intentionally pointing his followers to Christ, we will be examining the 

following verses of our passage: 

35The next day again John was standing with two of his disciples, 36and he looked at Jesus as he 
walked by and said, "Behold, the Lamb of God!" 37The two disciples heard him say this, and 
they followed Jesus.  38Jesus turned and saw them following and said to them, "What are you 
seeking?" And they said to him, "Rabbi" (which means Teacher), "where are you staying?" 

Here again in our text we encounter Jesus in Bethany beyond the Jordan where John and his followers 

were staying.  As Jesus was within the vicinity of John, John repeats the statement that he made in the 

previous day proclaiming the identity of our Lord.  We know from our text that at least two of the 

disciples in the midst of this scene heard John’s words.  We have no information to support that they were 

within a crowd of fellow disciples, however it would not be unreasonable to state that there were probably 

much more than four people noted in our text present during this event.  In the Greek version of our text 

we have grammatically a genitive construction in verse 35 that appears to be a partitive (των μαθητων 

αυτου δυο).  This would suggest that the two disciples were part of a whole group that was with John the 

Baptist present during this event, thus supporting our statement that the apostle John is not reporting to us 

all the people who were present.  Most likely there is no qualification of others present, because the 

apostle intends to keep us focused on the main point of the passage which is the calling of the first 

disciples.  To us the quotations within this text probably seem strangely vague or cryptic.  Either the 

apostle John is not providing us with the full detail of the conversations and/or the speakers in this text are 

expecting the hearers to possess the necessary presupposition pool of knowledge required to interpret the 

comments accurately.  This text has been used to illustrate a semantic tactic known as implicature, which 

essentially is the use of a plain statement that bears a specific connotation for its hearers.  In the book 

Linguistics and Biblical Interpretation the authors help to round out possible implications of the 

quotations in the following: 

I told you that a prophet was coming who is greater than I, and you seemed interested in him.  
Well, behold the Lamb of God, so if you wish to find out more about him go and talk to him… 

Rabbi, we would like to know more about you.  May we spend time with?  Where do you live? If 
you tell us then perhaps we might come to talk with you? 1 

The italicized words are the authors commentary on the meaning of the statements made by John the 

Baptist and the disciples.  These assist in contextualizing the biblical quotations that are left in the  

1 Peter Cotterell & Max Turner Linguistics & Biblical Interpretation (Downers rove, IL; IVP, 1989) 48 
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unmodified text. It seems clear that John the Baptist is re-emphasizing his statement about our Lord to 

intentionally cause them to follow Him and not himself.  As we posited in the summary comments of this 

passage the apostle John was likely one of the disciples referenced in this text.  Although, the Baptist’s re-

emphasis of Jesus as the Lamb of God may not have initiated more than two of his disciples to follow 

Jesus at that time, the apostle John certainly recalls the importance of this “Christ-centered preaching” 

and its affects on his (presumably) and Andrew’s life. Thus, we might also pose that this text further 

reinforces John the Baptist’s philosophy on ministry, which is clearly Christ-centered.  Specifically, it 

was emphasizing man’s desperate need for reconciliation with God and accurately sought to direct their 

attention to the redemption that could only be found in Christ, as Calvin states: 

We ought also to observe what is the chief object to which John (the Baptist) directs the attention 
of men; it is, to find in Christ the forgiveness of sins. 2 

As we have encountered John the Baptist in the study of this Gospel, his ministry has been characterized 

by “He must increase, I must decrease” (John 3:30).  Rather than bask in the fame of possessing a great 

following and seek to maintain this by focusing the message on himself or his audience, John obediently 

and faithfully maintains the focus of the message on Christ and the need for reconciliation.  There is no 

greater need for human beings in this world than to achieve propitiation between ourselves and God.  We 

are in a perilous predicament that has no mere human solution to resolve our eternal destination.  We have 

only one resolution and it is solved in the redemption promised in the gospel of Jesus Christ.  When all 

other things are considered in light of this peril, it exposes our desperate need for this message to be 

preached in all its purity and simplicity with regularity.  Although, messages about piety, “spirituality”, 

social justice, healing, success, and family values are important and have a time and a place, in light of 

our need for reconciliation with God they are insignificant in the overall scheme of things.  Unfortunately, 

a lack of emphasis on our need for reconciliation substituted with an emphasis on things noted above may 

have an uncanny affect on the listener in producing Pharisees rather than Tax collectors (Luke 18:9-14).   

Another way to look at this that may be helpful is that these things that typically distract our attention 

from the gospel are focused on this passing evil age.  The gospel, however and our acceptance of it plays 

a vital role in our entrance or exclusion in the age to come.  Nothing is more important than where we will 

spend eternity, yet it is lamentable when the message of the gospel takes a back seat to these things that 

are so concerned about this passing evil age. 

Despite this apparently clear distinction on what the focus of the Christian message should be, there 

remains much confusion over this matter.  A significant contributing factor to this confusion is the         

2 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) p 70 
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methodology that seeks to redefine the gospel in a much broader sense than the Scriptures merit.  For 

example, some seek to define the gospel as political, maybe or maybe not to justify the integration of 

policy matters into the message.  There are some that would go so far as to dedicate an entire sermon to a 

speech on Christian America (i.e. D. James Kennedy), however in this specific citation it does not seem to 

be the case.  Nonetheless, it is certainly seen as a justification to support causes for social justice and the 

like to be emphasized in the message.  Mournfully, at one time we were exposed to a steady diet of social 

justice “propaganda” from the pulpit for a prolonged period of time (this was in a former denomination).  

The gospel went undeclared for months except for the periodical (monthly) participation in the Lord’s 

Supper. The redefinition, however does not usually stop here and these advocates would also promote a 

definition of the gospel that would include the beatitudes or the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7).  

Thus, the words, “You therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” are somehow 

construed to be good news. Although advocates of this view would argue that these are aspects of the 

gospel to justify the emphasis of them, we would appeal to Scripture to argue against this position.  As 

Paul states in his letter to the Church at Rome, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of 

God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.”  It is evident when 

reading the New Testament that the apostles would not have defined the gospel so broadly.  The good 

news about Christ and the reconciliation that He has wrought between God and men is very difficult to 

confuse with “be perfect”.  The message “be perfect” is not good news at all, but an imperative 

proclaiming to us the need to fulfill the Law in order to gain access to God.  When we are honest with 

ourselves we know that this is impossible for us to do as children of Adam.  This is then bad news and 

definitely possesses no power to reconcile us before a holy God (i.e. Rom 1:16).  Thus, we would do well 

to sit under preachers who follow the example of John the Baptist (and the apostles in the book of Acts) 

who focus on “Christ crucified” (1 Corinthians 1:23).       

We have already labored in this study to classify the message of John the Baptist (How would you 

classify john the Baptists message?).  However, for the purposes of the question at hand we would do 

well to reiterate some of that material with a treatment of John’s proclamation in this text.  We see in this 

passage John the Baptist, in an intentional fashion, pointing his followers to “the greater one who was to 

come after him” with a summary of the gospel “Behold the Lamb of God!”  This term Lamb of God, 

which does not refer to a particular rite or ceremony in the old covenant, more appropriately is a reference 

to His embodiment of the entire ceremonial law.  He suffered no blemish during His earthly life and 

despite a rigorous temptation in the wilderness He remained blameless and fulfilled all the demands of the 

Law.  He was “perfect” just like His heavenly Father, unlike the rest of us who are condemned by our 

being born in Adam and our incessant law breaking (WSC Q18).  Thus, unlike the priest of the old 

covenant who were tainted by sin and unable to clear the conscience of the worshiper.  He, that is “Christ 
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appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come, then through the greater and more perfect tent 

(not made with hands, that is, not of this creation) he entered once for all into the holy places, not by 

means of the blood of goats and calves but by means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal 

redemption” (Hebrew 9:11-12).  Now in the gospel we are promised the righteousness of Christ and can 

be sure that He has cleansed our conscience by taking our sins out of the way nailing them to the cross.  

(Col 2:14-16).  It seems to be self-evident that this message of the gospel is antithetical to any attempts to 

dress up the law and call it gospel.  The law convicts us, the gospel assures us.  The law condemns us, the 

gospel gives life.  The law points out our sin, the gospel purifies our souls.  As we can see in these 

contrasts between the law and the gospel the differences substantiate our position in a formidable way. 

Before we conclude it would be appropriate for us to point out that the events in our text implicitly 

support our characterization of John the Baptist’s faithfulness to the gospel.  It is significant that this 

simple proclamation by John the Baptist provoked the two disciples to follow Jesus.  This was no mere 

coincidence, but goes to show that these disciples had been given a steady diet of Christ-centered 

preaching to respond in faith.  The religious atmosphere of this time could be characterized as a period 

when law-centered preaching dominated.  The light of the gospel must have almost been extinguished 

except for the flickering that emitted from the preaching of John the Baptist in the wilderness.  The 

disciples in this text had been convinced that they needed to be reconciled to God not through their own 

efforts, but through the work of another.  This would not have been the case for the disciples of the 

Pharisees or Sadducees.  Thus, let us consider the uniqueness of John the Baptist who preached Christ in 

such a way that his disciples were aware of there need for a Savior.  Once that Savior appeared they were 

prepared to follow Him who had the double cure for their sins.  As we continue in this text we will 

examine in more detail how Christ is found in the Scriptures of the Old Testament.  Moreover, we will 

also examine the implications of His becoming flesh and blood walking among us in our shoes.  For now, 

however let us be reminded that the gospel is not about politics, victorious living or even about raising 

healthy families.  The gospel is about our salvation and reconciliation, which is “folly to those who are 

perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God” (1 Corinthians 1:18). 

2.  What is significant about the way Jesus calls the disciples?   Why is Peter given a new name? 

As we consider the significance of Jesus’ calling of the disciples we will be looking at the next series of 

verses in our text.  At the same time we will also consider the significance of the new name that our Lord 

gives to Peter.  In examining both of these questions our focus will be on the following verses: 

39He said to them, "Come and you will see." So they came and saw where he was staying, and 
they stayed with him that day, for it was about the tenth hour. 40One of the two who heard John 
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speak and followed Jesus was Andrew, Simon Peter's brother. 41He first found his own brother 
Simon and said to him, "We have found the Messiah" (which means Christ). 42He brought him to 
Jesus. Jesus looked at him and said, "So you are Simon the son of John? You shall be called 
Cephas" (which means Peter). 

In these next verses of our text we are encountering the apostle John’s account of the calling of the first 

disciples.  As we alluded to in our opening comments of this lesson the events that are recorded about this 

calling are similar to that of Abraham’s in the book of Genesis.  These parallels lend credibility to those 

of us who believe the Scriptures, themselves, yield a covenantal framework.  This framework facilitates a 

more robust and accurate understanding of the Scriptures.  The Lord who is the great King (Suzerain) is 

pleased to engage Himself in the terms of a covenant with His servants (vassel).  There are different 

examples of this occurring within the Scriptures, including covenants initiated with Adam, Noah, 

Abraham, the Nation of Israel, and David.  Moreover, the terms of these different examples vary and 

depending on the circumstances will differ between conditional types or unconditional oaths.  It is 

essential that we differentiate between these two types of covenants, which are characteristically the same 

as the distinction between command and promise or law and gospel.3  In covenantal terms these 

distinctions commonly fall into the categories known as the covenant of works and the covenant of grace 

(Galatians 4:21-31).  One more important distinction is to note that there is a further clarification between 

special grace and common grace that needs to be heeded.  This is particularly in reference to the covenant 

with Noah, which is common to all men and not concerned with our reconciliation before God (Genesis 

8:21-9:17).  Although, this covenant would fall into the category of the unconditional oath it does not 

share the redemptive benefits of the other covenants that also fall into this category.  Of the biblical 

examples that are identified as “covenant of works” being characterized as conditional covenants there are 

the pre-fall covenant with Adam and the Siniatic covenant made with Israel (in the covenant of 

redemption made between the Persons of the Trinity, Christ is obliged to fulfill the covenant of works 

thus has overlap with this category).  It should be noted that although the Siniatic covenant made with 

Israel is essentially conditional, when it came to salvation, Israel remained under the covenant of grace.  

However, relative to temporary blessings and their tenure in the land it was a conditional covenant based 

on their obedience to the Law.  They were essentially a typological replication of Adam and his probation 

in the garden when it came to their tenure in the land.  The biblical examples identified as “covenant of 

grace” being characterized as unconditional oaths are the post-fall covenant with Adam (Genesis 3:15), its 

continuation in the covenant with Abraham (Genesis 15), its further continuation in the covenant with 

David (2 Samuel 7:8-17) and its culmination in the new covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-33; Matthew 26:28).  

We find in the various administrations of the covenant of grace an inherent continuity with the original  

3 Michael S. Horton God of Promise Introducing Covenant Theology (Grand Rapids, MI; Baker, 2006) 18 
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pronouncement after the fall.  The theme that is maintained is a contrast between the seed of the woman 

and the seed of the serpent.  These two groups are also known as the children of God and the children of 

the devil who war against the covenant community.   The interaction between these two groups is 

chronicled throughout the history of redemption (i.e. Genesis 4).  The seed of the women is progressively 

defined throughout redemption in the various manifestations of the covenant of grace.  We learn through 

these manifestations that this Seed or Messiah will be born of a woman, be a child of Abraham, be of the 

tribe of Judah (Genesis 49), descend from David and will also be a priest after the order of Melchizedek.  

It is upon this stage, the unveiling of the new covenant administration, that we come to our text in John.  

The Seed has come to usher in a new covenant with the people of God and we find Him following a 

similar pattern of the covenant inauguration.  This inauguration begins with the calling, which we see in 

our text resembles the callings of a prior administration of this covenant.  This resemblance is observed 

by Meredith Kline in the following: 

God’s call to Abraham may be likened to Jesus’ call to discipleship, the familiar summons to 
“follow me” (Matt 8:22; 9:9; 19:21; Mark 2:14; Luke 5:27; John 1:43, etc).  Abraham was to set 
out on a journey following after the Lord who would lead the way to the land he would show his 
servant.  For the disciples of Jesus, following him was associated with his identity as the way, as 
the One who through his death and resurrection leads his followers to the Father and everlasting 
life (John 13:36-14:6).  Similarly, in the journey Abraham undertook when called out of Ur of the 
Chaldees, he must follow the Lord in the way of the death-passage that leads to resurrection, as 
he later learned from the episodes of Genesis 15 and 22.  Succinct as it was, God’s opening 
summons to Abraham to follow him was a declaration of the requirements of covenant life in all 
the breadth and depth of their demands.  Covenantal discipleship under the authority of the Lord 
Jesus is a denial of self and a following after him on the way of the cross (Matt 10:38; 16:24; 
Mark 8:34; 10:21; Luke 9:23). 4 

As Kline points out the similarities between these two covenant of grace administrations are not only 

found in the inaugural summons as we will encounter in the rest of this study the resemblances will 

continue as Jesus’ mission unfolds.  Like Abraham the disciples in the new covenant were compelled to 

identify themselves with their covenant Lord, leave their way of life and follow Him.  The grounds for 

dedication of covenant discipleship in both instances were the same, faith in the promise that one day the 

Seed of the woman, the Messiah, would crush the head of the serpent (Genesis 3:15).  Moreover, in both 

instances it would be manifested that a death would have to occur in order for the fulfillment of the 

promise to be ratified. The covenant Lord would in both instances, assume the curses as seen in the 

passing between the severed halves in the old and in the new by hanging on a tree.  The basis of 

judgment, therefore, would not be a condition upon the servant the conditions would be assumed by the 

covenant Lord:         

4 Meredith Kline (2007) Kingdom Prologue Genesis Foundations for a Covenantal Worldview (Eugene, OR:  Wipf & Stock 2006), 310  
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God’s call to Abraham was “Leave your country, your people and your father’s household” (Gen 
12:1).  Similarly Jesus commanded his disciples to leave their nets and follow him.  Whatever 
stipulations, whatever requirements and demands God put on his people they will never – can 
never – be the basis for his judgment of their status before him.  Like the prologue to the 
Decalogue, the covenant of grace in every administration issues with a sovereign call simply to 
“come” on the basis of the liberation that has already occurred and is being announced. 5 

Although, we admit that all of the details are not identical between the two callings there are some 

definite parallels among them.  As we also alluded to in the opening comments to this text it is 

conspicuous how several of the events recorded in John’s Gospel, thus far, are analogous to events 

recorded in Genesis.  In our text here we have just addressed one of those analogies and we will be 

moving on to address a second.  As we now turn our attention to the second question on our agenda when 

our Lord gives a new name to Peter it also hearkens back to the prior covenant administration under 

Abraham.  In the subsequent events of Genesis the patriarch Jacob receives a new name from the 

covenant Lord as well.  The practice of bestowing a new name on an individual was not uncommon to the 

ancient world or to the Scriptures.  It signifies a position of authority that the Lord bestowing the name 

has over the servant that is receiving the name.  Moreover, it also carries a connotation of a change in 

ones status in life that substantiates the need to be called by a new name.  It demonstrates that the person 

who receives the new name will carry out a new life under a new master.  An example that we can appeal 

to from Scripture is the prophet Daniel.  Daniel was exiled from Jerusalem and taken to Babylon as a 

youth to serve under king Nebuchadnezzar.  As a symbol of his subjection and new responsibilities in life 

he was given a new name by his new lord, Belteshazzar.  The same also holds true for his three friends 

who were in the same situation as him.  Similar to king Nebuchadnezzer, our great King had the authority 

over the lives of His “covenant” servants and demonstrates it by the bestowal of a new name.  Although 

the examples of the Old Testament servants and in our text here with Peter are not identical in the details, 

the analogous events support the idea that our God deals with His people covenantally.  There is, 

however, a significant detail that all three of these covenant servants share in common.  All three of these 

covenant servants were privileged to receive their new names in this age.  For the rest of us as subjects of 

the covenant Lord we must wait to receive our names at the end of our pilgrimage in the age to come: 

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To the one who conquers I 
will give some of the hidden manna, and I will give him a white stone, with a new name written 
on the stone that no one knows except the one who receives it.' (Revelation 2:17) 

As servants of the great King we will one day receive a new name that will symbolize His authority over 

our lives.  Authority not only as our Creator, but as our Redeemer as well who purchased us with His own  

5 Michael S. Horton God of Promise Introducing Covenant Theology (Grand Rapids, MI; Baker, 2006) 106-107 
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blood (Acts 20:28). 

A further interesting matter we should consider before concluding our response to this question is the 

significance of the name Peter, which means rock or stone.  It seems appropriate that we can justifiably 

offer two reasonable responses to the significance of this name that our Lord gives to the apostle.  First, as 

Calvin points out in his commentary on this verse and Peter himself alludes to in his Epistle (1 Peter 2:4-

5) the name could be signifying the concept of living stones: 

All the godly, indeed, may justly be called Peters, (stones),which, having been founded on Christ, 
are fitted for building the temple of God; but he alone is so called on account of his singular 
excellence. 6 

As Calvin indicates that all believers can be justly called Peters, since they are living stones founded on 

Christ and being constructed as a “spiritual house”.  Thus, Simon Peter, who is also one of those 

“stones”, is representative of all believers.  It is interesting how Calvin here interprets the term “spiritual 

house” as the temple of God, which is not out of line.  As we’ve considered thus far in this study  and will 

reconsider in the final verses of this lesson, Christ is the temple of God who “tabernacled” among us and 

equated Himself with the “ladder” in Jacob’s vision at “Bethel” (house of God).  Moreover, as the church 

we are also categorized as the “body of Christ”, which is descriptive of our union with Him who has the 

double cure for our sins.  Many of these types or analogies from Scripture begin to overlap, however 

provide a rich illustration of the blessings we have in Christ. 

There remains one more item of significance to the name that our Lord gives to the apostle and this is 

relative to his office as an apostle.  In this view the term “rock” signifies Peter’s role as an apostle of 

Jesus Christ, whose office symbolizes the foundation of the Church (Ephesians 2:20).  In this view Peter 

is also representative of a group, however not the entire Church but the entire apostolic office.  The 

apostles’ role was to recall the words of Christ through the inspiration of the Spirit and inscripturate these 

words, which would serve as an infallible witness to the Church during its pilgrimage on earth.  This is 

pointed out by Hermann Ridderbos in the following:     

Scripture represents the witness of the Spirit that Christ promised would be combined with the 
witness of the apostles (John 15:26-27).  Scripture is the rock laid by Christ himself and to which 
His statement to Peter applies in principle, “on this rock I will build my church” (Matt 16:18). 7 

Our Lord from the beginning knew the role that Peter and the rest of the apostles would play in the history 

of redemption.  The covenant Lord seeks out what will be His covenant witnesses to the world.  These  

6 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) p 73 
7 Hermann N. Ridderbos Redemptive History and the New Testament Scriptures (Phillipsburg, NJ; P&R, 1963) 30  
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witnesses would produce the new canon for the covenant community, which would be an infallible and 

authoritative witness to the promises and regulations of the covenant.  It is this Word of God that we now 

appeal to for what we are to believe and what we are to do as faithful subjects of the King.  Similar to the 

Word given in previous administrations (Deuteronomy 4:2) we are not to add or take away from it 

without being subjected to a curse (Revelation 22:18-19). 

The Scriptures reveal that our God deals with His creation and His redeemed people in covenantal terms.  

We may not realize this, but all people are in covenant with God and fall into two categories.  They are 

either in the covenant of works or the covenant of grace.  The covenant of works stands as the basis for 

God to judge all people according to their deeds.  The covenant of grace is the basis for God to have 

mercy on some and issue an acquittal from the judgment they deserve.  Not that it provides a basis for 

God to look the other way, but that within the covenant of grace a substitute is provided to stand in the 

place of God’s elect people.  Naturally, if our God deals with His people in a covenantal manner we will 

expect to see this reflected in the Scriptures.  In this text we have attempted to identify the similarities that 

exist in the way that God has dealt with his people during different administrations of the covenant of 

grace.  In our next section we will consider the unifying theme throughout the Scriptures of both the old 

and new covenant.   

3.  What is significant about Phillip’s statement to Nathanael? 

In this question we will be considering the significance of a statement made by Phillip that may at first go 

unnoticed.  The statement is found within the following verses of our text: 

 
43The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to him, "Follow me." 
44Now Philip was from Bethsaida, the city of Andrew and Peter. 45Philip found Nathanael and 
said to him, "We have found him of whom Moses in the Law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus 
of Nazareth, the son of Joseph." 46Nathanael said to him, "Can anything good come out of 
Nazareth?" Philip said to him, "Come and see." 

 
After considering several verses describing the events that occurred at the Jordan River beyond Bethany, 

we now for the first time in the story change scenes.  Remember there was not a specific setting necessary 

for the prologue to this Gospel from verses 1-18, it was only an introduction.  Then beginning in verse 19, 

until now, we have been in the wilderness with John the Baptist, his inquisitors, his disciples and our 

Lord.  Our Lord had just summoned his first few disciples (three recorded here, but probably four actually 

James and/or John are not specifically recorded) and was continuing the process of summoning more.  

Thus, in the process of summoning two additional disciples we change scenes from the wilderness to 

Galilee.  Galilee in the first century was an isolated Jewish region that was separated from Judea by the 

region of Samaria.  Galileans presumably had a different accent than the Jews from Judea as it is implied 
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during Peter’s denials of our Lord (Matthew 26:73; Mark 14:70).  Since the days of the theocracy the land 

of Galilee had been a region of religious compromise (Judges 1:30-33), political expediency for theocratic 

rulers (1 Kings 9:11-13) and a place of unrest and turmoil (1 Kings 15:20; 2 Kings 15:29).  Moreover, 

being isolated from the rest of Judea made it susceptible to hellinization and a hot bed for revolutionary 

zealots.8 Thus, one could safely say that it was a region of relative insignificance and impiety in the mind 

of the faithful Jew.  This background in mind and the fact that Nazareth was one of the smallest villages 

in Galilee, it is not surprising to read Nathanael’s response about Jesus, “Can anything good come out of 

Nazareth?”  While in Galilee our Lord finds Phillip who in turn finds Nathanael who was the last disciple 

of whose calling the apostle John records in this Gospel.  Interestingly Nathanael’s name does not appear 

in any of the other synoptic Gospel, which has caused many to speculate that he is recorded under a 

different name in those accounts.9 Also, Phillip here may or may not be the same Phillip in Acts 8, which 

could also possibly be Phillip the deacon of Acts 6.  Although, these are interesting items too consider it 

does not seem apparent that a certain conclusion can be arrived at.  Thus rather than spend any additional 

time on these items we will move onto a closer look at verse 45 of our text.         

 
As Phillip is telling the good news to Nathanael that the Messiah has finally come, he makes a simple 

statement that is truly significant.  In this statement we are enlightened to the obvious, yet invariably 

overlooked fact that the scope of the Old Testament Scriptures, including the Law of Moses and the 

prophets (and writings) is about Christ.  It should be noted that Christ is not explicitly found on every 

single page, however He is the context or overarching theme of the whole story.  In the covenantal canon 

of the Old Testament there is a unifying theme throughout the progressively revealed history of 

redemption.  From Genesis to Malachi the plot of the drama of redemption points to the promised Seed 

and the events that take place relative to the fulfillment of that promise.  This covenantal promise that the 

Lord faithfully preserves and protects against schemes and snares that are incessantly launched by the 

seed of the serpent, who seek to thwart the promise from being fulfilled.  In the Old Testament the line of 

the messianic Seed is revealed (through covenant) to be a descendant of Abraham who was promised to 

be a father of a nation.  We then trace the emergence of this nation from the beginning, its journey from 

famine (Genesis 42), to prosperity (Exodus 1:1-7) and to enslavement (Exodus 1:8-22).  Then in response 

to the covenant promises the Lord faithfully delivers them (Exodus 14), sets them apart (Exodus 24), and 

prospers them (1 Kings 10:14-29) in order to preserve the messianic Seed.  Due to their disloyalty and 

covenant infidelity, which He foretold would happen (Deuteronomy 30:1-5) , He gives them over to 

division (1 Kings 12), assassination plots (2 Kings 11) and eventually exile (2 Kings 25).  In the midst of  

8 The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary edited by Allen C. Meyers (Grand Rapids, MI:  Eerdmans Publishing 1987), 399 
9 The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary edited by Allen C. Meyers (Grand Rapids, MI:  Eerdmans Publishing 1987), 749-750 
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these rebukes it was the Lord’s hand that was against Israel.  Yet, the enemy of God’s people did not 

remain inactive, but went on offense to put an end to the line of the messianic Seed through the 

murderous plots of a power hungry queen (2 Kings 11), the power of a foreign suzerain (2 Kings 18:13-

19:37), and the schemes of a past enemy's descendent  (Esther 3).  Despite their unfaithfulness, for the 

sake of the oath He swore in the garden and re-affirmed to Abraham and David, the everlasting covenant 

to provide a Savior was remembered and the nation was preserved from her enemies (Revelation 12:1-6) 

until the fullness of time (Galatians 4:4).  As children of Adam, the nation of Israel was incapable of 

fulfilling the requirements of the Mosaic Law on their own.  Like Adam they were given a conditional 

covenant that was the basis of their tenure in the land and earthly blessings.  The land flowing with milk 

and honey was a typological representation of the Garden of Eden.  Adam was unable to successfully pass 

his probationary test to earn permanent residence in paradise.  Israel was also unable to successfully pass 

this probationary test to earn permanent residency in their “paradise”, however they had numerous 

attempts when Adam only had one.  These continuous failures provide a constant reminder of their need 

for a Redeemer, a true Israel and Second Adam to represent them by fulfilling the covenant works.  It was 

this Messiah, the Lamb of God according to John the Baptist, which Moses and the prophets pointed to in 

their writings.  Although, Phillip would demonstrate some difficulty in fully understanding who our Lord 

truly was (John 14:8-9), it appears that he was able to determine the main point of the Old Testament 

Scriptures. 

 

Just as it is essential to viewing the top of puzzle box before beginning to piece together a puzzle, in a 

similar fashion Christ is essential to understanding the Old Testament Scriptures.  As noted above, Christ 

may not be in every meticulous detail nevertheless from a thirty thousand foot view it is Him that we see 

on the cover.  Thus, as we have already labored to demonstrate that Christ is the scope of the New 

Testament, we can conclude that the whole of the Scriptures (Old and New) are about Him.  This allows 

us to consider and comprehend the apostle John’s label of Him as, the Word of God (John 1:1), in a more 

robust manner.  We can be assured that from Genesis to Revelation the meaning of the Word of God is 

about Christ and the covenant that He fulfilled for the salvation of His people.  This precludes us from 

making the mistake of reading the Scriptures in a self-centered way.  Unless we read the Scriptures in a 

Christ-centered way, we are in danger of missing the true meaning of the Word of God.  This is especially 

pertinent to the Old Testament, whose meaning may not always have been readily apparent at first 

(Ephesians 3:4-5).  Upon further examination Christ is there, whether it be in the shadows of the 

ceremonial laws (Hebrews 9), typologically foreshadowed in the positive messianic figures (Joshua 1; 

Genesis 50:20; 2 Samuel 8), or as a reminder to the people for the need of a perfect Savior in the negative 

messianic figures (Judges 16;2 Samuel 11; 1 Kings 11).  He is not intended to be found in the moral 
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statutes of the Law, which are an explicit manifestation of the natural law that is inscribed upon man’s 

heart.  However, after the Fall this Law’s primary intent was to crush us, helping us to realize our utter 

inability to fulfill God’s perfect commands and cause us to flee to the promise of the Gospel.  As Israel 

demonstrated in their consistent failures to keep the Law, it had no power to save (Galatians 3:10-14) only 

faith in the One with the power to keep that Law would provide deliverance. He may not be found 

explicitly in the genealogical records, however these are intended to clarify the line of the messianic Seed 

and those that are of the seed of the serpent.  Thus, providing background information to that great 

struggle that occurred until the Seed of the women would be revealed, conquer sin, fulfill the demands of 

the Law and reconcile the people of God.  

 

After undergoing thousands of years of development, in this Gospel, we join this great story on the 

threshold of a much anticipated climax.  The messianic Seed had been providentially preserved, in 

response to covenant faithfulness, and had come of age to embark upon His public ministry.  As the 

covenant people of God, Israel, had been longing for this Savior to come.  We could only imagine the 

piercing words that would have kindled the flames of hope and joy in the hearts of the disciples when it 

was announced “Behold the Lamb of God!”  The long awaited Messiah who was promised to crush the 

head of the serpent had been revealed.  It was doubtful that the disciples understood the full ramifications 

of the Old Testament Scriptures, which concealed the subsequent events that were about to unfold.   

Nonetheless, they understood enough to realize that the covenant Lord (who was in their midst) was about 

to fulfill His promises and the era of the New Covenant would begin.  It should be noted that this story 

still continues until the return of our Lord.  Although, we are no longer adding to the canonical writings of 

the story, the script continues for the people of God being unveiled through the events in providence.  We 

are also written into the script and cast as characters into this great story: 

  

Of one thing we can be certain: God has given us the greatest show on earth, a drama full of 
intrigue that is not only interesting but actually brings us up onto the stage, writing us into the 
script as actors in the ongoing production.  It gives us a role that contrasts sharply with those one-
dimensional characters and shallow story lines of this present age.  And because it is more than a 
play, “putting on Christ” involves a lot more than trying on different costumes and masks. 10      

 

As Horton goes on to explain how we participate in this “ongoing production” through our participation 

in our weekly worship on the Lord’s Day.  This is the place where the great King summons us into His 

presence to be blessed with the hearing of the preached Word and partake in the powers of the age to 

come (Hebrews 6:5).  We are then identified with the holy covenant community being sealed with the 

mark of our covenant Lord, refreshed with the Bread of Life, and empowered by the preached Word so  
10 Michael S. Horton A Better Way Rediscovering the Drama of Christ-Centered Worship (Grand Rapids, MI; Baker, 2002) 16 
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that we may stand against the wiles of the serpent and his seed (Ephesians 6:13). 

  

In order to help further reinforce the statements made here we will be providing supporting Scriptural 

examples in our subsequent considerations of this text.  These will be parsed in to two different 

installments examining first how Christ is found in the Law of Moses and second how Christ is found in 

the Prophets.   

 
4.  How is Christ found in the Law of Moses? 
 
In a follow up to our assessment of Phillip’s statement to Nathanael we will be focusing more specifically 

on the details of how Christ is found in the Law of Moses.  In continuing to examine this concept we will 

remain focused on the following verses of our text: 

 

43The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to him, "Follow me." 
44Now Philip was from Bethsaida, the city of Andrew and Peter. 45Philip found Nathanael and 
said to him, "We have found him of whom Moses in the Law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus 
of Nazareth, the son of Joseph." 46Nathanael said to him, "Can anything good come out of 
Nazareth?" Philip said to him, "Come and see." 

 
When we talk about the Law of Moses we are specifically referring to the various legislations received on 

Mount Sinai.  These legislations were written by Moses in the Pentateuch (first five books) and are 

categorized into three types of Laws moral (Ten Commandments), ceremonial (sacrificial system, 

worship, etc), and civil (laws governing the Theocracy).  Although, the whole of the Old Testament is 

sometimes referred to as the Law of Moses, in John especially, (John 10:34; 12:34; 15:25) we will 

maintain the distinction that is presented to us in our current text (i.e. Law and Prophets).  We should note 

that the scope of this entry could potentially become voluminous with the extensive examples that could 

be drawn upon.  As a result, for our purposes we will be limiting the scope to a few salient illustrations, 

specifically the temple/tabernacle, the sacrificial system and figurative messianic types.   

 

As we covered in this study already the word that is used in verse 14 to indicate that the Word “dwelled” 

or “tabernacled” comes from the same Greek root that is used in the Septuagint (LXX) translation for the 

Hebrew word מׁשּכן (mishkân).  As Vos points out this is distinguished from the ordinary tents אהל 

(o ̂hel) that the people dwelled in, however it is significant that the covenant Lord condescended to dwell 

in the “abode” of His people, namely tents in the wilderness. 11 Although, we concede that the LXX was 

not an inspired translation of the sacred Hebrew text, the apostle John was inspired and certainly could  
11 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) 148-149 
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have been authenticating this interpretation with his apostolic stamp of approval.  Thus in employing this 

term, he may have been hearkening back to the similarities with the LXX, which would point out to the 

new covenant believer etymological significance.  This significance would have provided clear allusions 

to conclude that the tabernacle was pointing to Christ.  Nonetheless, if there are still reservations in 

accepting this interpretation our Lord draws this conclusion (John 2:19-20) about Himself and His 

typological significance towards the tabernacle/temple.  Of course, the acute relationship between the 

tabernacle and temple is virtually synonymous relative to their function within the covenant community 

of Israel.  The only difference between the two is that the tabernacle was intended to be mobile to remain 

within the camp during the wanderings in the wilderness.  Of course, once the wanderings were complete 

then a centralized location was to be established in the promise land that culminated with the construction 

of the temple in Jerusalem.  Both instruments served as the dwelling place of God’s glory-Spirit here on 

earth.  Thus, when our Lord equates His body with the temple, as is clarified by the commentary of the 

apostle, He is affirming the typological significance that it possesses with Himself. 

 

The central element to worship in the old covenant, as prescribed in the ceremonial laws given to Moses, 

was the tabernacle/temple.  Moreover, the central or essential aspect of the tabernacle/temple was the 

shekinah glory presence of the covenant Lord that dwelled in the holy of holies.  Here the glory of the 

Lord dwelled with the nation of Israel, which was a privilege that eluded every other nation on earth.  

This privilege of possessing the glory-Spirit of the covenant Lord within their midst had not transpired 

since the Fall of earth’s first federal head (Adam).  This “dwelling”, “Emmanuel”, or “God with us” 

would have arguably continued endlessly had it not been for the cosmic treason committed by our first 

father.  As a result of this appalling rebellion, sin entered the world and humanity suffered a radical 

corruption that made them offensive to their Creator.  It was impossible for them to remain in the 

presence of their “covenant” Lord, which was manifested by their exile from the garden.  In light of this 

unfathomable gulf that was realized between the creature and Creator due to the Fall, it was particularly 

significant that God condescended to dwell again with man.  This dwelling, however could not be 

sustained in a manner that was similar to the unmediated presence that occurred in Eden.  This was 

evident through the Israelites unwillingness to have the covenant Lord speak directly to them on the 

mountain.  The holiness of our Lord, the consuming fire (Hebrews 12:18-29), was unbearable for the 

people who trembled with fear in His presence.  This is indicative of the fact that sinful men after the Fall 

are unable to remain in the presence of the holy God without being incinerated.  The unmediated presence 

of God is too overwhelming and would require some form of mediation.  Thus, from that point forward 

the glory-Spirit presence of the covenant Lord would be isolated to the tabernacle/temple behind the 

curtain in the holy of holies.  Only the high priest would be allowed to enter once a year into the presence 
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of glory-Spirit behind the curtain and not without a sacrifice to offer (Hebrews 9:7).  This function of the 

tabernacle/temple was a foreshadowing of the fact that the holy God could not dwell among men without 

being clothed in a manner to conceal the fullness of His glory.  This shadowy type looked forward to the 

true “dwelling”, “Emmanuel”, or “tabernacling” that would characterize the incarnation of our Lord.  

Christ Himself was an anti-type (fulfillment of the type) of the tabernacle/temple when He assumed flesh 

and dwelled among men.  Although, the full disclosure of His glory was only seen by some, the fullness 

of God dwelled in human bodily form (Colossians 1:19) and His glory for the most part was concealed 

from all (Philippians 2:6-8).  The solution to sinful man’s inability to “ascend” into the presence of the 

Lord of glory was resolved in the Son of Man’s “descending” in the form of a man to reveal Himself.  

The tabernacle/temple and the incarnate Lord, thus, shared in common the benefit of being the proprietary 

access point to the covenant Lord on earth being the “gate of heaven”. 12 Only through a representative 

sacrifice would sinful men be able to acquire access to heaven, which is what the tabernacle/temple 

looked forward to being fulfilled in Christ. 

 

An obvious component of the Law of Moses that pointed to Christ was the sacrifices associated with the 

ceremonies performed at the tabernacle/temple.  When John the Baptist announced, “Behold the Lamb of 

God” we were being instructed that the fulfillment of those ceremonies were going to be realized in 

Christ.  The primary way that these ceremonial sacrifices pointed to Christ clearly is through the principle 

of substitution (Genesis 22:10-14).  The animal was being slaughtered in place of the person (s) due to the 

necessity of the shedding of blood to atone for sin (Leviticus 16:29-34).  This slaughter manifested the 

gravity of sin and the necessity of God’s justice to be propitiated or satisfied.  It was not being satisfied in 

the offering of the animal itself (Hebrews 10:4), but was pointing to the greater sacrifice that would be 

fulfilled in the fullness of time (Hebrews 9:23-28).   This principle of substitution was not only signified 

in the slaughtering of animals, but also in the “scapegoat” ceremony (Leviticus 16:20-22).  The sins of the 

people were symbolically transferred to the goat that was then sent outside the camp into the wilderness.  

Although these animals were typologically pointing to the substitution that Christ would perform on 

behalf of His people, they did not do it perfectly.  These types fell short in that the animal in all instances 

was an unwilling victim that was ignorant of the consequences or outcome of the ceremony it was 

undergoing.  Not so with our substitute who was not only an innocent victim, He willingly and obediently 

followed through with the vicarious atonement on behalf of His people.  He fulfilled the demands of 

God’s justice, propitiating the wrath that stood against our sins on the cross.  Moreover, He fulfilled the 

Law through perfect obedience to earn the righteousness we were hopeless to gain through the life he 

lived.  In this, He was the perfect substitute who allows us to be declared righteous in the presence of our  
12 Geerhardus Vos (1948) Biblical Theology Old Testament and New Testaments (Banner of Truth Trust, 2000) 155 
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holy God.  A summary of this great exchange is provided in Romans 3:21-26: 

 

21But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law 
and the Prophets bear witness to it— 22the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for 
all who believe. For there is no distinction: 23for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God, 24 and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 
25whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show 
God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. 26It was 
to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one 
who has faith in Jesus.   

 

This great exchange is the good news of the Gospel that Christ alone has saved us and redeemed us from 

the justice that we deserve. 

 

Another way that Christ is found in the Law of Moses is by being pre-figured in messianic types who 

pointed forward to the great Messiah who would deliver God’s people.  There are numerous examples 

that we could look to in order to convey this point.  Noah and the Ark that he constructed pointed to 

Christ who would deliver His people from judgment (Genesis 7).  Melchizedek, whose name means 

“King of Righteousness”, was a high priest of God and king of Salem (Hebrews 7).  Abraham who made 

intercession for Lot and appealed to the Lord that He be spared from the judgment (Genesis 18:22-33).  

Joseph who was rejected by his own, sold for silver (Genesis 37:18-36), arose to prominence in Egypt 

(Genesis 41:38-49) and delivered Israel from death by famine (Genesis 46).  The most prominent figures 

of them all, however, would have to be Moses, Aaron, and David who pointed to Christ’s three-fold 

office of Prophet, Priest and King.  All three of these figures foreshadow the coming of our Lord in both a 

positive light through their triumphs and a negative light through their failures.  Moses was called to be 

the prophet Par excellence in the Old Testament (Deuteronomy 34:10-12), a mediator to Israel (Exodus 

32:11-18) and a deliverer from Egypt (Exodus 3:10-22).  Aaron was confirmed as God’s high priest 

(Numbers 16; Numbers 17) and was authorized to enter into the holy of holies to make atonement for the 

people (Hebrews 9:7-12).  David (although not specifically in the Pentateuch, but will be dealt with here) 

was the shepherd-king, who defeated God’s enemies (1 Samuel 17) and successfully extended the borders 

Israel’s dominion. He made Zion his throne and initiated the fulfillment of the scepter residing within the 

tribe of Judah (Genesis 49:10).  All of these figures point to Christ who is the ultimate fulfillment, the 

Seed of the woman, who crushed the head of the serpent delivering the people of God.         

 

In this entry we have barely scratched the surface, but have hopefully provided sufficient examples to 

substantiate our thesis that Christ is in the Law of Moses.  Before moving beyond this passage, we have 
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one more consideration to examine.  Thus, in our next section we will address the portion of the Old 

Testament Scriptures referenced in our text by exploring how Christ is in the Prophets. 

5.  How is Christ found in the prophets? 

We will complete our considerations of Phillip’s statement to Nathanael by focusing more specifically on 

how Christ is found in the prophets.  In doing this we continue to focus on the following verses of our 

text: 

 
43The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to him, "Follow me." 
44Now Philip was from Bethsaida, the city of Andrew and Peter. 45Philip found Nathanael and 
said to him, "We have found him of whom Moses in the Law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus 
of Nazareth, the son of Joseph." 46Nathanael said to him, "Can anything good come out of 
Nazareth?" Philip said to him, "Come and see." 

 
The major and minor prophets are commonly what we mean when referring to the prophets.  However, it 

should also include the historical narratives known by some as early prophets who are traditionally 

assigned authorship of these books.  The period of the early prophets are commonly thought to have 

started with Samuel (Acts 3:22-24), who is the first of the significant post-mosaic prophets. In the old 

covenant the primary source of special revelation for the Word of God was through the prophets.  This 

revelation, however was not a full disclosure of the things to come and was characterized by the apostles 

of the New Testament as a mystery (Ephesians 3:1-6).   As redemptive history continued there was a 

progressive unveiling of the mystery that was first revealed in the Garden (Genesis 3:15).  This unveiling 

was realized through the giving of the Law of Moses and subsequently through the prophecies preserved 

in the prophetic writing’s of the covenant Lord’s authorized agents.  In this entry we would like to 

emphasize one task the old covenant prophets were given, too provide a profile of the promised Seed 

through the various clues about this mystery that were granted until the fullness of time.  These inquiries 

were focused on discerning who and at what time Christ would appear, as the apostle Peter points out in 

his epistle:      

10Concerning this salvation, the prophets who prophesied about the grace that was to be yours 
searched and inquired carefully, 11inquiring what person or time the Spirit of Christ in them was 
indicating when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the subsequent glories. 12 It was 
revealed to them that they were serving not themselves but you, in the things that have now been 
announced to you through those who preached the good news to you by the Holy Spirit sent from 
heaven, things into which angels long to look. (1 Peter 1:10-12) 

Similar to our last topic, in this topic there is almost an exhaustive quantity of examples that we can 

appeal to in substantiating the claim.  Due to our limitations of time and space we will be focusing our 
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efforts on two prophecies that provided this profile of the coming Christ.  Then we will conclude with a 

summary of some other ways the prophets pointed to Christ typologically. 

 

The first of our two prophecies that will be considered in this entry is one of the more explicit and 

obvious ones that is difficult to argue against.  The lack of difficulty, however should not be taken in any 

manner to suggest that it is insignificant.  On the contrary, Isaiah 53 is one of the most significant 

prophecies about our Lord that is included in the old covenant canonical writings.  This passage comes in 

the midst of a series of writings that characterize the coming Messiah as a suffering servant of the Lord.  

Let us now consider the subject passage, which is being quoted in its entirety due to its peculiar accuracy:  

 
1Who has believed what he has heard from us? And to whom has the arm of the LORD been 
revealed? 2For he grew up before him like a young plant, and like a root out of dry ground; he 
had no form or majesty that we should look at him, and no beauty that we should desire him. 3He 
was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief and as one from 
whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not. 4 Surely he has borne our 
griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted.  
 
5 But he was wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the 
chastisement that brought us peace, and with his stripes we are healed. 6 All we like sheep have 
gone astray; we have turned—every one—to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the 
iniquity of us all.   
 
7He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to 
the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he opened not his mouth. 8By 
oppression and judgment he was taken away; and as for his generation, who considered that he 
was cut off out of the land of the living, stricken for the transgression of my people?  
 
9And they made his grave with the wicked and with a rich man in his death, although he had done 
no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth. 10Yet it was the will of the LORD to crush 
him; he has put him to grief; when his soul makes an offering for guilt, he shall see his offspring; 
he shall prolong his days; the will of the LORD shall prosper in his hand.  
 
11Out of the anguish of his soul he shall see and be satisfied; by his knowledge shall the 
righteous one, my servant, make many to be accounted righteous, and he shall bear their 
iniquities. 12Therefore I will divide him a portion with the many, and he shall divide the spoil 
with the strong, because he poured out his soul to death and was numbered with the transgressors; 
yet he bore the sin of many, and makes intercession for the transgressors. 
 

We should first point out the amazing accuracy that Isaiah’s prophecy foretells about our Lord’s passion.  

This was written approximately 700 years before the events were fulfilled in the life of our Lord.  

Moreover, an ancient copy of this text, dated around 160 years before the events were fulfilled, was 

included with the Dead Sea Scrolls that were found at Qumran.  Clearly, this text carries significant 

apologetic value in substantiating the claim that the Scriptures contain fulfilled prophecies.  Nonetheless, 

we would argue the greater significance this text possesses is its invaluable content that defines with 
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incredible precision a robust profile of the coming Christ.  Moreover, a beautiful portrait of the Gospel is 

painted in this text upholding our Lord’s task of providing active and passive obedience for His people.  

The prophet here in this entire chapter upholds the principle of substitution that is necessary for the 

salvation of God’s people in the covenant of grace.  God’s people being cast into a helpless estate by their 

first representative, Adam, have amassed a huge debt of iniquity against their Lord.  However, this 

burden, this enormous debt of iniquity would be completely satisfied by God’s suffering servant.  Only 

with the removal of this enmity between God and His people could peace be achieved.  However, the 

peace could not and would not be sustained unless God’s people could remain perfectly (Matthew 5:48) 

righteous before Him.  Unless they could maintain a perfect record after their debt had be paid would they 

be able to dwell with their perfect God.  Israel had demonstrated that this sinless perfection was not 

possible by men and this status would not change in the new covenant either (1 John 1:8).  With man this 

sinless perfection is impossible on his own (Matthew 19:16-26), hence we have verse 11 of our text.  Here 

God proclaims that the suffering servant will provide the righteousness required for God’s people to dwell 

before Him.  Thus by Christ alone not only are the sins of God’s people satisfied, but their righteousness 

necessary to stand before God is provided once and for all.  This obtains further support when considering 

the original Hebrew term צדק (tsâdaq) a hiphil verb13 translated as “accounted righteous” or “justify”, 

which possesses a declarative14 or statative connation of making one righteous.  Hence, this text also 

linguistically supports the commonly neglected Christ-centered doctrine of double imputation.    
 

The next passage from the prophets we will be considering is a less explicit passage, which may be the 

reason for the variation in interpretations.  Although there are more than seven distinct interpretations on 

this passage, they essentially can be categorized into two different groups.  The major distinction between 

the two groups is between those who have a Christ-centered hermeneutic of the Old Testament Scriptures 

and those who do not.  Having made that statement let us refrain from further commenting and cite the 

passage, which can be found in Daniel 9:24-27:      

24"Seventy weeks are decreed about your people and your holy city, to finish the transgression, 
to put an end to sin, and to atone for iniquity, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal both 
vision and prophet, and to anoint a most holy place. 25 Know therefore and understand that from 
the going out of the word to restore and build Jerusalem to the coming of an anointed one, a 
prince, there shall be seven weeks. Then for sixty-two weeks it shall be built again with squares 
and moat, but in a troubled time. 26And after the sixty-two weeks, an anointed one shall be cut 
off and shall have nothing. And the people of the prince who is to come shall destroy the city and 
the sanctuary. Its end shall come with a flood, and to the end there shall be war. Desolations are 
decreed. 27And he shall make a strong covenant with many for one week, and for half of the 
week he shall put an end to sacrifice and offering. And on the wing of abominations shall come 
one who makes desolate, until the decreed end is poured out on the desolator." 

13 Francis D. Brown The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon (Boston, MS; HMC, 1906) 842 
14 Bruce K. Waltke and M. O’Conner An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona Lake, IN; Eisenbrauns, 1990) 433 
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Amongst the various views the distinction between the two groups revolves around defining who the 

prince is in this passage that makes a covenant with the people.  Granted that this is a difficult passage, 

however the distinction between these two views is phenomenal.  On the one hand, several of the views 

share the opinion that the prince referred to in this passage is antichrist.  This view of the passage is held 

by different critical scholars and by Dispensational (i.e. Tim Lahaye’s “Left Behind”) scholars. This 

group is divided in there interpretation of whether this prophecy has already been fulfilled or not.  Some 

critical scholars would say that it was fulfilled in Antiochus Epiphanies in the second century BC.  Others 

along with the Dispensational scholars would say that it is yet to be fulfilled in the future.  On the other 

hand, there are those of us who would radically differ with the view just stated making a 180 degree 

opposite conclusion in defining this prince.  We would argue that the prince who makes a covenant with 

the people is Christ, which can be summarized in the following: 

 
A second view is that Gabriel (who announced the fulfillment of these things to Mary) is here 
foretelling what Christ would accomplish – his sacrificial death and event culmination in the 
destruction of the temple.  Jesus is God’s last word; in the past God spoke through prophets but 
now through his Son.  He fulfilled everything the sanctuary represented.  He made atonement for 
all sin – there is no need for another, ever.  All of God’s promises are Yes, Amen in him.  So 
Gabriel is speaking of Christ’s finished work on the cross and what followed. 15 

 

Obviously, the differences of opinion on this passage are extremely drastic and in order to properly 

substantiate our conclusion more thorough exegesis of the book of Daniel would be required.  Although a 

noble task to pursue, it is beyond the scope of this work.  We can briefly conclude, however that the root 

of the differences depend on the extent that we seek to make Christ the central character of the Scripture.  

Especially, with the rich imagery provided in verse 24 of this passage that clearly alludes to our Lord’s 

earthly mission He is clearly in the context.  To depart from the context and abandoned the subject in 

verse 24 as the prince who makes a covenant for another in the subsequent verses, seems unthinkable.  

This stated we should spare a moment to consider verse 24 of the passage, which further clarifies and 

defines the profile of the coming Messiah to Daniel’s original audience.  Similar to the previous passage 

(Isaiah 53) we are instructed that the One to come will have the task of atoning for sin.  Moreover, He 

will be responsible for bringing an everlasting righteousness for His people.  This passage, however adds 

some information about the task of the coming One to seal up vision and prophecy.  Thus, we find 

support in the old covenant prophets that a closing of the canon and cessation to the prophetic word would 

occur upon its culmination in Christ. This mystery, which was hidden for ages (Colossians 1:25-27) now 

manifested in God’s gracious compassion in the Gospel is sufficient.  How could we improve upon a 

message so grand?  We cannot and should not, but should with care and diligence consider the riches of 

Christ revealed completely in the canon of Scripture.    
15 George M. Schwab Hope in the Midst of Hostile World, The Gospel According to Daniel (Phillipsburg, NJ; P&R, 2006) 134-135 
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Before we conclude we’d like to briefly point out a few additional ways in which Christ is found in the 

prophets.  In addition to direct prophecies that created a profile of the coming Messiah, there are also 

typological examples similar to the examples we pointed out in the Law.    A particularly much loved 

story of this author is found in Zechariah 3:1-5.  In this passage the principle of the double imputation 

manifested in the two prophetic passages above is expressed in powerful vivid imagery.  Zechariah is 

audience to a divine vision where God’s high priest during the post-exilic period is being accused by 

Satan for wearing dirty garments.  These dirty garments are symbolic of his fallen sinful nature, which 

precludes him from standing in the presence of the Almighty.  However, the covenant Lord rebukes Satan 

and proclaims that Joshua (the high priest) is a “brand plucked from the fire”.  The imagery of the brand 

being plucked from the fire is symbolic of Christ’s vicarious atonement sparing His saints from the fires 

of hell by taking hell in their place.  Then the covenant Lord proceeds to command that Joshua be clothed 

with “pure vestments” replacing the dirty garments.  The imagery of the “pure vestments” points to the 

righteousness of Christ that clothes us and allows us to stand before the thrice holy Lord. Two more brief 

examples of typology in the prophets will be covered as we move towards the conclusion.  In the book of 

Jonah16 (see quote) we have typological significance in Jonah’s appeasing the wrath of God bringing 

peace to the chaotic sea and dwelling in the belly of the whale for three days.  These events were pointing 

to Christ, His death and resurrection (Matthew 12:38-42).  Another figure whose ordeal typologically 

pointed to Christ was Daniel in the lions den as summarized in the following:      

 

Matthew’s account of Jesus’ burial reads somewhat like the account of Daniel’s being sealed in 
the pit; Daniel’s emergence unhurt parallels Jesus’ resurrection.  Not a bone of his was broken, 
which is an important observation in John 19:36, highlighting Jesus as the Passover Lamb, the 
bones of which should not be broken (Exod. 12:46). 17  

 

We could certainly continue appealing to additional examples of how Christ is found in the prophets.  The 

abundance of material unfortunately is invariably neglected by many who do not with diligence, seek to 

find Christ in the Old Testament Scriptures.  The problem with doing this is that it essentially nullifies the 

usefulness of the Old Testament leaving it susceptible to merely an ethical guide, a source for character 

studies, or even worse just being ignored.  We hope that this examination undertaken in the last two 

questions has been useful in pointing out how Christ is front and center in the Old Testament.  After 

considering in more detail the manner in which the Old Testament points to Christ, we realize just how 

profound Phillip’s statement was to Nathanael.  We can now move beyond this portion of our text in John 

and continue with the next verses.   

 
16 Bryan D. Estelle Salvation Through Judgment and Mercy, The Gospel According to Jonah (Phillipsburg, NJ; P&R, 2005) 94-95 
17 George M. Schwab Hope in the Midst of Hostile World, The Gospel According to Daniel (Phillipsburg, NJ; P&R, 2006) 91 
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6. How did Christ “know” Nathanael?  How did Christ “see” Nathanael?  

In considering how Christ “knew” and “saw” Nathanael apparently prior to actually meeting him we 

encounter a Christological question.  At the outset we must warn that anyone who embarks on these types 

of questions must certainly tread lightly.  As we cautiously consider this question we will be focusing on 

the following verses in our text: 

47Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him and said of him, "Behold, an Israelite indeed, in 
whom there is no deceit!" 48Nathanael said to him, "How do you know me?" Jesus answered 
him, "Before Philip called you, when you were under the fig tree, I saw you." 

After spending considerable time in the last few verses of our text we now come to the next part of our 

passage.  In this section, before we actually embark on the task of examining the content of the above 

mentioned verses, we would like to step back and consider the questions of how did Christ “know” and 

“see” Nathanael.  If we had no other witness in Scripture to the Deity of Christ, then we could certainly 

answer this question differently.  For God would reveal information to His prophets or apostles about 

peoples thoughts and intentions (given 2 Kings 5:24-27 or Acts 5:1-5 (withheld (2 Kings 4:27)).  Jesus, 

being a Prophet may have just been receiving the same type of information that other holy men were 

privy to as well.  Fortunately for us and unfortunately for our opponents this is not the only passage, and 

there are several in Scripture that testify to the Deity of Christ.  In other portions of Scripture the Divinity 

of our Lord is supported in texts that subscribe divine attributes to Him, such as being worshipped, 

authorized to forgives sins,  Creator of all things, and the One who will judge the living and the dead.  

This is not to mention the explicit proclamation by the apostle John, the author of this book (John 1:1-5), 

who gives his readers clear direction on our Lord’s divine nature.         

Hopefully, nothing here that will be said will be “new” and if it is that is an almost certain guarantee that 

we are in trouble. Although we affirm that Jesus is fully God we must be cautious in our application to 

not confuse His natures, since we also affirm that He is fully man.  Thus, in order to ensure that we tread 

lightly in our understanding of this text it would be prudent to cite the confessional standards on this 

matter.  Chapter 8.2, 3 & 7 of the Westminster Confession states the following: 

2.  The Son of God, the second person in the Trinity, being very and eternal God, of one 
substance and equal with the Father, did, when the fullness of time was come, take upon him 
man’s nature, with all the essential properties, and common infirmities thereof, yet without sin; 
being conceived by the power of the Holy Ghost, in the womb of the virgin Mary, of her 
substance.  So that two whole, perfect, and distinct natures, the Godhead and the manhood, were 
inseparably joined together in one person, without conversion, composition, or confusion.  Which 
person is very God, and very man, yet one Christ, the only Mediator between God and man. 
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3.  The Lord Jesus, in his human nature thus united to the divine, was sanctified, and anointed 
with the Holy Spirit, above measure, having in him all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge; in 
whom it pleased the Father that all fullness should dwell; to the end that, being holy, harmless, 
undefiled, and full of grace and truth, he might be thoroughly furnished to execute the office of a 
mediator and surety.  Which office he took not unto himself, but was thereunto called by his 
Father, who put all power and judgment unto his hand, and gave him commandment to execute 
the same. 

7.  Christ, in the work of mediation, acts according to both natures, by each nature doing that 
which is proper to itself; yet, by reason of the unity of the person, that which is proper to one 
nature is sometimes in Scripture attributed to the person denominated by the other nature. 

As stated in section two and three of this chapter in the confession we read that the Scriptures teach that 

Jesus is one Person with two natures in accordance with the creed developed at Chalcedon.  Unless this 

definition is maintained and the temptation to confuse the natures is resisted, the likelihood of falling into 

heresy is inevitable.  In section seven we are provided with an essential hermeneutical standard when 

interacting with these two natures in the events recorded in Scripture.  There are some very perplexing 

passages, which in the hands of the wrong people can be twisted in a manner to do violence to this 

doctrine.  On the one hand, we are given passages that are clearly affirming Jesus’ divine nature like 

knowing the thoughts of men (Matthew 9:4).  And on the other hand, we are given passages that are 

clearly affirming Jesus’ human nature like not knowing the day or hour of His return (Mark 13:32).  The 

only responsible manner to harmonize the tension between these two passages is to maintain the 

hermeneutical paradigm articulated in the confession above.  Otherwise, we may fall into two errors 

whose narrow short sightedness are unable to responsibly take into consideration the whole counsel of 

Scripture. First, there is the error that overemphasizes Christ’s divine nature, which ends up swallowing 

up in a sense the human nature (Monophysite).  Second, there is the error that either denies the deity all 

together (Arian) or distinguishes the divine nature from the human nature to the extent that it must define 

Jesus as two distinct persons (Nestorian).   

In light of this we can proceed to respond to the questions at hand relative to our text, however will do 

this with extreme caution.  It is highly likely that our Lord in this passage is demonstrating His divine 

nature, which would have allowed Him to “know” and “see” Nathanael before they had physically met.  

Nonetheless, as mentioned above this ability was also granted to the prophets and apostles through special 

revelation endowed by the Holy Spirit.  Thus, it is entirely possible that our Lord, “who was sanctified 

and anointed by the Holy Spirit above measure,” received this information through special revelation.  In 

affirming this option we would not be conceding or forfeiting the legitimacy of His divine nature in any 

way.  For this truth is securely reinforced in other passages of Scripture and does not also require the 

support of our passage here to be valid.  Consequently, since both of these options are viable possibilities 
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and neither of the options injure our doctrinal positions it is a complex selection to make.  Having to 

wrestle with these options in order to identify a preference would be an unceasing endeavor.  Thus, it is 

our recommendation that a preference not be selected since it is inconclusive conceding it could be either 

option. 

The hesitancy to dogmatically assert that this is solely attributable to our Lord’s divine nature has been 

explained above.  Moreover, heeding the warnings of prior generations we should seek to preserve the 

mystery of the Incarnation to avoid falling into error.  Too fully comprehend and articulate this mystery 

inevitably requires one delve deeper than the boundaries permit.  Although, we are limited in our ability 

to fathom “how” this mystery works, we are not limited in our ability to fathom “what” it does.  Much of 

what we’ve done thus far in this study (see section on the temple) has granted us the opportunity to 

unpack “what” it does.  And in the last verses of this chapter we will again be able to continue to unpack 

the benefits of this mystery.          

In this passage the apostle John is giving us insight into the details of how Christ calls His sheep.  Each of 

the events that John records was appointed to happen and as Providence is unveiled we can see the 

fingerprints of God orchestrating the events.  We began in the wilderness with John the Baptist 

proclaiming his Christ centered message.  Then our Lord appears in fulfillment of His calling to begin the 

public ministry He had been set apart to do.  As He appears on the scene, John proclaims to his followers 

that the Lamb of God has arrived.  Our Lord is baptized and anointed with the Holy Spirit, which John 

announces to his followers.  Our Lord returns and John endeavors to point his followers towards the 

Messiah.  The disciples respond following our Lord who summons them.  In returning to the home town 

of the disciples they find Phillip who in turn finds Nathanael to announce that the promised One has 

come.  As we have the advantage of hindsight we can see how the chain of events developed in a manner 

that our Lord’s purposes are achieved.  We will now turn to the examination of our verses considering the 

significance of the statement made to Nathanael. 

7.  What is significant about Jesus’ statement to Nathanael? 

After considering how our Lord was able to accomplish what is stated in our text we will now shift the 

focus on the significance of His statement.  In order to do this we will continue examining the following 

verses of our text: 

47Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him and said of him, "Behold, an Israelite indeed, in 
whom there is no deceit!" 48Nathanael said to him, "How do you know me?" Jesus answered 
him, "Before Philip called you, when you were under the fig tree, I saw you." 
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Our Lord specifically chose Phillip whom he somehow must have known was going to call Nathanael.  

He knows what is in our hearts, He is the Word of God who pierces bone and marrow, thus nothing is 

hidden from Him (Hebrews 4:12). Here we see that our Lord’s statement to Nathanael reveals that He was 

able to penetrate into his heart to make a judgment about him.  Nathanael is marveled by the ability of our 

Lord to possess such an intimate knowledge of him after meeting him for the first time.  Then our Lord 

proceeds to make it clear to Nathanael that He had the ability to perceive the secret thoughts and actions 

of men. 

An interesting observation should be made about the translation of verse 47 of our text.  Both the ESV 

and NASB do not render the word ἀληθῶς in an ordinary fashion.  It appears that the adjective α ̓ληθῶς, 

possessing the same gender, number and case as the noun Ισραηλίτης (Israelite), is in the attributive 

position.  Thus, it is interesting that both translations do not render the phrase “a true (or real) Israelite” 

rather than “an Israelite indeed”.  Although, a slight variation in translation exists, both renderings 

essentially convey the same meaning.  However, it seems that our Lord is emphasizing a contrast between 

what Nathanael is (a true Israelite) versus what he is not (a deceitful Israelite).  This contrast would not be 

as evident in the ESV or NASB translations. 

In examining the word that is used for deceit, δόλος, another interesting observation can be made.  This 

term carries with it the connotation of taking advantage through craft and underhanded methods 

possessing glosses such as deceit, cunning, treachery.18 In other authors of the New Testament it is used 

to describe human depravity as a result of the fallen nature (pagan Gentiles Romans 1:29, Jewish 

Pharisees Mark 7:22, and a wicked sorcerer  Acts 13:10 ).  It was also used by the Septuagint (LXX) 

translators for the word ממהר (mirmâh) in Isaiah 53:9 describing that God’s suffering Servant would be 

without deceit.  This is authenticated by Peter’s use of the same word while citing this passage in his 

Epistle (1 Peter 2:22).  In a similar fashion it is used in Revelation 14:5 to indicate that the saints in 

heaven will be without deceit. 

Here our Lord is attributing to Nathanael some significant characteristics that place him in the company 

of our Lord Himself and the saints in heaven.  First, in calling him “a true Israelite” there is a deliberate 

distinction between others who may not qualify in that category (Romans 9:4-6). Second, in identifying 

that he was one “in whom there is no deceit” there is an acknowledgment that something has occurred to 

his Fallen nature that no longer is counted against him.  This distinction is clearly used to categorize  

18 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature/ revised and edited by FW Danker 
(Chicago:  The University Chicago Press) 256 
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people amongst an assembly that possess a righteousness that can stand before the presence of God.  As 

we continue in this Gospel and hearken back to other accounts it must be acknowledged that these are 

unusual words coming from our Lord when describing the condition of man.  Calvin picks up on this in 

his commentary on this verse (and renders α ̓ληθω ͂ς as “truly an Israelite”):   

For those who wished to be accounted the children of Abraham, and the holy people of God, were 
shortly afterwards to become the deadly enemies of the Gospel.  That none may be discouraged 
or alarmed by the impiety which was generally found in almost all ranks, he gives a timely 
warning, that of those by whom the name Israelites is assumed there are few who are true 
Israelites. 19 

Many in that generation would elude the encouraging words that our Lord gives to Nathanael here in our 

text. So, what explanation can be given to account for this unique conversation that occurs with this “true 

Israelite”? We answer that he had saving faith in the promise that messiah would come, which would 

have been credited to him as righteousness.  This statement may produce a number of questions and 

concerns to some, so let us unpack how we arrived at this conclusion. 

As we already examined Phillip's statement  in verse 45 it is evident that he believed the Law and the 

Prophets promised a coming Messiah.  His eagerness to provide this news to Nathanael is indicative of 

the fact that Nathanael must also of had possessed the same faith.  This is evident in Nathanael’s response 

to Phillip about the Messiah coming from Nazareth.  Many astute Jews would have expected the Messiah 

was coming from Bethlehem (Micah 5:2) rather than Nazareth. Thus, we could reasonably conclude from 

the prior texts that Phillip and Nathanael were genuinely faithful Jews who were anticipating the advent 

of the Messiah believing in the Abrahamic promise (Genesis 12:3).  This assumption is validated by our 

Lord’s words in this text. 

Although, the period of our text is clearly prior to our Lord’s death, burial and resurrection, it supports 

that it was effective for faithful believers in the promise both before and after this event (Hebrews 9:24-

28).   Thus, we would be irresponsible to conclude that the believers of the old covenant were saved 

differently than the believers in the new covenant.  Their faith in the promised messiah produced the same 

effects as ours.  Their faith was the instrumental cause of the double imputation that all believers receive, 

because of Christ’s substitutionary work.  We see that Abraham’s faith was credited to him as 

righteousness (Romans 4:1-4) along with all other old covenant saints (Hebrews 11:1-2 ). It should be  

19 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 78 
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clarified, however that faith is not what saves the believer necessarily (Ephesians 2:8).20  It is Christ who 

saves us by grace through faith in His vicarious atonement.   

This was an intratrinitarian pact (pactum salutus) made amongst the three Persons of the Trinity from the 

foundation of the world (1 Peter 1:18-21).  God the Father selected a people for whom God the Son 

would redeem and God the Holy Spirit would apply that redeeming work by producing the faith necessary 

to inherit it (Ephesians 1:1-13 and 1 Peter 1:2).  Our Lord’s task was to undergo probation in another 

covenant of works as our representative, since our first representative (Adam) failed to earn the reward of 

eternal life through faithful obedience. 21 As we will find in continuing through this Gospel, our Lord’s 

task was successful and the reward of eternal life through faithful obedience of the covenant of works was 

achieved.  His achievement is the basis by which all believers can thus be saved by grace through faith in 

that promise.  The promise, which we have traced from Genesis 3:15 throughout redemptive history. 

Nathanael, just like us, was born in Adam with a fallen nature, who in himself, would have been at enmity 

with God (Ephesians 2:3).  In Adam or the natural state his heart, like ours, was desperately wicked and 

full of deceit (Jeremiah 17:9).  Nonetheless, our Lord clearly in verse 47 makes the statement that 

Nathanael had no deceit in him.  How do we reconcile this statement of our Lord with the clear teaching 

of other passages? The only biblical solution to this predicament is in what we have stated above.  Yes, 

Nathanael was born in Adam and by nature possessed the moral corruption caused by sin.  However, as a 

“true Israelite” Nathanael believed the promise and “it was credited to him as righteousness”.  Thus, 

Nathanael was no longer in Adam he was in Christ who was the only mediator that would reconcile the 

broken relationship between God and men (1 Timothy 2:5-6).  This is how our Lord viewed Nathanael 

and was the basis for the statement he attributed to him, which is in harmony with the rest of Scripture. 

Therefore, if this is how our Lord views the true Israelites who trust in Him for their righteousness then 

we can be assured that through our faith we enjoy the same status as Nathanael.  Although, we are born in 

Adam corrupted by the affects of his sin, in Christ we are without deceit.  In Christ our sins have been 

removed having been nailed to the cross (Colossians 2:14).  In Christ we have the righteousness that is 

necessary to appear before the holy God who requires us also to be holy (1 Peter 1:16).  We are not able 

to stand by our own righteousness, however in Christ we are sanctified once and for all (Hebrews 10:8-

10).  Thus, when we are judged on the last day, just like Nathanael, we be able to stand blameless before 

the tribunal of God based on what Christ has done for us. 

20 Richard D. Phillips, “By Grace Through Faith or Why Prepositions Matter” (Modern Reformation Volume 16 Number 5 September/October 
2007) p 30 
21 Meredith Kline (2007) Kingdom Prologue Genesis Foundations for a Covenantal Worldview (Eugene, OR:  Wipf & Stock 2006), 145  
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8.  What is the significance of Jesus equating Himself with Jacob’s ladder? 

We now encounter the culmination of our text in the last three verses where our Lord alludes to the story 

of Jacob's ladder in Genesis.  We will be examining the significance of our Lord’s statement where He 

explicitly equates Himself with the fulfillment of this vision.  In order to perform this task we will be 

focusing on the final three verses of our text as follows: 

49Nathanael answered him, "Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!" 50Jesus 
answered him, "Because I said to you, 'I saw you under the fig tree,' do you believe? You will see 
greater things than these." 51And he said to 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." 

The response our Lord gives to Nathanael certainly strikes a chord within him, which causes him to 

respond in exclamation.  Although, some may seek to speculate what Nathanael was doing beneath the 

tree that our Lord was referring to, without any biblical data on the matter we will refrain from pursuing 

such considerations.  The response of Nathanael indicates that after this short encounter with our Lord, he 

is prepared to acknowledge Him as the Messiah.  This is evident in his use of the term King of Israel, 

however the fact that he uses the term Son of God is an interesting one.  The term is clearly an 

acknowledgment of Jesus’ divinity, as the Jews would later accuse Jesus of making Himself equal with 

God by the use of this term (John 5:18).  Moreover, Nathanael’s use of the term at the beginning of his 

acknowledgment of the Messiah suggests that he derived this idea from the old covenant Scriptures.  In 

passages such as Psalm 110, the astute Israelite would have had the expectation that Messiah was not only 

the Son of David, but the divine Son of God (Matthew 22:41-45).  

When our Lord promises Nathanael that he “will ‘see’ greater things” he uses the verb ὄψη, which is the 

future passive of οράω. The verb being in the passive voice infers that Nathanael will not be the one 

seeking out the greater thing, but he will be a passive recipient of this vision.  In the next verse the same 

verb is used when our Lord says “you will see heaven opened”, however switches from singular to plural 

along with the plural pronouns (from σοι to ὑμῖν).  This suggests that our Lord is no longer speaking to 

just Nathanael in the final verse, but is addressing all the people around Him.  More than likely it is the 

other disciples who were with Him at the time. 

In His response our Lord does not use the same phrase that Nathanael uses to refer to Himself (i.e. Son of 

God).  He refers to Himself as the Son of Man, which is the first use of the term in this Gospel.  This 

term, however seems to be used by our Lord more than any other in the other synoptic Gospels.  It seems 

that our Lord is not affirming Nathanael’s acknowledgment of His divinity by changing the title from Son 
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of God to Son of Man.  Although, some may think that this is referring to our Lord’s humanity rather than 

His divinity, it also is a reference to His divinity.  When our Lord uses this term He more than likely is 

appealing to Daniel 7:13-14, which is another acknowledgment of His divinity.  This is substantiated 

when He uses the title before the Jewish religious leaders in Luke 22:67-70, and based on their response 

confirm the divine meaning of this title. With the use of this term our Lord is clearly referring to His 

glorification that will occur upon His ascension into heaven, which is what the vision in Daniel is 

describing.  

As we’ve already indicated in our opening comments our Lord’s comments here bear the fingerprints of 

the vision of Jacob's ladder (Genesis 28:10-18).  This would have also been evident for the disciples who 

would have no doubt been familiar with the story.  In Jacob’s vision he sees what is called a ladder in the 

text, which more than likely would have been steps on a stairway.  These would have been akin to the 

Tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1-9), which would probably have resembled the ziggurat towers of the Near 

East.22  Ziggurats were an ancient Mesopotamian pyramid-shaped tower with a square base, rising in 

stories of ever decreasing size, with a terrace at each story and a temple at the very top.  In his vision 

Jacob sees angels ascending and descending upon this “ladder” with the Lord of glory at the top.  Jacob 

then names the place where he had the vision ּבית(bayith) אלהים ('e ̆lo ̂hîym) or “house of God” what 

would become known as Bethel.  Although, we can affirm that our Lord is referring to His glorification in 

heaven, it seems reasonable to conclude that He is also alluding to His being the fulfillment of this vision 

and the temple itself. 

 

The temple was, during the Israelite theocracy, the only accessible place on earth to enter into God’s 

presence for centuries.  This, however, was only a shadow of the reality to come in Jesus Christ who 

would become the “gate of heaven” for all.  He would be the only one worthy to ascend into the presence 

of the Lord through His descent to the earth to accomplish His foreordained mission (John 3:13). The 

significance of this route is astonishing, since it is completely antithetical to methods developed in man-

made religion.  As a result, the common reaction of men would be to conclude that it is foolishness (1 

Corinthians 1:22-25), which we will attempt to explain why in the following.  

The example referenced above of the Tower of Babel is indicative of the philosophy employed by fallen 

man in religion.  In his development of religion man’s innate tendency is to ascend into the “heavens” 

through his own efforts.  The goal is to achieve a higher level of being, to reach God in His glory splendor  

22 The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary edited by Allen C. Meyers (Grand Rapids, MI:  Eerdmans Publishing 1987), 116-117 
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or achieve connection with the Other (world soul).  If the Ziggurat towers were descended from the 

pattern employed at Babel we could assume that it would have had a temple at the very top.  Thus, 

through his own efforts and wisdom man was seeking to create his own “gate of heaven”.  This innate 

tendency was later manifested in apostate Israel who could not resist the temptation of seeking God in the 

“high places” (2 Kings 17:8-10) rather than the place He prescribed.    

This innate tendency of the natural man took form in philosophy through the Greeks.  Although, with the 

Greeks we do not find the urge to reach the “gate of heaven” through architecture and building, they did 

seek to acquire a higher level of being.  This acquisition was performed through the implementation of the 

“pure form” of ideas.23 This was articulated by the philosopher Plato whose impact on ideas and thought 

are manifested throughout history into our own day.  The Platonic view introduced a dichotomy between 

the body and soul, which develops into a dualistic distinction between spirit and matter.  This dualism has 

left its mark on religion in many forms. Nonetheless, it was most evidently seen in the extremes that were 

implemented in the various forms of Gnosticism. 

It is difficult to provide a concise definition of Gnosticism due to its diverse forms and strands that 

developed over time.  Although, Gnosticism is commonly referred to as Platonism “run wild” or “on 

steroids”, it is proper also to acknowledge that is an amalgamation of Greek and Near Eastern ideas.24   

The important point for us to understand is that the dualism between spirit and matter introduced by 

Platonism takes a radical form in Gnostic thought.  In Gnosticism the goal was for the disembodied soul 

to ascend through the planetary spheres, “climb the ladder”, into the immaterial realm of eternal 

perfection and ultimately be absorbed into God. 25 This goal of the unmediated ascent into the presence of 

the majestic and glorified Lord is characteristic of the goal of the tower builders at Babel.   

Furthermore, the goal of being absorbed into the glory and majesty of God bears resemblance in the 

Eastern religion’s idea of Nirvana. Upon further examination of these forms of religion we also find 

dualism and the innate tendency for man to ascend through his own efforts.  In Hinduism and Buddhism 

the belief in Karma provides incentive for man to perform good deeds and ascend the reincarnation scale 

into higher forms of being until Nirvana or bliss is reached.26  The interesting component of these forms is 

that the person is advised to look to the “god” within, connecting with the world soul, and acquiring the 

ability to achieve the outward righteousness necessary to ascend. The tendency of self-salvation within 

man is another characteristic of the tower builders at Babel. 

 
23 Everett Ferguson Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI; WB Eerdmans, Third Edition 2003) 332-333 
24 Everett Ferguson Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI; WB Eerdmans, Third Edition 2003) 250 
25 Everett Ferguson Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI; WB Eerdmans, Third Edition 2003) 314 
26 Michael Molloy Experiencing the World’s Religions: Tradition, Challenge and Change (New York; McGraw Hill, Third Edition 2005) 133 
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We can summarize then that through all its shapes and forms the development of the religion of man 

share some common elements.  The innate inclination to take salvation into our own hands through our 

own efforts is an indelible characteristic in the religion of man.  Although, outwardly we can demonstrate 

the appearance of righteousness (Colossians 2:20-23), it is not indicative of our true nature (Jeremiah 

17:9).  This works salvation approach to religion then initiates another common element, which is an 

inherent predisposition to ascend or erect towers into the heavens in order to “climb the ladder” rung by 

rung into the presence of God.  Unfortunately, those within the covenant community are not immune to 

these intrinsic tendencies that permeate our thinking in religion.  Later in this Gospel we will find Phillip, 

who was present in this text to hear Christ’s declaration, deny the efficacy of Christ’s words here with his 

appeal to “Show us the Father” (John 14:6-11).   

The religion of man, as demonstrated by the tower builders at Babel, incessantly seeks to ascend into 

glory through their own efforts.  As we will discuss in our next section, this vain attempt to “climb the 

ladder” cannot save us from our miserable estate.  This is where biblical religion is antithetical to the 

religion of man and considered foolishness to the unregenerate.  Rather than advocating an ascent into 

heaven, biblical religion focuses on the descent of the God-man.  Rather than glory, majesty, pomp and 

the beatific vision for the truly religious, biblical religion emphasizes a bloody splintered cross, weakness, 

and humiliation.  There is no dichotomy between spirit as good and matter as evil, when the fullness of 

the Godhead dwells bodily (Colossians 2:9).  

Christ is the ladder of Jacob's vision and Christ alone can provide access into heaven to fallen men (John 

14:6).  He is God clothed in flesh (1 Timothy 3:16) who had to condescend or stoop to our level in order 

to accommodate us in our weakness.  In His incarnation, Christ was not born in the high tower of a royal 

palace among luxuries, power and honor rather in a lowly stable among straw, animals and humility 

(Luke 2:7).  Although, it was His birthright He did not seek to ascend to the throne, but was rather lifted 

on a cross (John 12:32-34).  He did not attain righteousness by seeking solitude or avoiding contact with 

those in the flesh rather He interacted with the people of His day blessing the common elements of daily 

life (John 2:1-12).  In His role as our mediator Christ demonstrated that the dichotomy between spirit and 

matter was false.  The fact that He assumed flesh is indicative that this distinction made in man’s religion 

was not true.  As our redeemer He obeyed every word of the Law (Matthew 5:17-20) accomplishing the 

perfect righteousness required for one to ascend into heaven.  Thus, we are not obligated to “climb the 

ladder” in order to meet with God, since God has descended to our level already to be with us in Christ. 

As sinful rebellious creatures we are not qualified to be in the presence of God amidst His majesty and 

glory.  However, we meet God in Christ (John 1:18) who bridges the impassable gulf that stood before us 
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and the holy God.   This is a paradigmatic shift, which is completely contrary to the elements of man-

made religion.  The ramifications of this truth on the life of the Christian are monumental.  As a result, we 

will continue our examination of this aspect of our text in the next section. 

9.  How does our view of the “ladder’ affect our Christian life? 

If our examination of the significance of the final verses of this passage was not enough, we will continue 

to study the implications of its meaning on the Christian life.  As a result, we will continue to focus on the 

last three verses of our text as follows: 

49Nathanael answered him, "Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!" 50Jesus 
answered him, "Because I said to you, 'I saw you under the fig tree,' do you believe? You will see 
greater things than these." 51And he said to 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." 

In our last section we discussed the inherent tendencies of man-made religion, which is to seek God 

where He is not found and where He has not revealed Himself. (For the sake of this work we will 

hereafter refer to this religion as Babel.)  As we conclude the first chapter of John’s Gospel we have 

learned that after the Fall, God is most comprehensively encountered through the incarnation of the Son 

of God the Word who became flesh (John 1:14-18).  It is God who descends to reveal Himself to us in the 

Word; we do not ascend to Him through our inventions or efforts.  Unfortunately, this clear distinction 

between Babel and Christianity has been blurred by many well-meaning people.  Consequently, the 

natural inclination to confuse, ignore or reject this paradigm of God’s revelation has resulted in many 

man-centered approaches to the Christian life.     

The affects of Babel on the Christian religion are seen early on and in various ways throughout history.  

The less difficult examples are found in the monastic and mystic movements that developed in the ancient 

Church and continue on to this day.  In more subtle ways, however, it can be found in the Scholastics and 

in pietistic movements.  As we observe monasticism first, we see that it was manifested through the 

rigorous ascetic practices that evolved into a way for men to earn their own righteousness and disregard 

the righteousness of Christ.  In some forms the “truly righteous” sought solitude in the desert to escape 

the temptations of the world.  These “hermits” sowed the seed for the formation of monasteries that 

emerged later.  Consequently, a distinction began to emerge between the really “serious” Christian and 

the “normal” everyday Christian.  Rather than seeking to love God and neighbor as a sign of gratitude for 

the grace given, piety began to turn inward on “spiritual disciplines”. Celibacy, penance, pilgrimages, 

fasting, and even self-flagellation became the signs of Christian piety and the means to ascend the ladder 

to achieve the beatific vision.  
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These affects are found in the mystics or “enthusiasts”, from the Greek εν θεος for “God-within”, who 

persistently sought God through ecstatic experiences and “extra-biblical” revelation rather than in the 

Scriptures.  Not satisfied with the means that God had already revealed Himself through, they sought 

direct and immediate revelation elsewhere.  In order to transcend the ordinary constraints of Word and 

Sacrament, mystics would often employ ascetic practices similar to those mentioned above to “acquire” 

contact with the divine.  This craving to satisfy their appetite for new revelatory experiences caused them 

to disdain God’s true revelation that had already come down to man.  In their quest to gratify this innate 

desire, either consciously or unconsciously they were employing Babel’s approach of ascending on their 

own apart from Christ to achieve the beatific vision.   

In critiquing these errors in the sixteenth century Martin Luther (second quote in second bullet) made an 

insightful observation, “All of you scholars and monks are in the same category. You want to climb up 

and see God in the nude. OK, you’ll see him naked, go to the top of the ladder, you’ll have your beatific 

vision with blinding light and majesty because the devil disguises himself as an angel of light (2 

Corinthians 11:14). But let God get dressed and clothe himself in our flesh and come down to us. Then 

we can survive the encounter.”  This was a remarkably perceptive commentary that identified the major 

problem with this evolution of Christianity. These views had incrementally replaced the biblical view of 

revelation and the Christian life.  As the ideals of Babel began to creep into the theology it was incapable 

of preserving a Christ-centered framework to faith and practice.  As Luther poignantly indicates it is 

through Christ alone that “we can survive the encounter” with the thrice holy God.  The views espoused 

above, abandoned this essential component of encountering God, which could only result in error (or 

worse).  Luther categorized those who attempted to assimilate Babel with Christianity as having a 

theology of glory in contrast to a more biblical view that would be characterized by the theology of the 

cross.  These will be helpful distinctions to keep in mind as we continue in this entire study.    

In becoming aware of the distinctions between the theology of glory and the theology of the cross, we can 

assess how much Babel has influenced the Christian life.  Are we seeking God where He has revealed 

Himself (the cross, the incarnation, the Scriptures)?  Or are we seeking God through our own 

imaginations (glory, ecstatic experience)?  The way we answer these questions will have a tremendous 

influence over our doctrine and practice.   Moreover, it is essential that we carefully consider how these 

questions are answered, since the invariable repercussion of the theology of glory is nothing else than 

idolatry. 

In the theology of the cross, Christ is a sufficient mediator for salvation (the cross) and revelation 

(incarnation).  This two-fold sufficiency provides the orthodox response to monasticism and mysticism.  
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As we consider the sufficiency of Christ for our salvation the biblical solution to monasticism is found.  

The ascetic seeks to control his own destiny when it comes to salvation through the manifestation of 

rigorous practices.  To the external observer these rigorous practices give the appearance that the 

individual “has it together” spiritually speaking.  Although, these external acts may demonstrate an 

outward righteousness they provide no reflection of what is going on internally.  The apostle Paul teaches 

that these practices have no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh (Colossians 2:20-23). 

Although, they may have the appearance of wisdom and piety, the view that man’s motivations and 

intentions are pure in implementing these practices is naïve.  As manifested during the height of the 

monastic movement in the middle ages the ascetic practices had more to do with manipulation than with 

piety.  Asceticism is just another attempt for men to climb the ladder to their own salvation, rather than 

rely on Christ.  Seeking to take control of their own salvation through a system of works righteousness 

they only diminish the efficacy of the cross (Galatians 2:20-21) and provide grounds for man to boast in 

his own efforts (Ephesians 2:5-9). 

A theology of the cross recognizes that Christ alone is our mediator, our redeemer and the Lamb of God 

who takes away the sin of the world.  In relying on Christ alone as our righteousness and our salvation, 

we can then attempt to respond in a life of gratitude for the free grace we have received.  A proper 

response is to participate in rightly ordered worship, love and serve our neighbor.  Rather than focus our 

good works on ourselves in order to attain a righteousness of our own (celibacy, fasting, penance, self-

flagellation) we are liberated by the righteousness of Christ to focus outside of ourselves. Since the Fall 

we have been curved in on ourselves and this self-centered tendency was the fuel for the monastic 

movement. This was a perversion of a proper response of gratitude in the Christian life.  The motivations 

for the schemes employed in asceticism were to manipulate God into rewarding our self-righteousness.  

However, as we look to Christ alone who provides this righteousness (Colossians 1:22) in the Gospel we 

are relieved of the unattainable burden of producing our own resting solely in Him and His work 

(Matthew 11:28-30).      

As we consider the sufficiency of Christ as our mediator for revelation the biblical solution to mysticism 

is found.  The root problem with mysticism is an essential dissatisfaction with the way that God has 

revealed Himself.  The dissatisfaction is more than likely due to the affects of Platonic dualism that values 

pure spirit over the flesh. Thus, the mystics begin to look for God in other places outside of the areas 

prescribed.  This quest leads to other sources for revelation, deviations to rightly ordered worship and a 

disdain for the prescribed elements.  Upon abandoning the prescribed elements not holding fast to the 

Head the journey may lead wherever the imagination goes (Colossians 2:18-19).  Analogous to the 
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ascetics, the journey of the mystic is also another attempt to climb the ladder of salvation apart from 

Christ.  Unfortunately, the journey may sometimes arrive at the dark intentions of man’s heart in the end 

(Muntzer's Rebellion).  

This error is avoided when we maintain the theology of the cross, which acknowledges that the Word has 

become flesh, He was seen, He walked on the earth, He was brought forth from a womb, experienced 

hunger, and fatigue (1 John 1:1-4). In the incarnation we have the fullness of the Deity dwelling in bodily 

form (Colossians 2:9).  The Word that was spoken by the prophets of old became a man in Jesus of 

Nazareth.  The Word was then proclaimed by the mouths of the apostles after His death and put to writing 

for a lasting testament for the generations to come.  This was the climax or culmination of revelation in 

history and it is sufficient until Jesus returns for His sheep.  Being the climax of redemptive history there 

is now no other information that we need or require.  For in Christ we now possess all the treasures of 

wisdom and knowledge (Colossians 2:2-3).  Although, the mystic may not be satisfied with this 

revelation, this is the means that God has chosen to reveal Himself.  It is only through the foolishness of 

the preached Word that man will be saved from his sinful estate. 

It is truly ironic when we consider the distinctions between the theology of glory and the theology of the 

cross.  Naturally we would not expect to find God in a backwoods town of Nazareth as a man born to 

impoverished parents.  We would not expect to find God in a feed trough nor being executed among 

common criminals (WSC Q27).  The “logical” place to find God would be in the high places, in the 

places of power, glory and honor (1 Corinthians 2). Nonetheless, God was revealed in weakness and 

humility, which was not even expected among the covenant community during the first century.  The 

religious in Israel expected a conquering hero who would liberate them from the political oppression of 

the Roman Empire.  However, what they were seeking is not what they found and as a result they rejected 

Him and delivered Him over to be crucified on a cross. The result was that God was found by those who 

were not seeking and those who were seeking did not find Him (Romans 10:20).     

As we continue our study throughout this Gospel we will encounter the effects of Babel in the hearts of 

men.  It is evident from the text that the Pharisees were the ultimate theologians of glory.  Moreover, we 

will also find that the disciples, as well, were infected with this thinking and will demonstrate a continual 

resistance to the theology of the cross.  As our Lord approached Jerusalem when His time drew ever 

closer, Golgatha was the furthest thing from the disciples mind.  Thus, when our Lord was being 

apprehended He was abandoned and denied by those who were His closest friends.  It had appeared from 

the perspective of the world that He was defeated, yet in the midst of this humiliation the victory was 
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being secured eternally.  On Easter morning our Lord was vindicated as manifested by the resurrection, 

which is now the basis for our justification. 

Therefore, we do not need to erect towers into the heavens in order to gain access to God nor do we need 

to seek some secret knowledge to obtain entrance into God’s presence.  We are not required to achieve 

righteousness through our own efforts with an endless pursuit of “spiritual disciplines”.  Our desires to 

achieve God through the theology of glory as Luther stated will only result in the discovery of the Devil 

at the top of the ladder.  However, when we look to the cross and settle for the accommodated revelation 

that God has already provided in Jesus Christ, we will be saved.  We will be saved as we trust in the 

promise of a perfect righteousness provided by our Savior who is the gate of heaven and the ladder of 

Jacob’s vision.  God took it upon Himself to stoop to our level and bridge the gap that was the source of 

alienation between us.  As we focus on the theology of the cross, we center our attention on the Gospel, 

which is a free gift and it is ours through faith alone by grace alone in Christ alone.  Until this, the Gospel 

of free grace is understood and becomes the focus of our Christian life we will not be able to provide the 

proper response of gratitude.  
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Lesson 6:  Jesus Begins His Public Ministry – John 2:1-25 

Context:  Purpose and Outline of the Book 

The Inspired Purpose of This Book – John 20:30-31:  30Now Jesus did many other signs in the 
presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; 31but 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. 

 

Text: John 2:1-25 

1On the third day there was a wedding at Cana in Galilee, and the mother of Jesus was there. 
2Jesus also was invited to the wedding with his disciples. 3When the wine ran out, the mother of 
Jesus said to him, "They have no wine." 4And Jesus said to her, "Woman, what does this have to 
do with me? My hour has not yet come." 5His mother said to the servants, "Do whatever he tells 
you."  

6Now there were six stone water jars there for the Jewish rites of purification, each holding twenty 
or thirty gallons. 7Jesus said to the servants, "Fill the jars with water." And they filled them up to 
the brim. 8And he said to them, "Now draw some out and take it to the master of the feast." So 
they took it. 9When the master of the feast tasted the water now become wine, and did not know 
where it came from (though the servants who had drawn the water knew), the master of the feast 
called the bridegroom 10and said to him, "Everyone serves the good wine first, and when people 
have drunk freely, then the poor wine. But you have kept the good wine until now." 11This, the 
first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested his glory. And his disciples believed in 
him.  

12After this he went down to Capernaum, with his mother and his brothers and his disciples, and 
they stayed there for a few days.  

13 The Passover of the Jews was at hand, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 14 In the temple he 
found those who were selling oxen and sheep and pigeons, and the money-changers sitting there. 
15And making a whip of cords, he drove them all out of the temple, with the sheep and oxen. And 
he poured out the coins of the money-changers and overturned their tables. 16And he told those 
who sold the pigeons, "Take these things away; do not make my Father’s house a house of trade." 
17His disciples remembered that it was written, "Zeal for your house will consume me."  

Focus Incarnation 
of the Son of 

God 

Presentation 
of the Son of 

God 

Opposition to 
the Son of God 

Preparation of 
the Disciples 

Crucifixion and 
Resurrection of 
the Son of God 

Reference 1:1 – 1:18 1:19 – 5:1 5:1 – 13:1 13:1 – 18:1 18:1 – 21:25 
Division Introduction 

to Christ 
Revelation of 

Christ 
Rejection of 

Christ 
Revelation of 

Christ 
Rejection of Christ 

Seven Miracles Upper Room 
Discourse 

Supreme Miracle  
Topic 

 
That You Might Believe 

 
That You Might Have Life  

Location Israel 
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18So the Jews said to him, "What sign do you show us for doing these things?" 19Jesus answered 
them, "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up." 20The Jews then said, "It has 
taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three days?" 21But he was 
speaking about the temple of his body. 22When therefore he was raised from the dead, his disciples 
remembered that he had said this, and they believed the Scripture and the word that Jesus had 
spoken.  

23Now when he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many believed in his name when they saw 
the signs that he was doing. 24But Jesus on his part did not entrust himself to them, because he 
knew all people 25and needed no one to bear witness about man, for he himself knew what was in 
man. 

Brief Commentary on the Text: 

As we continue in the broader segment of John’s Gospel that is characterized by the revelation of Christ 

we are transitioning from the calling of the disciples to the first events of Jesus’ public ministry after His 

baptism.  The apostle John makes this transition by reporting on unique events that are not included in the 

other synoptic Gospels.  As noted in the text above the scope of the events we will be covering include 

the wedding at Cana and the cleansing of the temple in Jerusalem.  In the account of the wedding at Cana 

we encounter the first miracle of our Lord’s public ministry.  As we continue our examination of this text 

we will consider the significance of this sign building on the foundation of prior sections of this work.  

We also encounter the mother of our Lord in this text, which for all intents and purposes appears to be a 

somewhat “awkward” dialogue.  Moreover, we not only have this “awkward” dialogue, but also our Lord 

turning water into wine, which was obviously to be consumed during this celebratory event.  For many of 

us this is not problematic, however this passage presents major problems for those who advocate an 

ascetic form of Christianity that prohibits the use of alcohol (i.e. prohibitionists).  Then an interesting 

question arises as we consider this entire passage about our Lord’s response at Cana versus His response 

in Jerusalem.  On both occasions our Lord is prompted to perform a miraculous sign and is selective in 

His response only performing a miracle in one of the situations.  Our Lord elects not to heed the demand 

for a sign from the Jews after the cleansing of the temple, but utters a prophecy instead.  We should note 

that this event is distinct from the temple cleansing performed during Palm Sunday recorded in the other 

synoptic Gospels (Matthew 21:12-17).  Thus, John here records a distinct temple cleansing that happened 

several years prior to the cleansing recorded in the other synoptic Gospels with its own significance and 

purpose for taking place.               

As the covenant Lord enters into the earthly covenant sanctuary, in the flesh, He is indignant in the state 

that caretakers of pure religion had allowed it to degenerate, cleanses it and utters a prophetic Word.  We 

see in this prophetic utterance by our Lord a particular significance that we would like to elucidate further 

in our subsequent examination of this text.  This prophetic utterance by our Lord is in an enigmatic 
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fashion revealing to the audience His three-fold office as Prophet, Priest and King.  The Apostle’s 

commentary on our Lord’s statement illumines to us that it was a prophecy foretelling the destruction of 

the temple in Jerusalem and its being reestablished in Him.  Thus, we have an example of our Lord in this 

text functioning in His prophetic office.  The content of the utterance and the Apostles inspired 

interpretation of it, manifest to us that our Lord is the anti-type of the temple.  Thus, our Lord is fulfilling 

the purpose of the temple in being the sole access between God and man through His earthly descent.  

Consequently, the content of this prophecy points to our Lord’s priestly office as the true mediator 

between God and man.  As the true mediator He exclusively provides access into the heavenly holy of 

holies through His perfect priestly work (Hebrews 10:19-22).   

 

If the speaking of the prophecy points to our Lord’s prophetic office, the content of the utterance points to 

His priestly office, then the impact that the content would have had on the audience points to His kingly 

office.  The temple during the time of Jesus was built by or at least renovated by Herod_the_Great who 

identified himself as the king of the Jews (Matthew 2:1-3).  However, this was the task of God’s anointed 

king, who would solely possess the authority to construct the temple of the Lord (Zechariah 6:12-13 and 2 

Samuel 7:12-13). Although, Herod was technically the king of the Jews at the time, he was not God’s 

anointed and thus not authorized to build the temple of the Lord.  By this utterance Christ is manifesting 

to His audience that He was God’s anointed who was authorized to not only construct the earthly temple, 

but the heavenly anti-type.  Moreover, to the audience hearing this statement it is hard not to assume that 

they would have known our Lord was implying that Herod was not authorized and performed this task of 

temple building illegitimately.   

 
Finally our text concludes with the Apostle John referring to “fair-weathered” followers of Christ.  As a 

result, of the signs, the excitement and “buzz” that surrounded the ministry of our Lord they “believed” in 

Jesus.  Nonetheless, it is apparent by our Lord’s hesitancy to embrace these “believers” that their faith 

was not genuine.  Thus, we are in the precarious situation of being presented with information from the 

Apostle John that suggests that it is possible for believers to fall away.  If this is the intent of the passage 

then it would be problematic to the confessional standards that we subscribe.  Consequently, we will be 

tasked with examining this situation further in light of the rest of Scripture in our subsequent elucidation 

of this text. 

 

Thus far, in our study we can see how the Apostle John had been laying the foundation in chapter one for 

the events presented in chapter two.  This is particularly evident in the exchange that occurs during the 

temple cleansing where our Lord points to Himself as the fulfillment of the temple.  Hence, we can see 

the purpose of our Lord equating Himself with the ladder of Jacob’s vision to prepare us for the 
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statements made to the Jews about the temple.  As we now approach chapter two we can see the Apostle 

working in a similar fashion laying the foundation for our next chapter.  This is seen in the concluding 

verses that discuss the hearts of men, which are filled with deceit and rebellion that sabotage faith in 

Christ.  This leads into our Lord’s discussion with Nicodemus where He will announce that unless we are 

born again and our deceitful hearts regenerated we will not enter the kingdom of God.  Unless the 

monergistic work of the Holy Spirit (John 3:8) brings life to our spiritually dead souls (Ephesians 2:1-9) 

replacing our hearts of stone with a heart of flesh (Ezekiel 36:25-26), we will be utterly hopeless to 

believe and receive God’s gracious promise.     

Study Questions: 

1. What does the event at Cana teach us? 

 

2. Why does Jesus cleanse the temple? 

 

3. What is an interesting difference between the events at Cana and at Jerusalem? 

 

4. How does Jesus response to Jews point to His three-fold office? 

 
 
5. How is Christ a prophet? 
 
 

6. How is Christ a priest? 

 
 
7. How is Christ a king?  

 

8. Do believers lose their salvation? 

 

9.  What did Jesus know about the hearts of men? 
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Lesson 6: Answers to Study Questions 

1. What does the event at Cana teach us? 
 
As we consider the miracle during the wedding at Cana a further examination of the event will be 

performed.  The intent of this examination is to also reflect on the implications of this event.  Before we 

enter into our assessment of this question another look at the relevant verses should be taken, which are as 

follows: 

 
1On the third day there was a wedding at Cana in Galilee, and the mother of Jesus was there. 
2Jesus also was invited to the wedding with his disciples. 3When the wine ran out, the mother of 
Jesus said to him, "They have no wine." 4And Jesus said to her, "Woman, what does this have to 
do with me? My hour has not yet come." 5His mother said to the servants, "Do whatever he tells 
you."  

6Now there were six stone water jars there for the Jewish rites of purification, each holding 
twenty or thirty gallons. 7Jesus said to the servants, "Fill the jars with water." And they filled 
them up to the brim. 8And he said to them, "Now draw some out and take it to the master of the 
feast." So they took it. 9When the master of the feast tasted the water now become wine, and did 
not know where it came from (though the servants who had drawn the water knew), the master of 
the feast called the bridegroom 10and said to him, "Everyone serves the good wine first, and 
when people have drunk freely, then the poor wine. But you have kept the good wine until now." 
11This, the first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested his glory. And his 
disciples believed in him.  

12After this he went down to Capernaum, with his mother and his brothers and his disciples, and 
they stayed there for a few days.  

The apostle shares with his readers the details of an event that is not included in the synoptic Gospels.  

This event was probably especially memorable to John, being the first miracle that Jesus performed in His 

ministry.  This event takes place in Cana, which was likely a neighboring village from Capernaum as it 

was the next destination after the wedding (see verse 12 and also John 4:46).  Nathanael, one of our 

Lord’s first disciples, is reported to be from Cana (John 21:2).  Thus, it is likely that this wedding was 

between acquaintances of both Jesus and His disciples.  Judging by the dilemma reported in verse 3 it is 

indicative of the fact that the families of the bride and groom were not wealthy, but poor peasants from a 

small village.  As we consider this scene we realize that our Lord associated with people who were of low 

esteem and not the affluent, wealthy or powerful.  In the eyes of the world this was not a big deal that was 

accompanied with grandeur and expensive entertainment.  No, our Lord was in attendance at the modest 

wedding of two relatively insignificant individuals (in the eyes of the world), in a relatively insignificant 

village in the frontier of Galilee, where the alcoholic beverage was more than likely the main attraction.  

Certainly, this was an event that must make those with a theology of glory disappointed in its humble and 

ordinary setting. 
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The apostle then proceeds to inform us that in the middle of the wedding the supply of wine for the guests 

is exhausted.  We can think of several reasons that would have caused this to occur, which we will 

summarize in the following: 

• The guests consumed more than anticipated, which caused the supply to run out prematurely. 

• There were many more guests that anticipated and the manner of their hospitality precluded 

them from turning them away.  This would have caused the supply to run out earlier than 

expected. 

• The bride and groom were poor to begin with and could not afford to serve more alcohol than 

what was provided.  It was an inevitable conclusion that they were powerless to prevent. 

• A combination of all or some of the above. 

The text does not tell us the actual reason and it does not seem to be important to the point of the 

Evangelist.  Consequently, this dilemma ultimately occurred in the course of God’s providence in order to 

manifest the glory of the incarnate Son of God.  However, the actual details of the situation are somewhat 

perplexing, especially the dialogue between Jesus and Mary, which leaves us a little uneasy. 

The uneasiness is encountered when the response to this embarrassing predicament is discussed between 

Jesus and His mother Mary.  Apparently Mary had a role in organizing the wedding based on her appeal 

to her Son’s assistance in the matter.  However, it is not clear whether this request is for plain normal 

assistance or if it is for supernatural aid.  Judging by our Lord’s answer to the request, it appears to be a 

rebuke suggesting an appeal for supernatural aid was made in this situation.  This position is taken by 

Calvin who posits that this incident provides a “perpetual and general instruction to all ages, that his 

divine glory must not be obscured by excessive honour paid to his mother.”1 Many others suggest that 

there is no disrespect or tone of rebuke within our Lord’s statement, which is just a normal benign 

response employing Hebrew idiom.2 Moreover, in the midst of this response we encounter a familiar 

statement by Jesus that is often repeated throughout the Gospel records, “My hour has not yet come.” (We 

will discuss this concept further in a subsequent section).  Nonetheless, the strangeness of this 

conversation seems to be even further strengthened with Mary’s response to the servants.  If Calvin’s 

view is correct then Mary’s response is dismissive of the rebuke almost putting Jesus on the spot.  If the 

latter view is correct, then Mary’s response seems to support that it was a periphrastic way for our Lord to 

answer her positively. As we alluded to in the opening section of this text, this is certainly an awkward 

conversation and we must concede that the proper interpretation is beyond our skill to conclude.   

1 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 84 
2 Leon Morris, The Zondervan NASB Study Bible – Study Notes (Grand Rapids, MI, Zondervan, 1999) 1517 
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Whichever view is correct, one thing is for certain, our Lord in this situation committed no sin.  

Otherwise, He would not have provided the perfect sacrifice or fulfill all righteousness on our behalf.   

Regardless of what prompted our Lord to intervene the fact that we can be sure of is that Jesus did 

intervene to rescue the celebration from coming to a premature or embarrassing end.  This is seen in His 

subsequent direction given to the servants to fill the pots with water and His miraculous transformation of 

the water into wine.  We do not think it appropriate to find any special significance with the pots or the 

use of water.  It seems plain from the text that John is just reporting that common elements were used in 

the fulfillment of a supernatural act.  We find that if anything was significant about this wine beyond the 

way it was produced, is that it tasted much better than the wine that started the night.  Thus, our Lord 

saves this celebration from an embarrassing situation, which results in its continuation for the enjoyment 

and pleasure of all the guests in attendance. 

At Cana a group of poor village peasants were privileged to be the recipients of the first miracle of our 

Lord, which was performed to sustain the modest celebration of matrimony between two people.  In the 

midst of an ordinary institution of mankind, an extraordinary act occurred in the transformation of water 

into wine. This miracle provided evidence to the disciples that Jesus was who He proclaimed to be.  He 

proclaimed to be Son of God with the authority from God to intervene in the natural course of events to 

produce something supernatural.  This authority was God’s recognition that the agent performing this sign 

was authorized to speak for Him.  In this case, it wasn’t an ordinary prophet or man of God performing 

this task, but God incarnate.   The apostle testifies that this event caused the disciples to believe in Jesus, 

which is also the purpose for the inclusion of this event for the reader (John 20:30-31).  Not only did it 

create faith within the disciples, but it also manifested our Lord’s glory as Calvin indicates in the 

following:  

And manifested his glory; that is, because he then gave a striking and illustrious proof, by which 
it was ascertained that he was the Son of God; for all the miracles which he exhibited to the world 
were so many demonstrations of his divine power. 3  

 
Although in the midst of humble and unlikely circumstances, a manifestation of our Lord’s glory occurs.  

It was fitting for our Lord to lead off His public ministry with an event such as this.  Moreover, it was 

appropriate for the apostle to follow the previous passage with this episode in the Gospel story.  In 

addition to the significance of our Lord’s miraculous sign at the wedding in Cana, this story also 

contributes to humanness or earthiness of our Lord’s incarnation.  This is not where man would expect to 

find God, but as John reports we can find God in the middle of wedding celebration in an insignificant  

 
3 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 89 
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village in Galilee.  The theologian of glory would have expected to find God in a much more dignified or 

extravagant setting.  There was nothing rich and famous about the village of Cana then or now, yet this is 

where our Lord is found. The ascetic would not have expected to find God in the midst of social 

celebration, known to include music and dancing, with the consumption of alcohol. Yet, this is the 

environment where the first miracle of our Lord occurred to demonstrate His glory and authority over 

nature.  

In this event our Lord was only a guest to the festivities that celebrated a wedding between two 

individuals.  Although, He was an integral part in the success of this celebration, the day of His marriage 

would have to wait.  This day would have to wait until after His “hour had come” and the sufferings 

appointed to Him were endured (1 Peter 1:18-20).  However, not only would our Lord need to endure 

suffering first, but His bride the church would also have to endure the sufferings appointed for her 

(Colossians 1:24-29).  Then once the term of this age arrives at its conclusion and the age to come is 

ushered in, another marriage will take place whose guest list was determined in eternity (Ephesians 1:3-

14).  In that day, our Lord will not be a guest, but the groom (Revelation 19:7-8; Matthew 22:1-11) who 

purchased His bride with the shedding of his own blood (Ephesians 5:23-24) adorning her with a 

righteousness that withstands the holy presence of perfect God (Ephesians 5:25-27).  In that day the 

setting will not reflect the humble surroundings of the village of Cana, but will be audience to the exalted 

Lord in the celestial city that excludes all misery and sin.  Until that day we can only enjoy our lives with 

the common elements that our Lord enjoyed at the wedding of Cana.  Yet we can be assured that our 

invitations to the great marriage will not turn void, since they have been purchased by our Lord who will 

Himself guarantee our safe arrival amidst the snares that are also indicative of this age (John 6:39-40). 

2. Why does Jesus cleanse the temple? 

In turning to our next question we will be considering Jesus’ cleansing of the temple in Jerusalem.  In this 

task we will be considering the following verses of our text: 

13 The Passover of the Jews was at hand, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 14 In the temple he 
found those who were selling oxen and sheep and pigeons, and the money-changers sitting there. 
15And making a whip of cords, he drove them all out of the temple, with the sheep and oxen. 
And he poured out the coins of the money-changers and overturned their tables. 16And he told 
those who sold the pigeons, "Take these things away; do not make my Father’s house a house of 
trade." 17His disciples remembered that it was written, "Zeal for your house will consume me."  

 
 
As we stated in the opening section to this text, it is our contention that the temple cleansing reported here 

by John is a separate account from the other synoptic Gospels (i.e. Mark 11:15-25).  Although, despite 
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slight variations in the details between the accounts, it is possible that the events recorded could be the 

same.  We understand that it was not the primary intent of the Gospel writers to be scrupulous in their 

chronology, however the primary intent was to portray to their audience that Jesus was (and is) the Christ.  

Nonetheless, in this instance we believe that our contention is accurate for the following reasons: 

 

• The synoptic Gospels all place the account of the temple cleansing after Palm Sunday, 

which was at the conclusion of our Lord’s earthly life.  Here John places this cleansing at 

the beginning of His ministry. 

• The apostle John in subsequent sections reports of two additional Passovers (John 6:4 and 

John 12:1).  The final Passover reported in this Gospel is consistent with the timing of the 

other authors account.  The apostle John was not compelled to include this second 

cleansing rather sought to focus on other items (i.e. the upper room discourse). 

• It is entirely possible that our Lord performed the temple cleansing twice during His 

ministry.  Once at the beginning and once toward the end.    

 
Although, it is not imperative that a harmonization between these different accounts be achieved to 

maintain the authenticity of the Scriptures, in this particular situation it appears that a harmony exists as 

stated above. 

 

All the men of Israel were required, according to the Law of Moses, to appear before the Lord three-times 

a year (Deuteronomy 16:16-17).  The Passover was the first of these three pilgrimages that were 

prescribed for the Israelites to remember and celebrate the divine deliverance from slavery in Egypt 

(Deuteronomy 16:1-12).  Thus, in accordance with His covenantal obligations to observe and fulfill 

(Matthew 5:17-18) the requirements of the Law of God, the faithful obedience of our Lord is manifested 

in His participation of this pilgrim festival.  This point is made by Calvin in his commentary on this verse 

as follows:   

…for since the Son of God became subject to the Law on our account, he intended, by observing 
with exactness all the precepts of the Law, to present in his own person a pattern of entire 
subjection and obedience. 4 

 

This faithful obedience of the Law and all its demands by our Lord would be the basis for the imputed 

righteousness that His people would acquire (2 Corinthians 5:21) to cause the “angel of death” to “pass-

over” them (Exodus 12:12-13).  As we recall during the Passover the Israelites were commanded to use 

the blood from the paschal lamb (1 Corinthians 5:7) to paint their doorpost (Exodus 12:7).  When the 

angel of death passed over Egypt the Israelites were differentiated from the Egyptians by the presence of       
4 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 92 
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this blood.  Adorned with the blood of the lamb, the Israelites were spared from the judgment imposed on 

the nation.  This event of Passover foreshadowed the time when the true Israelites would escape the 

wrathful judgment predetermined on the earth in being adorned with righteousness of Christ (Revelation 

7:13-14).    

 
During this Passover festival our Lord visits the temple and is exposed to a scene that initiates righteous 

indignation.  While in the temple it was evident that God’s sanctuary on earth had become a market place 

with the selling of animals for sacrifice.  Certainly, the buying and selling of animals for sacrifice within 

the temple was extremely “practical” for the numerous Diaspora Jews and foreign converts to Judaism 

that would have been making the pilgrimage from far away lands.  It is likely that many worshippers 

during this time did not own any flocks, which would prevent them from bringing their own sacrifice.  

Moreover, for those who made a long journey it would have been more difficult if the animals for 

sacrifice had to be brought along the way.  Although, the selling of animals for sacrifice was convenient 

and necessary for worshippers to worship at the time, it would have been more reverential for these 

transactions to take place somewhere outside of the house of the Lord.  

 

Due to the influx of pilgrims from foreign lands and Palestine’s own dynamics relative to the minting of 

coins, currency exchange would have been required for the selling of the animal sacrifices.  Interestingly, 

the production of coins during the inter-testamental period in Palestine was a sensitive subject among the 

pious Jews.  This sensitivity revolved around the current regimes willingness to place or not place 

inscriptions of human images on the coins used within the area.5 Thus, as a consequence of trade 

underway within the temple the exchange of currency would have also been a convenience and 

“practical” service to be available in the same location.  Again, due to the circumstances of the time the 

exchange of currency to purchase animals for sacrifice would have been necessary, however it would 

have been less irreverent to engage in this transaction somewhere outside the house of the Lord. 

 

In response to the “practical ingenuity” that transformed the house of the Lord into a supermarket, our 

Lord is unable to tolerate the crass profaning of the covenantally sacred sanctuary.  As the apostle John 

reflects on the situation he recalls the Psalmist’s word, “Zeal for your house will consume me” Psalm 

69:9 and it is with this fervor our Lord responds to the unfortunate state the covenant sanctuary had 

become.  Calvin comments on this verse as follows: 

 

It is that he may bring back to its original purity the worship of God, which had been corrupted by 
the wickedness of men, and in this way may restore and maintain the holiness of the Temple.  
Now that temple, we know, was erected, that it might be a shadow of those things the lively  

5 Everett Ferguson Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI; WB Eerdmans, Third Edition 2003) 411-415 
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image of which is to be found in Christ. 6 
 

As we consider the state of worship in Jerusalem during this time and judging by our Lord’s response to it 

we realize that there were problems. True religion “had been corrupted by the wickedness of men” and 

had become a mechanical, rote, or even manipulative practice.  It was not just a problem of following the 

letter rather than the spirit of the law, hence the transformation of the sanctuary into a market.  Although, 

this is more than likely a symptom indicative of a departure from God’s intention for sacrifices (Psalm 

51:16-19), it seems to be more than that.  It seems to be symptomatic of a theology of glory with a man-

centered rather than God-centered focus on the intent of religion.    

 
Although, we must concede that it is impossible for us to truly discern the intentions of these men’s 

hearts, gauging from our Lord’s response in our text we propose this assessment.  These “pious” Jews 

were making their pilgrimage, in accordance with the law, to Jerusalem during Passover.  While in 

Jerusalem they resolved to participate in other prescribed offerings in addition to the Passover (hence the 

bulls and pigeons…the Passover required a lamb).  Again we are unable to determine their true motives, 

but the fact that they were purchasing these animals within the temple indicates that their consciouses 

were probably not bothered by this practice. Rather than speak up for the sanctity of the covenant Lord’s 

house, focusing on their own efforts to “climb the ladder”, they encouraged the marketers to claim more 

territory within the temple sanctuary.  Their religion was entirely within their control and as long as the 

boxes were being checked on the external requirements they believed that another rung on the ladder to 

their ascension had been completed.  It is evident that the words of the Psalmist were not in mind of the 

worshippers during this time: 

16For you will not delight in sacrifice, or I would give it; 
   you will not be pleased with a burnt offering. 
17The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; 
   a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise. 

18Do good to Zion in your good pleasure; 
   build up the walls of Jerusalem; 
19then will you delight in right sacrifices, 
   in burnt offerings and whole burnt offerings; 
   then bulls will be offered on your altar. 

Ironically post-exilic Israel no longer struggled with outward idolatry, however they still proceeded to 

invent new ways to corrupt the true religion.  Nonetheless, one day the covenant Lord Himself would 

appear to cause this profane practice to cease.  On that day within the temple, the one who was the 

fulfillment of everything the temple represented would not be silent in the midst of this defilement.   
6 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 93 
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Since, there was not even the hint of a seared conscious, let alone outrage, amongst the crowd He took 

matters into His own hands.  Seeking to rectify the situation, He single-handedly cleansed the temple 

precincts from the sacrilegious activity to restore the reverence of His Father’s house.  That day there was 

a shake up in the lives of those who subscribed to a theology of glory.  And at least for a time after this 

event the sanctity of the covenant Lord’s shadowy earthly sanctuary was restored.   The lamentable part is 

that if our contention is accurate and there were two temple cleansing after our Lord disrupted their 

operation the first time, they went right back to there ways. 

 
It is difficult to draw an appropriate analogy between the corruptions in worship in our text and those that 

occur today.  Since the old covenant required the use of animals for sacrifices, we really are not 

susceptible to the same mistake covered in our text.  However, this should be a warning to cringe when 

advocates for “practical” religion consistently make revisions to the worship liturgy of the church.  In this 

passage Calvin commends his readers to ensure that nothing beyond what has been commanded should be 

admitted: 

    

We ought always, therefore, to keep before our eyes the majesty of God, which dwells in the 
Church, that it may not be defiled by any pollutions; and the only way in which its holiness can 
remain unimpaired is, that nothing shall be admitted into it that is at variance with the word of 
God. 7 

 
For certain the advocates for selling animals within the sanctuary would have argued that it is not 

explicitly forbidden within Scripture.  If this were the basis then we would have to concede that they were 

correct.  Nonetheless, as we consider our Lord’s response to their practical measures we are assured that 

this was not permitted.  Thus, in keeping with the Regulative Principal on Worship (RPW) we should not 

go beyond what is explicitly prescribed by the Word of God.  We will have opportunity to discuss this 

concept further when we arrive at chapter four of our study. 

 

Another significant implication of this passage we also are exposed to is the fact that not all anger is a sin.  

The Christian life is often caricatured by some as being unable to express anger in anyway.  However, the 

reaction of our Lord in this passage does not substantiate this view.  True, our Lord was not tainted by the 

affects of the fall and was thus able to express righteous anger apart from the affects of sin.  Nonetheless, 

it stands to reason that anger in and of itself is not sinful and cannot just be a forbidden emotion in the 

Christian life. 

 

Our Lord took it upon Himself to cleanse the temple due to the corruption that had infected the holy  

 
7 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 94 
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covenant community.  The very instruments prescribed in the Mosaic Law to point to the Gospel were 

presumably becoming a means to earn one’s righteousness.  Rather than seeking to offer sacrifices in a 

manner that God would not despise but delight in, Israel had transformed them into an empty ritual to 

give them the power for their own salvation. It is easy for us to possess a sense of superiority in our day, 

criticizing their actions and presuming that we would be different.  Yet, apart from Christ our worship is 

just as impure and corrupt.  Thus, it is incumbent upon us to be reminded that our own worship is only 

received through the mediation of Christ and His Gospel, which makes us acceptable to God. Moreover, 

we must be careful not to deviate from what is explicitly allowed in worship in accordance with the 

Word.   

3. What is an interesting difference between the events at Cana and at Jerusalem? 

In the next several questions we will be considering different issues related to these verses.  In this 

question we want to consider the differences between the responses received in Cana (John 2:1-11) and 

here in the following verses:  

18So the Jews said to him, "What sign do you show us for doing these things?" 19Jesus answered 
them, "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up." 20The Jews then said, "It has 
taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three days?" 21But he was 
speaking about the temple of his body. 22When therefore he was raised from the dead, his 
disciples remembered that he had said this, and they believed the Scripture and the word that 
Jesus had spoken.  

Here in these verses we are in the midst of a scene characterized by confrontation, as our Lord had just 

cleansed the temple (John 2:13-17) from being profaned by the “practical ingenuity” of the people.  It is 

highly unlikely that anyone within the audience was happy about this intense and passionate action by our 

Lord.  After the last money changer station was overturned and after the last remnants of the market 

products were driven out of the temple, the Jews spoke up demanding an explanation for our Lord’s 

action.  Their response is reminiscent of the inquisitors at the Jordan River when the Jews and Priest's 

questioned John the Baptist about his credentials.   This is not the first time this group has asked questions 

like this nor will it be the last as we continue in the subsequent sections of the fourth Gospel (John 6:30-

34).    Essentially, whenever the question is raised it is a demand to demonstrate that the one being 

questioned has the God-given authority to perform the actions in question.  Although, our Lord’s 

cleansing of the temple was a just and right action to preserve the sanctity of His Father’s house, the 

crowd rightly interprets the action as being done by one with authority to do so.  As discussed in previous 

sections, the proper way to validate these authoritative credentials was through the performance of  

miracles, signs and wonders. 
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In the midst of a tense situation, the religious leaders within the temple are directly challenging the 

authority of our Lord demanding that a sign be given to justify His actions.  Jesus answers this challenge 

with a truly shocking statement that must have increased the intensity during this situation. In verse 19 the 

tension within the scene was raised when Jesus’ response was heard within the walls of the temple they 

presumed He was threatening to destroy.  Certainly, those who heard Jesus’ answer would have 

subscribed its contents as an extremely outlandish statement.  This is evident by the response recorded in 

verse 20, which we almost hear through the words on the page a tone of contempt and disdain for our 

Lord’s response.  The statement must have been taken as really ridiculous, especially due to the fact that 

they thought He was referring to the physical temple structure they were standing within.  It is probable 

that more dialogue was exchanged in this scene, however we have no record of it and the apostle wants us 

to focus on this statement of our Lord. 

In verses 21-22 the apostle provides an interpretation of Jesus’ statement in verse 19 and clarifies that He 

was not speaking of the physical temple structure, but His own bodily resurrection.  As a result, we are 

not left with the un-interpreted words the audience that day were left with and can understand that our 

Lord provided a prophetic utterance that day to His adversaries.  Thus, the sign the Jews were seeking that 

day to justify the authority of our Lord was actually provided some time later in their lives.  It was 

provided in accordance with the prophetic utterance made that day to assure the children of Israel that 

Jesus was an authorized agent with the credentials necessary to perform the action that He did 

(Deuteronomy 18:21-22). 

An interesting observation about this play on words is found when the original Greek version is 

examined.  There are two different words used in the New Testament that can be rendered temple in 

English ναὸς and ἱερον.  When the apostle is referring to the physical temple structure in verse 14 he uses 

τῷ ἱερω ͂ͅ (ι ̔ερον in the dative case) and in verse 15 he uses του ͂ ἱερου ͂ (ἱερον in the genitive case).8 

However, when the apostle is referring to the temple as Jesus’ body in verse 19 he uses τὸν ναὸν (ναὸς in 

the accusative case), in verse 20 he uses ο ̔ ναὸς (nominative case) and in verse 21 he uses τοῦ ναου ͂ (ναὸς 

in the genitive case).  The term ναὸς used to refer to Jesus’ body in the discourse is also the same word 

the apostle Paul uses when employing the term temple in a spiritual sense in 1 Corinthians 6:19 and 

Ephesians 2:21. 9 Thus, in addition to his explanation of the meaning, a differentiation can be seen in the  

8 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature/ revised and edited by FW Danker 
(Chicago:  The University Chicago Press) 470 
9 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature/ revised and edited by FW Danker 
(Chicago:  The University Chicago Press) 665-666 



The Gospel According to John 
Bible Study 
Summer 2007/2008 

135 of 167 

original language.  Unfortunately, in English this differentiation is not seen with only one word to 

translate the two different Greek terms. 

It is also very interesting to consider that within the space of chapter two we possess two different scenes 

that produce different conclusions.  Although, in both instances Jesus is prompted to perform a 

miraculous sign, He does not fulfill this request directly in both instances.  The obvious answer is that our 

Lord exercises some measure of discrimination as He encounters different groups of people.  During the 

wedding at Cana, He was amongst friends and neighbors, and the extraordinary deed was performed with 

some unanimity at the time.  Doubtless, word would have spread after the event occurred, however the 

entire wedding did not at the time know what was transpiring.  On the other hand, within the temple a 

disruptive scene instigated by our Lord occurred to direct all subsequent attention upon Him.  Thus, when 

the Jews demanded the sign to substantiate the action all attention was fixed on our Lord. 

Suppose that Jesus would have actually performed the sign with all attention fixed on Him within 

Jerusalem.  The likely outcome of that act would have played right into the false religious motives of the 

time.  Hence, before His time had come to accomplish the mission agreed to in eternity amongst the 

Triune parties, the theologians of glory would have immediately sought to crown Him king and 

overthrow the Romans (John 6:15).   Moreover, when Jesus did go on to perform the miracles in 

Jerusalem during that time of Passover the product was a disingenuous belief (John 2:23-25).  Thus, in 

order avoid an emotionally filled religious revival based on false assumptions and erroneous 

presuppositions our Lord refrains, deferring the performance of the sign until a more appropriate time.  

Moreover, the sign He points them to, in this prophetic utterance, is the true reason for the Messiah’s first 

advent. 

In this first advent Jesus did not come in glory or exaltation, but in humility and shame.  This low 

condition of emptying Himself unto death was to characterize His mission until after the resurrection 

being pointed to here in the utterance (See Westminster Larger Catechism Q and A 46-50).  Thus, He was 

unable to give these people what they wanted at the time, which was power, glory and dominance over 

foreign rulers.  These pursuits were sought primarily through a nostalgic desire to restore the promised 

blessings prescribed in the Mosaic covenant (Deuteronomy 28:1-14).  It was their hope and desire that the 

promised Messiah would usher in this age restoring the dominance realized under the reign of David and 

Solomon.  Of course, in order to hasten the advent of Messiah it was believed that their scrupulous 

observance of the Mosaic Law would induce this golden age.  Thus, whatever it took to get people to do 

their duty of observing Moses dictated the means they employed (i.e. “practical ingenuity”).  Essentially, 

their innate tendency to endeavor towards self-salvation is reminiscent of tower builders at Babel who 
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incessantly corrupt true religion.  Furthermore, the intentions to reinstate the Mosaic covenant were in 

vain, since they had broken this covenant (Jeremiah 3 and Jeremiah 11) and were exiled from the land of 

promise. 

Nonetheless, there was another covenant that was not conditioned upon the behavior of the people, 

however made by a promise (Galatians 4:21-28).  This covenant would be fulfilled by a promised seed 

(Genesis 3:15), a servant of the Lord who would fulfill with all righteousness the conditions (Isaiah 42) 

while also suffering the sanctions for His people (Isaiah 53).  This fulfillment would come by the way of 

the cross and humiliation before exaltation.  Jesus (Matthew 1:21) was this promised seed who came to 

fulfill the mission that was appointed to Him from all eternity (Ephesians 1:3-14).  Here in this passage he 

points those who demanded a sign to the only sign they would receive at this time, which was the sign of 

Jonah (Matthew 12:38-42).  For what they wanted, glory, could not be given until the cross had been 

endured.  Although, being a king He was not prepared to assume His throne until His initial priestly 

assignment was complete as is evident in this prophecy to the people.  Upon faithful obedience of the law 

as the perfect and unblemished Lamb of God, the covenant Savior, endured the curses of the covenant on 

behalf of His redeemed people.  The severity of these curses incurred, in their final culmination, the death 

of our Savior.  Hence, the “temple” was destroyed in He who was the embodiment of it, suffering death.  

His body was then buried in a tomb.  Then after three days this “temple” was raised again in the 

resurrection of our Lord who was vindicated as the perfect Lamb of God, the faithful servant of the Lord 

and the righteous branch (Jeremiah 33:14-16).  Subsequent to this event He was to be exalted, entitled to 

ascend to the right hand of the Father in glory where He would break the scroll (Revelation 5), rule and 

intercede for His people.       

The sanctions of the covenant curse made with Adam brought death to all of Adam’s progeny.  This curse 

is common to all and will continue throughout this age until the age to come is upon us.  Here in our text 

Jesus is foretelling His victory over this curse in His resurrection from the dead.  Death has been 

conquered by Jesus Christ who arose on the third day for our justification (Romans 4:25).  We are no 

longer in Adam when through faith we place our trust in this good news.  By faith we are united to Christ 

our Saviors’ death, which endured the curse on our behalf (Romans 6:3).  Moreover, by faith we are 

united to Christ our Saviors’ life, which He lived fulfilling all of the demands of the law on our behalf 

(Galatians 2:20-21 and Colossians 3:3).  As stated above, in our next several sections we will embark on a 

fuller examination of our Saviors mediatorial work as we consider His three-fold office of Prophet, Priest 

and King.   
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4. How does Jesus response to Jews point to His three-fold office (munus triplex)? 

When we consider Jesus Christ as the mediator between God and men, that mediation is characterized in 

at least three significant ways (WLC Q&A 42).  These three different ways are identified as the offices of 

Prophet, Priest and King and provide a robust sense of the depth and extent of our Savior’s role in 

salvation.  All three of these roles are either explicitly or implicitly implied in our text, which is as 

follows: 

18So the Jews said to him, "What sign do you show us for doing these things?" 19Jesus answered 
them, "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up." 20The Jews then said, "It has 
taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three days?" 21But he was 
speaking about the temple of his body. 22When therefore he was raised from the dead, his 
disciples remembered that he had said this, and they believed the Scripture and the word that 
Jesus had spoken.  

As we alluded to in the opening section of our passage we find the convergence of the munus triplex in 

the midst of this text.  We have already pointed out how our Lord’s response to the Jews who demanded a 

sign for His actions qualifies as a prophetic utterance.  In considering the content of this prophecy we 

realize that its scope contains a subject whose fulfillment was of no ordinary value.  As Calvin puts it, 

“for no greater approbation of the divine power in Christ could be desired than his resurrection from the 

dead.”10 In prophesying about His resurrection from the dead it pertains to a matter that is most precious 

for our faith and indispensable to fulfillment of the covenant of grace.  Not least to mention, that the 

fulfillment of this prophecy renders the qualifications necessary to ensure it as an authentic and certain 

utterance worthy of a genuine prophet of God.  Consequently, Jesus’ mediatorial office of Prophet being 

evident in this text should be without controversy and absent of any formidable doubt.  Hence, we will 

proceed to elucidate how the next mediatorial office is seen within these verses. 

From the beginning of the fourth Gospel, it appears as though the apostle John has been building up to 

this text.  We see this beginning when we are told that the Word became flesh (John 1:14) and also 

"tabernacled" with men.  The allusion in the use of the word εσκηνωσεν ties God’s earthly sanctuary, 

where the only authorized sacrifices for atonement occurred, to its antitype Christ the heavenly archtype 

incarnated.  The context is further refined in John the Baptist’s announcement that the “Lamb of God” 

was in Israel’s midst (John 1:29).  This title signified the propitiatory nature of Jesus’ work appointed to 

Him in the incarnation. In the calling of the disciples this emphasis is further fortified in the 

acknowledgement that Jesus is the one who Moses in the Law and the Prophets wrote (John 1:45).  The 

implication of this conclusion leads one to deduce that the content of the Old Testament pointed to Christ.   

10 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 97 
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Consequently, things such as the sacrificial system (i.e. the Lamb of God), the temple/tabernacle and 

significant characters within the Old Testament had their chief end in foreshadowing the coming Messiah.  

Finally, at the conclusion of chapter one we find in the dialogue with Nathanael, Jesus equating Himself 

with the vision of “Jacob's Ladder” (John 1:51). Jacob’s ladder signified man’s access point with the 

covenant Lord, which was subsequently identified with the Mosaic tabernacle/temple. Thus, we have here 

another predecessor to our current text that is drawing a parallel between Christ and the temple sacrificial 

system being the proprietary access with the covenant Lord.                

All of this background information provided by the apostle finally reaches a climactic culmination in the 

incarnate “temple”, from heaven, entering the precincts of the earthly temple to bring a cessation to its 

irreverence and defilement.  This rebuke of the treatment of the ectype earthly temple by the archtype 

heavenly temple manifests the planned obsolescence of the ectype, which was imperfect, unable to 

objectively cleanse the sinner’s conscience (Hebrews 10:1-4) and destined to pass into existence once the 

archtype arrived (Hebrews 8:13).  The coming of this archtype was foretold since the days of Samuel 

when the covenant Lord pronounced to the wicked house of Eli that He would raise up a “faithful priest” 

who would fully perform His will (1 Samuel 2:35).  The fulfillment of this prophecy was coming to pass 

in Jesus the perfect Lamb of God (Hebrews 7:26-28) who unlike the priests from the old order, offered 

Himself as an atoning sacrifice once and for all (Hebrews 9:11-12).     

The promise was that this “faithful priest” would “be anointed forever”, which suggests that He would 

never die.  Although, Christ does ultimately suffer the pain of death in His priestly work, His prophecy 

declared in the midst of this text reveals that in due course the power of an indestructible life (Hebrews 

7:15-16) would be manifested in His resurrection.  Our Lord’s resurrection was not only the turning point 

between His humiliation and exaltation, but also the event that made effective the atoning sacrifice for our 

justification (Romans 4:25).  Thus, as previously noted the content of our Lord’s prophecy uttered points 

to His priestly office. 

We have thus far demonstrated how our text points to two of the three offices of our Lord, in the rest of 

our time we will seek to affirm the final office from our passage.  This is the most difficult to establish 

and will require a combination of historical and biblical arguments to prove.  We will begin with a brief 

overview of the salient historical evidence. 

The second temple period from the time the exiles returned to the time of our Lord’s first advent was a 

tumultuous period for the area of Palestine.  During this period the dominion of this land changed hands 

approximately 5 times.  Of these 5 successions of power the one we would like to begin the focus of our 
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discussion on is the Maccabean period.  This period of Jewish self-rule spanned approximately 100 years 

between the ruling of the Seleucid and Roman Empires.  It was the policy of the Seleucid Empire who 

ruled over the Jews in Palestine to appoint a high priest in Israel who was loyal to the empire.11 The 

Maccabean revolt was instigated when the ruling high priest, who sympathized with the pro-hellenizing 

policies of the Seleucid Empire, went as far as to acquiesce to the desolation of the temple with pagan 

sacrifices to Zeus.12 After ten years into this self-rule a figure emerges from the house of Hashmon who 

brought stability and security to Palestine named John Hyrcanus.  As a formative figure to the party of the 

Sadducees, he was opposed by the Pharisees during that time in the assumption of his dual role as high 

priest and king over Israel.13 In his Antiquities Josephus attributes to him as being accounted worthy by 

God of the three “greatest privileges - the rule of the nation, the office of high priest, and the gift of 

prophecy” (Ant. 13.10.7).  Thus, we find that this notion of the munus triplex being assumed by one 

person as something achievable during the second temple period. 

Nonetheless, others have pointed out that Hyrcanus’ gift of prophecy was hardly worthy of a genuine 

prophet of God.  They were more accurately characterized as “allegedly knowing at a distance the 

outcome of events in which he was vitally interested.” 14 Moreover, Hycranus’ reign which began in 134 

BC ultimately came to an end after his death in 104 BC.  Therefore, despite his questionable realization of 

the munus triplex it is evident by his susceptibility to the ravages of sin through the fall, he was not the 

fulfillment of the “faithful priest” (1 Samuel 2:35) who was to possess the “power of an indestructible 

life.” 

Another historical figure, whom we have already made mention of in our preliminary assessment of this 

topic, is Herod the Great.  Of course, this figure has been memorialized with his inclusion in the biblical 

accounts of Jesus birth (Matthew 2:1-18).  The biblical witness of Herod the Great reveals a cold blooded 

maniacal Roman tetrarch who slaughtered innocent children after hearing of potential threats to his rule.  

Although the extra-biblical material corroborates his merciless and petty behavior testified in the 

Scriptures, he is renowned for his temple building project in Jerusalem.  The rabbis’ said of this temple 

“He who has not seen Herod’s temple has not seen beauty.”15 Herod who was from Idumea (an Edomite) 

was a Jew by religion.  (Incidentally, this region had been assimilated to Israel under Hycranus who 

compelled them to be circumcised after his subjugating them through conquest).  However, his efforts to 

build the temple were primarily for political reasons to appease his subjects who resented being ruled by  

11 Everett Ferguson Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI; WB Eerdmans, Third Edition 2003) 405                                     
12 Everett Ferguson Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI; WB Eerdmans, Third Edition 2003) 407 
13 Everett Ferguson Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI; WB Eerdmans, Third Edition 2003) 410 
14 Ibid 
15 Everett Ferguson Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI; WB Eerdmans, Third Edition 2003) 413 
 



The Gospel According to John 
Bible Study 
Summer 2007/2008 

140 of 167 

an Edomite.  Although, Herod’s temple building project may have been brilliant in solidifying short term 

political security among the Jews whom he ruled, in the eyes of the covenant Lord it could be classified as 

a presumptuous or even foolish endeavor.  The undertaking of this task, was only to be sanctioned upon a 

Divine decree, as was indicative in the first temple under David/Solomon (2 Samuel 7:5-16) and the 

second temple under the Persian king Cyrus (Ezra 1:1-2).  Moreover, as manifested by the prophet 

Zechariah, any subsequent pursuance of this endeavor was to be undertaken by a specific predetermined 

and prequalified individual as is further elaborated in the following quote by Meredith Kline: 

Conjoined with the Branch's identity as one who comes forth as the royal scion of David's 
dynasty is his role as temple builder (Zech 6:12c, d). This role belongs to the portrayal of Messiah 
as king, for temple building was a royal function…The two royal distinctions attributed to the 
Branch in CH, his right to the throne and his prerogative of constructing the temple, remind us at 
once of God's covenant with David (2 Sam 7:5-16). The same two royal honors are the featured 
blessings promised in that dynastic grant. At the typological level these royal promises were 
fulfilled in David's son Solomon and his successors, but Zechariah's prophecy looks beyond that 
to their ultimate fulfillment in the messianic Branch, that Son of David to whom it would be 
given to build an enduring house for God's name and the throne of whose kingdom God would 
establish forever (2 Sam 7:13). 16 

As Kline points out in his elucidation of Zechariah’s prophecy (Zechariah 6:10-15) it was to be within the 

scope of the Branch (Messiah) who would be the Priest-King to construct the temple of the covenant 

Lord.  Thus, Herod the Great was an unqualified candidate to embark on a temple building project for the 

God of Israel.  Jesus’ statement in verse 19, although as explained by John not a direct reference to the 

destruction of the Herodian temple, would have been to his Jewish audience taken as a rejection of 

Herod’s qualifications as a temple-builder.   

This play on words that would have possessed the affect of rejecting the legitimacy of the Herodian 

temple amongst the crowd is significant.  However, we would be remiss in our duties if we did not deal 

with the actual meaning that is manifested by the apostle.  Jesus’ prophecy in verse 19 is pointing to 

another temple that would be built by the authorized Priest-King.  Although, this temple would not be 

constructed of natural stones, this temple would be constructed of spiritual stones (1 Peter 2:4-5).  The 

foundation of this temple has been laid with the apostles and prophets with the structure erected upon it 

comprised of the church (Ephesians 2:19-22), the elect living stones of Christ’s temple indwelled by the 

Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 3:10-16).  The prophetic fulfillment of Zechariah’s utterance will not be found 

in a physical building, which will not be necessary in the age to come (Revelation 21:22-23).  It will be 

fulfilled in the spiritual temple of Christ and His body the church as we see in the following elaboration 

by Kline:       

16 Meredith Kline “The Exaltation of Christ” (http://www.kerux.com/documents/keruxv12n3a1.asp  ) p 2 
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From fallen mankind, exiled from God's presence and paradise as the aftermath of Adam's 
transgression, from the diaspora of the Gentiles augmented by the diaspora of the Jews (cf. Rom 
11:30-32), from far off they come to Christ, God's temple (John 2:18-21; Eph 2:12-13). They 
come and participate in the building of the extended temple, the church-body of which Christ is 
the head, the temple of which he is the chief cornerstone and his apostles and prophets the 
foundation. They contribute to the raising up of this church-temple by giving themselves when 
they hear Christ issue his requisition demand that they become living stones in that holy edifice (1 
Cor 3:16-17; 2 Cor 6:16;  Eph 2:19-22; 1 Peter 2:5-6; Heb 3:6).17 

Here in John 2:18-22 we encounter one of many subsequent episodes where “the stone” is being rejected 

by the builders (Psalm 118:22). The people who were given the sure promise of a coming temple-builder 

did not receive their Priest-King (John 1:11).  The beauty and splendor of the Herodian temple built by an 

unqualified individual distracted them from the true temple-builder who was the chief cornerstone whom 

they would ultimately reject for the earthly shadow:    

6For it stands in Scripture: 
 
"Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone, 
a cornerstone chosen and precious, 
and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame."  

7So the honor is for you who believe, but for those who do not believe, 
 
"The stone that the builders rejected 
 has become the cornerstone,"  

8and 
 
"A stone of stumbling, 
and a rock of offense."  

They stumble because they disobey the word, as they were destined to do. (1 Peter 2:6-8) 

Nonetheless, for us who place our trust in Lord Christ the Prophet-Priest-King we have a mediator who 

has completely saved.  His salvation is complete and beyond anything the earthly shadow could ever 

provide.   

It was our position that the convergence of the munus triplex could be found within our text.  Our efforts 

thus far have taken time to point out how this is accomplished.  However, as we continue on in our study 

we will continue to consider the three fold office by examining each individual office of Prophet, Priest 

and King.  

17 Meredith Kline “The Exaltation of Christ” (http://www.kerux.com/documents/keruxv12n3a1.asp  ) p 9 
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5. How is Christ a Prophet? 
 
Upon establishing that our passage manifests the convergence of the munus triplex in our last entry, we 

will take some time to consider Christ’s office of Prophet in more detail.  In order to elucidate this 

mediatorial office further we will remain focused on the following verses of our passage:   

18So the Jews said to him, "What sign do you show us for doing these things?" 19Jesus answered 
them, "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up." 20The Jews then said, "It has 
taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three days?" 21But he was 
speaking about the temple of his body. 22When therefore he was raised from the dead, his 
disciples remembered that he had said this, and they believed the Scripture and the word that 
Jesus had spoken.  

As we begin our task of examining the offices of Christ more thoroughly it is helpful to cite the 

Heidelberg Catechism question and answer 31 (HC Q & A 31).  It is important to point out that the Old 

Testament manifestation of all three of these distinct offices required one to be anointed unto the position 

(2 Kings 2:14-15; Exodus 30:30-31; 1 Samuel 10:1).  This anointing was symbolic of the Holy Spirit 

empowering these individuals to perform the duties associated with the office.  We belabor this point 

since the catechism insightfully points out that Jesus was not only anointed as the officers of the old 

order, but was Anointed with Holy Spirit as is illustrative in the descent of the dove at His baptism.  His 

anointing was not only symbolized by the pouring of oil on the forehead (ectype), but was administered 

by the Holy Spirit Himself (archtype) proceeding from the Father in heaven (Matthew 3:13-17).  Hence, 

the name Messiah or Christ, which means plainly the anointed one, is a title given to Him to acknowledge 

His special endowment of being anointed with the Spirit beyond measure.  It is this anointing bestowed 

with significant abundance that enables Jesus to execute these offices in a comprehensive and exceptional 

fashion.  His execution would be above and beyond the Old Testament figures that merely foreshadowed 

the coming of this perfect representative, Jesus the Lord and Christ.     

It is also fitting in this consideration to appeal to the Westminster Larger Catechism question and answer 

43 (WLC Q&A 43), which provides a succinct summary of the significance of this office.  Almost 

synonymous with the definition given in the HC, the WLC emphasizes how Christ comprehensively and 

thoroughly embodies and manifests the revelation of God through His office of Prophet.  The 

thoroughness of His revelatory accomplishments, are indicative of Scriptural passages such as John 1:18.  

We recall in dealing with this verse in a previous section that the point that the apostle was making, as he 

was concluding the prologue to the fourth Gospel, was that Christ "exegetes" the Father.  Analogous to 

the way we use this term in studying the Scriptures to elucidate its mysteries and meanings, Christ reveals 

to us the Father through His incarnation (John 15:15).  The mysteries that God had kept hidden in ages 

past are manifested in the Person and work of Christ, the Prophet Par excellence (Colossians 1:26-27).  
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Moreover, these things were not only the privilege of the generation who were witness to Christ as 

contemporaries on earth, but have been preserved through the written Word (2 Timothy 3:15-17; 

Revelation 1:3) by the apostles and prophets (Ephesians 3:1-5).  This record preserved through 

generations in the transmission of the faith once delivered to the saints (Jude 3) is authoritative, accurate 

and comprehensive (John 16:14-16).  This revelation is all encompassing and complete to the extent that 

no subsequent prophecy is necessary or allowed (Hebrews 1:1-2; Revelation 22:18-19).  Thus, we can 

legitimately conclude that the dispensing of new revelation from the prophetic office has ceased with the 

completion of the New Testament that testifies of Christ the Word incarnate, as Calvin in his discourse on 

this office indicates:     

This, however, remains certain: the perfect doctrine he has brought has made an end to all 
prophecies.  All those, then, who, not content with the gospel, patch it with something extraneous 
to it, detract from Christ’s authority.  The Voice that thundered from heaven, “This is my beloved 
Son; …hear him” [Matt 17:5; cf. Matt 3:17], exalted him by a singular privilege beyond the rank 
of all others. 18 

 
As Calvin alludes to above those who do incessantly pursue new additions to the complete record of 

special revelation, “are not content with the gospel”.  The gospel, as cited above, which is the mystery of 

Christ’s redemption hidden in past ages now manifested completely by Jesus and His apostles (Romans 

16:25-27).  This, however, begs a major question; how do we reconcile this conclusion with the other 

passages in Scripture that clearly promote the role of prophets within the early Church (1 Corinthians 12-

14)?  This is the crux of the disagreement between cessationists (i.e. confessional Protestants) and non-

cessationists (i.e. Charismatic’s, Roman Catholics and Mormons), which we will attempt to parse out 

equitably from Scripture.    

 

We must establish two things in formulating a response to this contention, which includes a proper 

understanding of the messenger and the message of special revelation in the New Testament.  It is 

imperative that we recognize the tremendous significance of the chief messenger of New Testament 

revelation.  The chief messenger is Jesus Christ the Prophet Par excellence endowed with an 

unprecedented measure of the Holy Spirit (Isaiah 11:2) who is also identified as the Word of God (John 

1:1).  This title “Word of God” is indicative of His nature as the fullness of God’s revelation possessing 

all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge (Colossians 2:2-3).  Christ is the pinnacle or climax of special 

revelation in history, the final disclosure to mankind of God’s will and intentions that were to be made 

known in this age.  All previous and subsequent prophets only proclaimed the Word of God to people, 

however Jesus was the Word of God incarnate who provides the final chapter of the story.  Therefore, the 

message that He proclaimed must be considered to be of ultimate importance.   
18 John Calvin (1559), The Institutes of the Christian Religion Volume I (Louisville, KY WJK Press) 496 
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Jesus entrusted His message to emissaries who were to proclaim this mystery now made known to the 

whole world (Matthew 28:16-20).  These ambassadors, known as apostles, received the message directly 

from Christ (Luke 24:44-49) and after His ascension would receive a special endowment of the Holy 

Spirit to recall the message (see citations from the upper room discourse above).  The apostles of Jesus 

required special credentials (Acts 1:21-26), however were authorized to spread and preserve the message 

entrusted to them by their Lord. These credentials inherently would limit the continuation of this office, 

which is recognized as being temporary in nature not intended as normative (1 Corinthians 15:1-11).  The 

message they spread and preserved in writing was the Gospel, which was the mystery that was now fully 

disclosed in Christ (Genesis 3:15; Genesis 12:1-3).   

 

This message was not about ethereal secret knowledge, mundane musings on worldly wisdom nor even 

about “practical” living, it was primarily about Christ and Him crucified for sinners (1 Corinthians 1:22-

30).  This was the content that the apostles proclaimed to all those who would listen.  Those that heard the 

message (Romans 10:17) and believed in Christ comprised the assembly of Churches formed in the first 

century.  As the apostles planted these Churches and subsequently moved on to the next location they 

appointed Elders and Deacons to serve the congregation.  Moreover, the Holy Spirit gifted “prophets” to 

proclaim the message of the Gospel in place of the apostles after they departed. We must realize that 

during this period the New Testament was not yet complete nor in full circulation.  Thus, it was necessary 

for some to possess this extraordinary gift of prophecy to preach the mysteries of Christ (i.e. the Gospel) 

during Lord’s Day worship to the congregation.  These prophets did not possess the authority of the 

apostles, thus their words were to be tested (1 Corinthians 14:29; 1 John 4:1) to ensure that there were no 

deviations from the apostles teaching.  Furthermore, when they were prophesying in a foreign tongue it 

had to be interpreted (1 Corinthians 14:27-28) in order for it to be tested as well.  The content of their 

message would have been synonymous with the Scriptures (1 Corinthians 14:3; 2 Timothy 3:15-17) yet to 

be completed with the New Testament canon.          

 

Thus, we can reconcile the contention noted above in acknowledging the extraordinary gift of prophecy 

discussed in the New Testament was transitional in nature and not intended to be normative throughout 

the history of the church.  As a result, when the formation of the New Testament canon that preserved the 

record of Christ and His message was completed, this gift in its extraordinary form ceased. This is not the 

only transitional practice in the first century that ultimately came to cessation.  For example, the temple 

and the sacrificial system continued in a fully functional manner until its destruction 40 years after the 

death of Christ.  This also became obsolete through another office of Christ, however was for a 

transitional period still utilized by Jews and Christians for a time (Acts 21:26).  Moreover, as we have 
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indicated in other studies it was not unheard of for Jewish Christians to attend Synagogue on Saturday 

and Church on Sunday, which is another example of the transitional nature of this period.   

 

We were careful to point out that only the “extraordinary” use of the gift of prophecy ceased with the 

completion of the New Testament canon.  This is important to emphasis since it is certainly evident that 

the continuation of this gift in its normative use is valid.  The normative use of this gift is exercised when 

ministers of the Gospel preach the Word of Christ, from the Scriptures to us in our Lord’s Day worship.  

In the manner that they are consistent with the Scriptures they are proclaiming the Word of God 

authoritatively from the pulpit.  The content of good preaching today in the Church is analogous to the 

prophetic utterances proclaimed during the first century through this spiritual gift.  However, it is not 

necessary today for it to be extraordinary or supernatural in the miraculous sense, since we possess 

something they did not have.  Today we possess the completed canon, which is something they lacked 

“physically” that the Holy Spirit made up for “spiritually.” 

 

This is why today it is essential that preachers proclaim the Word of Christ from the Scriptures to their 

congregations.  This requires extensive training, exhaustive study and careful exegesis of the text to 

ensure that they do not take their office lightly.  The normative use of the gift of prophecy includes such 

preaching.  However, it does not include speeches on politics, tips on practical living and a host of other 

things that could be gleaned from Dr. Phil or political pundits.  It may seem obvious to state, but the 

Word of God is not preached when the Scriptures are not proclaimed from the pulpit.  Although, when it 

is done properly on the Lord’s Day the people of God truly do receive a “word from the Lord” when they 

hear their pastor (prophet) preach the Gospel and exegete the Scriptures.  It may be possible that many in 

the charismatic movement feel compelled to seek an alleged “extraordinary” word from the Lord, because 

this proper preaching is not part of their Lord’s Day experience.   The fact that Christ is the purpose for 

and primary scope of all extraordinary revelation, which is now published in the Scriptures, results in the 

“modern” version of this gift doing nothing less than diminish the importance of Christ and the 

fulfillment of His office as Prophet.  

 

Ever since man’s expulsion in the garden, God has condescended to reveal Himself in diverse manners in 

many times and in many ways.  These manifestations were progressively more informative than their 

predecessors as the fullness of time approached.  These further installments of revelation pointed to the 

coming one who would bring the culmination of God’s disclosure through the unprecedented 

condescension of the Word incarnate.  God’s eternal Speech became a man and “walked in our shoes” to 

fully explain the Father.  This explanation has been preserved through an infallible and inerrant witness, 
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which will not fade (1 Peter 1:23-24) or pass away (Luke 21:33).  In this manner Christ is the ultimate 

Prophet who has comprehensively revealed all that there is necessary to thoroughly equip the man of 

God.  Thus, it is incumbent upon us to be satisfied with the revelation that we possess, to meditate in its 

richness and to plumb the depths of its fullness without seeking to add to its boundaries. 

 

6. How is Christ a Priest? 

As we continue our examination of the munus triplex we move from Jesus’ office of Prophet to Priest in 

seeking to elaborate in more detail the depths of our Savior’s role as the mediator between God and men 

(1 Timothy 2:5-6).  Since we have established the convergence of these offices is integrated in this 

passage, we will remain focused on the following verses:  

18So the Jews said to him, "What sign do you show us for doing these things?" 19Jesus answered 
them, "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up." 20The Jews then said, "It has 
taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three days?" 21But he was 
speaking about the temple of his body. 22When therefore he was raised from the dead, his 
disciples remembered that he had said this, and they believed the Scripture and the word that 
Jesus had spoken.  

In considering this office, it is imperative that we remain mindful of the how Jesus is Anointed with the 

Holy Spirit beyond measure.   As this anointing was the source of ensuring the comprehensive execution 

of the office of Prophet by our Lord, it also enables His perfect execution of the Priestly office.  When we 

reflect upon Jesus’ office as Priest it is helpful for us to cite the Westminster Larger Catechism question 

and answer 44 (WLC Q&A 44).  The catechism instructs that Jesus’ office of Priest is manifested in two 

different ways.  First, this office is manifested in and through Christ’s redeeming work through His life 

and death on behalf of His people once and for all.  Second, this office is also carried out through Christ’s 

continually intercession on our behalf before the Father in heaven.  These two aspects will characterize 

the focus that will be made in our assessment of this indispensable mediatorial office of our Savior. 

The sufficiency of Christ’s fulfillment of this office is analogous to the sufficiency of His office as 

Prophet, which precludes the continuation of special revelation as to not diminish the extent of the 

disclosure He accomplished.  Likewise, the comprehensive execution of Jesus’ office as Priest precludes 

the continuation of any further conditions necessary to secure our salvation whether propitiatory or 

meritorious in nature.  Thus, it is lamentable when, allegedly well-meaning yet ill-informed, individuals 

purport that redemption is not secured by Christ alone.  Since there unbiblical aspirations of self-salvation 

do extreme injury to the sufficiency of Christ’s saving work, by egregiously diminishing its value 
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(Galatians 2:20-21).  Consequently, we will endeavor to carefully refute this Pelagianizing tendency that 

unfortunately has a stronghold in a majority of “Christian” views of salvation.         

Ever since the Fall (Genesis 3), the relationship between God and man has been characterized by 

alienation.  This alienation has created the need for a mediator to exist between God (the offended party) 

and man (the offender or covenant breaker).  For centuries this mediation was performed within the 

covenant community identified as those who “called upon the name of the Lord” (Genesis 4:26).  

However, as redemptive history progressed and God promised the formation of a nation (Genesis 12:1-3) 

that would preserve the messianic Seed (Galatians 3:16, 29) and serve as a typological prototype of the 

age to come, this mediator became more fully defined. Upon God’s deliverance of Israel and 

subsequently entering into covenant with them, the priestly office (specifically the High Priest) served as 

this primary mediator between God and His people (Exodus 28:1, 29:9).          

The priesthood was to function as the stewards of the Law of God with authority to adjudicate on legal 

(Deuteronomy 10:8; 18:5, 7; Deuteronomy 17:9-13) and spiritual matters (Malachi 2:7; Haggai 2:11) 

within Israel.  Although, the priesthood served the function of mediation between God and His covenant 

people, it was invariably occupied by many who failed to perform it adequately (Leviticus 10; 1 Samuel 

2:12-36).  The office was abused and neglected, because it continued to be occupied by imperfect 

individuals whose fallen natures made it impossible to function effectively.  In some instances rather than 

perform the duties of mediation their actions were extremely offensive to God incurring increasing 

alienation (Ezekiel 8:16-18).  These incessant failures only demonstrated the essential need for the 

promise of the faithful priest to be fulfilled (1 Samuel 2:35).  

When the fullness of time dawned (Galatians 4:4) and the advent of the Savior (Matthew 1:21) was 

realized in history, that faithful priest once foretold was incarnated (Hebrews 2:17).   As is articulated by 

the authors of the Belgic Confession in Article 21 not only was Christ a priest in the sense that he brought 

an offering, He is the offering unlike the priests of the old covenant.  He is the Lamb of God that takes 

away the sin of the world so completely that the shadows of the ceremonies in the old covenant, even 

collectively, never adequately conveyed the comprehensive propitiatory work that He would achieve.  We 

find allusions of Christ in the scapegoat ceremony (Leviticus 16:21-22) in having our sin laid upon Him 

(2 Corinthians 5:21).  However, unlike the goat who was a helpless victim in that shadowy ceremony, 

Christ was a willing agent (John 17:4).  The animal was unable to acquire the active obedience necessary 

to make up for the unfathomable deficient characteristics of the individuals it was substituting for.  On the 

other hand, the whole life of Christ was an intentional and perfect acquiescence towards the fulfillment of 

all righteousness on behalf of His substitutes (1 Peter 2:22; Matthew 3:15-17).  Moreover, there are 
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allusions of Christ in the Day of Atonement ritual, in which the high priest was the only authorized 

individual allowed to enter behind the curtain (Leviticus 16:15-19).  However, the differences of Christ’s 

work are pointed out in the following quote by RC Sproul:    

Jesus did not offer his sacrifice in the temple.  His blood was not sprinkled on the earthly mercy 
seat.  He did not enter the Holy of Holies inside Jerusalem.  On the contrary, he was executed 
outside the city, beyond the confines of the Herodian temple.  Yet he gave his offering coram 
Deo, “before the face of God,” and was received in the heavenly sanctuary.  He sprinkled his 
blood on the cross, yet this blood sacrifice was received in the heavenly Holy of Holies and was 
accepted there as the perfect atonement for sin. 19 

 

These attributes that were possessed by Jesus in His faithful execution of the priestly office allowed it to 

be comprehensive, thorough and all sufficient.  It was complete to such an extent that, unlike the 

sacrifices of the old order, it would only be required once for all (Hebrews 9:14, 28).  The repetition of 

daily sacrifices and special annual sacrifices would no longer be necessary after the perfect atonement 

achieved in the one act of Jesus (1 Peter 3:18).  On the cross the wrath of God that was stored for sinful 

people was propitiated (Romans 3:21-25; Galatians 3:13-14) by Christ, such that the wrath that stood 

against us has been turned away forever.  We now have peace with God (Romans 5) through His sacrifice 

that fully satisfied the demands of God’s justice.  In order to be complete it is necessary that the scope of 

this satisfaction encompasses all the sins of His chosen people, including past, present and future relative 

to actual timing of their regeneration. 

 

Furthermore, the active obedience demonstrable through the perfect fulfillment of God’s Law during His 

life fully satisfied the demands of God’s righteousness for those who were to be saved.  This 

righteousness is now credited or applied to His people who were unable to fulfill it themselves (Romans 

8:1-9).  Thus, all the requirements that one would ever need to be achieved to acquire access into the 

presence of God were earned by Christ.  His merit being applied to His people is complete to the extent 

that, we cannot add anything to it.  Even if it were possible (which it is not) then it would diminish the 

value of Christ’s accomplishment, such that it would not even have been necessary (Galatians 2:15-21).  

Thus, there is no addendum, amendment, or improvement that we can add to the redemption that has been 

procured by our great High Priest.  Christ alone descended from heaven in order to accomplish the 

Father’s will (John 6:38) illustrative of the curtain being torn (Luke 23:44-45) no longer preventing 

access to those adorned with Christ’s righteousness.  This mission was accomplished and entitled Him 

solely the ability and authority to ascend into heaven (Romans 10:4-10).  All attempts by men to ascend 

up the ladder into the heavens by works apart from Christ will fail.  Moreover, those who seek to ascend  

19 RC Sproul, Grace Unknown: The Heart of Reformed Theology (Grand Rapids, MI, Baker Books 1997) 94-95 
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up the ladder into the heavens by works in addition to Christ do not understand the Gospel and deny the 

sufficiency of His work. 

 

No other High Priest could declare a comparable qualification that would be equivalent with the work 

Jesus Christ the great High Priest has performed.  His preeminence (Colossians 1:18-23) over His 

predecessors in the effectiveness of His mediation is indicative of its ability to truly sanctify His 

substitutes (Hebrews 10:5-15).  This preeminence is also manifested in an illustrative fashion in the 

apostle’s vision of this great High Priest in Revelation 1:12-16.  This vision of the glorified and risen 

Christ depicts Him garbed in priestly vestments after His ascension to the heavenly Holy of Holies.  

However, He no longer enters into the heavenly sanctuary to offer additional sacrifices for salvation, but 

to abide in the presence of the Father to intercede on behalf of His people (Hebrews 7:25).  

Another role that the priesthood was to assume in the old covenant was the task of interceding on behalf 

of the people.  This provides another component of the work of mediation that Jesus the great High Priest 

assumes.  The condition inherent of being within the unmediated presence of the covenant Lord was 

fearful and extremely terrifying.  This is indicative of the Israelites reaction to the voice of the Lord on 

Mt. Sinai when they begged for God no longer to speak to them directly, but through Moses (Hebrews 

12:18-19).  In response to their request, God appointed Moses to mediate the will of the Lord to Israel.  

This role as mediator required Moses to intercede on behalf of the people of God when they disregarded 

the covenant and offended Him through their idolatry (Exodus 33:12-23).  Although, we certainly are 

under a better covenant with a superior mediator (Hebrews 8:6), we like Israel in our own wanderings in 

the wilderness until we reach the New Jerusalem still sin.  Nonetheless, when we sin we can be assured 

that we too, like Israel, have an advocate interceding for us before the Father (1 John 2:1-2).   

It is an uncanny phenomenon that presents itself when many in our day seek unmediated access or 

revelation directly from God the Father.  Apart from Christ this would result in the unmitigated wrath we 

deserve (hell), which Jesus endured on Golgotha for us.  However, when we are hidden in Christ 

(Colossians 3:3) in union with Him (Romans 6:3-4) we are granted the privilege of access to the Thrice 

Holy Lord (Hebrews 4:14-16).  This privilege assures us that our prayers are received by God, which is 

articulated by Calvin in his assessment of this office:  

 
For, as has been said, we or our prayers have no access to God unless Christ, as our High Priest, 
having washed away our sins, sanctifies us and obtains for us that grace from which the 
uncleanness of our transgressions and vices debars us. 20 

 
When we consider it this way we realize that the prayers of those who are outside of Christ are performed   
20 John Calvin (1559), The Institutes of the Christian Religion Volume I (Louisville, KY WJK Press) 502 
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in vain, not reaching there intended destination.  The prayers that are made by those who are in Christ 

only attain there destination when they are also made through His name.  Consequently, those who solicit 

other mediators to address their prayers to or through are neglecting the only efficient and sufficient name 

under heaven (Acts 4:12). 

 

As New Covenant believers we are privileged in knowing that we have a great High Priest who 

sufficiently and efficiently saves us.  Our salvation was procured in an inglorious, humiliating and 

excruciating manner by the God-man Jesus Christ, which ended in death.  Nonetheless, death was unable 

to hold Him down and He was raised for our justification and ascended into heaven.  Through His 

resurrection our salvation was completed and guaranteed once and for all, no matter how vile a sinner we 

are.  Our sins have been forgiven past, present and future by our Savior who is our advocate with the 

Father continually interceding on our behalf.  By this gracious act we are no longer alienated, but have 

been adopted as sons and daughters.  We are privileged to call our covenant Lord, Father, and also have 

the benefit of praying to Him for our needs.  These prayers are only heard because of the work of our 

great High Priest and are only heard when they are made through His holy name.  These benefits are 

granted to us solely by Christ, alone, who is our only Savior, Redeemer and Mediator.  Therefore, we 

conclude that the Pelagianizing tendencies of those who seek to diminish the value of Christ role of Priest 

are subscribing to another religion distinct from biblical Christianity.              

 
7. How is Christ a King? 
 
In this installment we will conclude our examination of the munus triplex with the last office that 

manifests Christ in His mediatorial role, which is His role as the perfect King for God’s people.  We 

approach this task with fear and trembling, especially in light of the author’s own inadequacies in 

interpreting how this office should be understood biblically until relatively recently.  As we elaborate on 

the reason for these adjustments in our understanding of this office, we will remain fixed on the following 

verses that reveal a convergence of these three mediatorial offices for the final time in this series:    

18So the Jews said to him, "What sign do you show us for doing these things?" 19Jesus answered 
them, "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up." 20The Jews then said, "It has 
taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three days?" 21But he was 
speaking about the temple of his body. 22When therefore he was raised from the dead, his 
disciples remembered that he had said this, and they believed the Scripture and the word that 
Jesus had spoken.  

As we discussed in our previous entry Jesus in this passage is making reference to His task of temple-

builder.  This task was divinely appointed to be accomplished by the Messianic Priest-King, which we 

find fulfilled in Jesus Christ’s resurrection and subsequent building of a spiritual house through the living 
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stones comprised of His redeemed elect Church (1 Peter 2:4-5).  As was necessary for the execution of all 

His mediatorial offices, the fulfillment of this office was also facilitated by the exceptional Anointing our 

Savior was endowed with during His baptism.  Similar to our previous assessment of the Priestly office, 

the role of king was established in the Old Testament arguably reaching as far back as the first man 

himself (Genesis 1:26).  As is manifested in the creation account during his probationary period, Adam 

was commissioned to exercise dominion over the creation and to populate the earth with a holy progeny 

(Genesis 1:28).  This royal race was to live under a theocratic state where the realms of cult (religion) and 

culture (civic) were converged into one, being ruled by the Law of God.  The goal of this race, arguably, 

was to perform the task of constructing a kingdom city to the Lord, analogous to the New Jerusalem 

described in Revelation.21 Nonetheless, this task was unable to undergo fruition being disrupted by man’s 

heinous and devastating fall that ruined his original righteousness resulting in a traumatic plunge into sin 

and misery.  Although, this realization of union between cult and culture continued to be pursued in a 

perverse manner by fallen man (Genesis 6:1-7), this experiment was not instituted by the covenant Lord 

again until the formation of the nation of Israel (except for a parenthetical period on Noah’s arc).  The 

theocratic nation of Israel again bore the task of unifying cult and culture consisting of a “holy progeny” 

(Leviticus 11:44) dwelling in the typological paradise to be identified as the kingdom of God.  However, 

this theocratic kingdom was only a parenthesis in God’s redemptive plan pointing forward to the true 

heavenly city where cult and culture would be perfectly unified (Revelation 21:9-22).  Thus, the primary 

purpose for this parenthetical theocracy was the preservation of the Messianic Seed who would reconcile 

the alienated and consummate the eternal kingdom of God.    

Ultimately, God designed the Israelite theocracy to possess a king who would faithfully execute the laws 

of the covenant Lord (Deuteronomy 17:14-20).  This standard of righteousness and justice, however, was 

never once fulfilled by the occupants who assumed this office during the duration of this typological 

nation.  Even the greatest kings, David and Solomon, of this theocracy would fall short of God’s standard 

for this office.  They acquired many wives (1 Chronicles 14:3-5; 1 Kings 11:3), accumulated wealth (2 

Chronicles 1:14-17), forsook the law of God (1 Kings 11:6-8) and failed to keep God’s statutes (2 Samuel 

11).  The state of ungodliness in subsequent office holders degenerated to the extent that the kings were 

even inducing the violation of the laws they were entrusted to preserve (2 Kings 21:9).  As a result, the 

toleration of this rebellion reached an unbearable point that culminated in the exile of this people from the 

Promised Land (2 Kings 24:20).        

The failure of the human federal head was recapitulated in the failure of Israel, to demonstrate the need  

21 Meredith Kline (2007) Kingdom Prologue Genesis Foundations for a Covenantal Worldview (Eugene, OR:  Wipf & Stock 2006), 68  
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for a Second Adam (1 Corinthians 15:22-25) and true Israel (Matthew 2:15; Hosea 11:1) to fulfill this 

role.  However, this would be impossible for a pure son of Adam, tainted by the fall through the 

transmission of the fallen nature, thus God Himself would need to fulfill this role (Ezekiel 20:33-44) 

through the Incarnation of Jesus Christ.  It is now appropriate for us to consider how Jesus fulfilled this 

role of King.  In order to perform this evaluation it is fitting for us to refer to the criteria God established 

for a good king already cited above, yet quoted in the following: 

15you may indeed set a king over you whom the LORD your God will choose. One from among 
your brothers you shall set as king over you. You may not put a foreigner over you, who is not 
your brother. 16Only he must not acquire many horses for himself or cause the people to return to 
Egypt in order to acquire many horses, since the LORD has said to you, 'You shall never return 
that way again.' 17And he shall not acquire many wives for himself, lest his heart turn away, nor 
shall he acquire for himself excessive silver and gold.  

18"And when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, he shall write for himself in a book a copy of 
this law, approved by the Levitical priests. 19And it shall be with him, and he shall read in it all 
the days of his life, that he may learn to fear the LORD his God by keeping all the words of this 
law and these statutes, and doing them, 20that his heart may not be lifted up above his brothers, 
and that he may not turn aside from the commandment, either to the right hand or to the left, so 
that he may continue long in his kingdom, he and his children, in Israel. 

From this passage in Deuteronomy the following active and passive parameters are identified as the 
criteria for a good king: 

1. He shall be an Israelite of the “seed” of Abraham 
2. He must not acquire horses 
3. He must not cause the people to return to Egypt 
4. He shall not acquire many wives 
5. He shall not acquire excessive silver and gold 
6. He shall write for himself a copy of the Law of God 
7. He shall read and keep the Law of God completely  
8. He shall not lift his heart above his brothers  
9. He must not turn aside from the Law of God 

It is evident that our Lord fully meets all of these criteria as testified by the eye witness testimony 

provided in the Gospels.  We find that Jesus fulfills the first qualification of being an Israelite after the 

flesh (Matthew 1:1-14) from the seed of Abraham and from the Davidic line.  Jesus fulfills the second, 

fourth and fifth qualifications as one who did not have any possessions, not even a place to lay His head 

(Matthew 8:20; 2 Corinthians 8:9), He did not accumulate wealth for Himself remaining poor that others 

may be rich in Him.  Jesus fulfills the third qualification, obviously, residing in Palestine and ministering 

to Israel (Matthew 15:24-26; John 1:11) with no hint of encouraging a return to Egypt.  Jesus fulfills the 

sixth qualification in unique way, since He is the Word of God Incarnate (John 1:1; 14; 18; Hebrews 1:1-

2; 4:12) He does more than just copy the Law of God.  He is the sum and substance of all that the Law 
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proclaimed.  In the seventh qualification Jesus fulfills completely to the extent that He received the 

approval of the Father for His behavior, which is the basis of our imputed righteousness indispensable for 

our salvation (Matthew 3:15-17; 5:17-18; 17:5; 2 Corinthians 5:21).  Jesus fulfills the eighth qualification 

as one who did not come to be served, but to serve others (Matthew 20:28).  Finally, similar to the 

seventh qualification Jesus fulfills the ninth qualification never turning to the right nor the left, but 

faithfully obeying the Law of God to the extent that it was characterized as His food and drink  (John 

4:34). 

As we see from the examination, Jesus Christ fit the profile of the covenant Lord’s ideal and faithful king.  

Nonetheless, it is apparent from Jesus’ faithful execution of this office that it was done significantly 

different than the prior king’s of Israel.  Thus, it is proper for us to evaluate the differences and consider 

the implications it has on the covenant community after the resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ.  

An essential element that attributed to Jesus’ invariably different execution of His office revolves around 

the emphasis that His kingdom is not of this world (John 18:36).  It was this reality that characterized the 

major differences between Jesus and His predecessors.  Although, elements illustrative of Christ’s kingly 

office during His earthly ministry were unlike the norm, it does not negate the legitimacy of the kingdom 

that He initiated. 

Just as there are elements that were fulfilled in the Incarnation and continue in different respects post 

resurrection/ascension in the offices of Prophet and Priest, this principle also applies to the Kingly office.  

In the prophetic office the full “exegesis” of the Father occurred in the Incarnation making known the 

great mystery kept hidden in ages past (1 Timothy 3:16).  However, after the resurrection and ascension 

the apostles equipped with another Comforter (John 15:26-27) were commissioned to preserve the record 

of this mystery in writing for subsequent generations.  In the priestly office the once for all substitutionary 

atonement was completed during the Incarnation for all those whom Christ came to save.  Nonetheless, 

after the resurrection and ascension He continual intercedes on behalf of His saints serving as their 

Advocate before the Father.  Likewise, our Lord’s kingly office was initiated during His Incarnation in 

His fulfilling the attributes and criteria of the ideal king.  However, after the resurrection and ascension 

the scope of this office undergoes a transformation relative to its emphasis and realm.   

It is essential for us to consider that in these last days Christ’s kingdom is manifested through the Church, 

which will remain “not of this world” until the consummation (Acts 1:6-8).  Thus, it will not possess the 

same attributes relative to the civic realm manifested in the Israelite theocracy, which is primarily pointed 

forward to or foreshadowed the consummation when cult and culture are again reunited under God’s 

perfect King.   This is consistent with the WLC Q&A 45, which also defines the role of this office by our 
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Lord in these last days to apply only to the Church.  Although, the Church is commanded to submit to her 

earthly rulers (Romans 13:1-7) who may at times possess hostility toward Christ and His kingdom,  it will 

remain as a lasting witness on the earth until Christ returns (Matthew 16:16-19).  Calvin also articulates 

this point in his discourse on this office as follows:  

…“Sit at my right hand, till I make your enemies your footstool” [Ps.  110:1]. Here he asserts 
that, no matter how many strong enemies plot to overthrow the church, they do not have 
sufficient strength to prevail over God’s immutable decree by which he appointed his Son eternal 
King.  Hence it follows that the devil, with all the resources of the world, can never destroy the 
church, founded as it is on the eternal throne of Christ.” 22 

It is important to note that Christ is sovereign and will never allow His kingdom to ever be defeated or 

extinguished (Revelation 1:5-6).  Nonetheless, the kingdoms of this world have not yet become the 

kingdom of our Lord and His Christ (Revelation 11:15).  Thus, it is essential for us to differentiate 

between these two kingdoms, lest we confuse them and blur the distinctions between them (see 2nd to last 

paragraph).  Unlike Israel we must rely on Common Grace for the institutions of civic government to rule 

over us during this earthly pilgrimage.  There will be seasons for us in the Church when this is more 

difficult to do than at other times.  We can be assured that when it comes to our salvation and the 

preservation of Christ’s body, nothing can separate us from Christ and the benefits of being His.  

However, when it comes to our earthly lives we may have to face hardships, persecution or even death.  

Unlike Israel these earthly blessings or lack there of are not directly based upon our obedience to the law 

of God, which is also articulated by Calvin in the following:      

For this reason we ought to know that the happiness promised us in Christ does not consist in 
outward advantages – such as leading a joyous and peaceful life, having rich possessions, being 
safe from all harm, and abounding with delights such as the flesh commonly longs after.  No, our 
happiness belongs to the heavenly life! 23 

Jesus Christ will return one day to reunite the realms of cult and culture under the Law of God.  He has 

fulfilled the conditions of God’s Law that Adam and Israel failed to do for His people that they may be a 

part of this kingdom.  There is much confusion in our day about the extent of God’s kingdom and we 

were only able to scratch the surface of this topic.  It is our hope, however, that our treatment of this 

subject within the discussion of the three offices of Christ provided some clarification of a biblical view 

of this topic.  Some doubt the importance in emphasizing these offices, however, when we examine the 

Old Testament we find that these offices are important to the life of God’s people.  Unfortunately, the 

previous occupants to these offices failed the people of God in their roles of mediation  

22 John Calvin (1559), The Institutes of the Christian Religion Volume I (Louisville, KY WJK Press) 498 
23 John Calvin (1559), The Institutes of the Christian Religion Volume I (Louisville, KY WJK Press) 498 
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(Ezekiel 22:23-31).  There failures only accentuate the exceptional performance that our Savior had in 

becoming our perfect mediator before God.  We now leave this topic to resume our study of the Gospel of 

John.  

8. Do believers lose their salvation? 

We now move to the final verses of the second chapter of the fourth Gospel after an extended 

examination of the munus triplex found in the previous verses of the text.  As we approach these final 

verses of chapter two we encounter a difficult passage that will require an explanation about the nature of 

faith.  The verses that will be the subject of this entry are as follows:  

 
23Now when he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many believed in his name when they 
saw the signs that he was doing. 24But Jesus on his part did not entrust himself to them, because 
he knew all people 25and needed no one to bear witness about man, for he himself knew what 
was in man. 

As we have previously pointed out, it is very interesting that the apostle John makes this statement 

immediately after the confrontation at the temple.   It was during this same Passover feast that the Jews in 

the temple demanded that Jesus perform a sign to authentic His credentials to cleanse the temple and 

regulate the worship practices previously approved by the religious leaders.  Jesus, however, not 

compelled to give in to their demands, instead provides a prophetic utterance, which would be fulfilled in 

the near future.  The apostle here points out that Jesus was actually performing signs in Jerusalem during 

this period, which would have authenticated the credentials the temple Jews were seeking to receive.  

Although, this is an interesting qualification that the apostle provides in these verses, the main point of 

concern is the affect these miraculous signs had on the crowds in Jerusalem.  According to the apostle 

these miraculous signs produced a disingenuous faith and Jesus was fully aware of the quality of their 

faith.   

It is fairly obvious that these verses are in contradistinction to verse 11, which characterized the response 

of the disciples after the miraculous sign performed at Cana.  In contrast to the Jerusalem crowds’ 

response the disciples responded with genuine faith to the miraculous sign, which is defined as a 

manifestation of Jesus’ glory.  Although it is apparent from this, that miracles are intended to produce a 

response of faith from those who observe, here John alludes to another prerequisite that is necessary to 

make this response effective.  This prerequisite will be defined in the next chapter (John 3:1-8), which 

will be discussed in the next lesson.  For now we will simply state that this prerequisite that is essential 

for creating an effective response in faith, facilitates the acquisition of a faith in the appropriate Jesus. 
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During Passover time in this period there was a higher eschatological expectation of deliverance amongst 

the crowds in Jerusalem24.   This messianic expectation, however, was characterized more as deliverance 

from foreign oppression rather than deliverance from sin and death.  Thus, it is understandable that many 

who witnessed the spectacular signs and wonders being performed by Jesus were eager with anticipation 

to believe that a Messiah had appeared.  In previous lessons we have discussed the tendency within Israel 

during this period for the people to possess a theology of glory in lieu of a theology of the cross.  For 

many, their scrupulous observance of the Mosaic Law would result in the appearance of the Messianic 

deliverer.  This Messianic deliverer would finally restore the greatness of the Davidic theocracy, which 

would bring blessing to this long forsaken land.  Unfortunately this is not the promise that Jesus came to 

fulfill, thus the crowd essentially believed in a person other than the real Jesus of Nazareth.   

This is indicative of the fact that the same crowd only two Passovers later went from excitement and 

anticipation in Jesus to eventually screaming, “Crucify Him!” (John 19:15)  Thus, it is our contention that 

the nature of the disingenuous belief that was evident in Jesus’ apprehension to entrust Himself to the 

crowd was that it was faith in a fictitious Christ rather than the authentic.  As long as Jesus appeared to be 

fulfilling their false expectations demonstrating His power through miraculous signs and wonders they 

“believed” in Him.  However, once He began to proclaim the message of the cross that was irreconcilable 

with their expectation of glory, they would begin to leave in droves (John 6:66-71).  Fortunately, this 

opinion is not only the expression of this author but others such as John Calvin have made similar 

conclusions about this text:  

But as they did not understand the peculiar office of the Messiah, their faith was absurd, because 
it was exclusively directed to the world and earthly things.  It was also a cold belief, and 
unaccompanied by the true feelings of the heart.  For hypocrites assent to the Gospel, not that 
they may devote themselves in obedience to Christ, nor that with sincere piety they may follow 
Christ when he calls them, but because they do not venture to reject entirely the truth which they 
have known, and especially when they find no reason for opposing it. 25 

The infatuation that many in Israel had with a restoration of the earthly theocracy, which was only a 

temporary institution intended to point to the age to come, was the source of consternation that caused the 

cross to be a fundamental stumbling block (1 Corinthians 1:23; 1 Peter 2:8).  The nature of the faith then 

described in the verse by John was one of expediency devoid of any genuine authenticity, thus not saving 

faith.   

From this example a principle can be derived that faith in a false Christ, is not a saving faith at all  

24 Everett Ferguson Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI; WB Eerdmans, Third Edition 2003) 557 
25 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 100 
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(Matthew 7:21-23; 2 Corinthians 11:3-4).  This principle can be applied to many modern sects or 

movements who promote faith in a Jesus different from the one proclaimed in the Scriptures.  This is 

most obviously evident in the Mormon or Jehovah’s Witness cults who deny that Jesus was the Second 

Person of the Trinity.  Since they do not possess faith in the real Jesus they would not enjoy forgiveness 

of sins, which is promised to believers (John 8:24). 

Although this principle is fairly applied to those who explicitly deny the Christ proclaimed in the 

Scriptures, it must certainly be exercised with caution with those who do possess a more orthodox 

understanding of the Person of Christ.   For the examples indicated above, it essentially can be 

categorized as violations of the first and second commandments, worshipping another god or a distortion 

of the one true God (Exodus 20:1-4).  The faith in the “name” that is being professed by these individuals 

is not in the right “name” under heaven to which salvation is given to men (Acts 4:12). 

After this consideration we can now proceed to answer the question that was posed at the outset of this 

work.  We would affirm that “true” believers do not, will not and cannot lose their salvation.  It is evident 

from the Scriptures that believers are preserved by the power of God (1 Peter 1:3-5), who is able to make 

them stand (Jude 24-25), and confirm them until they are ultimately glorified (Romans 8:28-30).  

Moreover, as we proceed in the subsequent sections of John it will be manifested that all that the Father 

gives the Son will be raised on the last day (John 6:35-47), nobody will be able to snatch them away from 

Him (John 10:28-30), and He seals this in an effective intercession to guarantee their perseverance (John 

17:9-26).  It should be noted, however, that these true believers have placed their faith in the real biblical 

Jesus.         

On the other hand, those that have not placed their faith in the real biblical Jesus or do not possess saving 

faith are not classified as true believers.  Thus, we find that there exists within the Scriptures and in our 

general experience a class of individuals who appear to profess faith and ultimately fall away.  This is 

indicative of the fact that they were never truly believers (1 John 2:19) or a situation that is well described 

by the Westminster Confession of Faith in chapter 17.3:  

Nevertheless, they may, through the temptations of Satan and of the world, the prevalency of 
corruption remaining in them, and the neglect of the means of their preservation, fall into 
grievous sins; and, for a time, continue therein: whereby they incur God's displeasure, and grieve 
his Holy Spirit, come to be deprived of some measure of their graces and comforts, have their 
hearts hardened, and their consciences wounded; hurt and scandalize others, and bring temporal 
judgments upon themselves.    

As the confession insightfully indicates there may be times in some believer’s lives when a temporary 

falling away occurs.  This interim condition will ultimately conclude in the restoration of the true 
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believer’s status of being in Christ and destined for salvation.  Nonetheless, it is evident from our text that 

the crowd interacting with Jesus during this Passover festival would be classified under the former and 

not the latter condition.  These two conditions are illustrative of the example of Judas and Peter in the 

Gospel records. 

In this example we have two of Jesus’ disciples undergo a falling away manifested in public betrayal and 

denial.  However, the subsequent outcomes of these grievous falls from grace produced extremely 

different results.  The true believer, Peter, is brought to repentance and undergoes a restoration.  The false 

believer, Judas refuses to repent resulting in his judgment and appointment to perdition.  There was 

nothing within these individuals that made the other better than the other, which would cause this 

drastically different outcome to take place.  It may only be attributed to the grace of God within the 

individual made effective by the Holy Spirit, and incidentally also the subject of our Lord’s intercessory 

petition in His High Priestly prayer.  Therefore, we may conclude that the assurance of the true believers 

salvations to persevere is based not upon their on volition or intestinal fortitude.  On the contrary, it is 

solely based upon the gracious preservation of the Covenant Lord who seeks to fulfill His commitment to 

effectively save a people and raise them up on the last day (Philippians 1:6; John 6:37-39). 

9.  What did Jesus know about the hearts of men? 

In drawing near to the conclusion of chapter two, the final consideration that will be made in this lesson 

will pertain to an attribute assigned to our Lord by the apostle John.  We also want to consider further the 

content of what our Lord ascertained through the employment of this attribute.  To perform this effort we 

will continue our focus on the following verses of the text: 

 
23Now when he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many believed in his name when they 
saw the signs that he was doing. 24But Jesus on his part did not entrust himself to them, because 
he knew all people 25and needed no one to bear witness about man, for he himself knew what 
was in man. 

The first task we will undertake in our examination of this text is the consequence of Jesus having the 

ability to discern the hearts of men.  We will then follow with an assessment of the state of man’s heart 

subsequent to the fall of Adam.  The former task will allow further reflection and fortification in 

supporting Christ’s divine nature, which has been so thoroughly upheld by the apostle John thus far in 

this Gospel.  The latter task will afford the opportunity to unpack our previous discussion on this text and 

prepare us for proceeding forward to chapter 3. 

Let us be reminded of the context of these verses where we found our Lord in Jerusalem during the 

Passover Feast shortly after His cleansing of the temple.  It was during this encounter that we earlier 
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argued that our Lord’s three-fold office was found to converge.  The crowds in Jerusalem, eager with 

messianic anticipation, were seeking a deliverer to restore the theocratic dynasty and were considering 

Jesus as a viable candidate for this office.  The apostle, however, reports that Jesus knowing the hearts of 

men could discern that the crowd’s faith was disingenuous presumably because their desires were not 

consistent with Messiah’s true mission.  This leads us to our first item of consideration, which is Jesus’ 

ability to make adjudication about the secret thoughts and intentions of the crowd.      

In this passage we have an example of John testifying to a divine attribute that Jesus possessed.  As the 

larger catechism points out (WLC 11) Jesus’ possession of divine attributes attests to His equality with 

God the Father.  As manifested already in John’s prologue (John 1:1-18), the apostle had no reservations 

in affirming Jesus’ equality with the Father in statements such as “the Word was God” and “in Him was 

life.”  Here we have yet another opportunity for the apostle to testify to a specific instance of Jesus 

demonstrating divine attributes during His ministry, which further support and shore up his opening 

prologue.  Thus we find in this passage Jesus evidencing the divine attribute of omniscience, especially 

indicative of the testimony that “he knew all people.”       

The context of this statement made by the apostle does not just suggest that Jesus had a casual knowledge 

about people or simply knowing their acquaintance.   This knowledge was qualitatively different from the 

manner in which we as humans can know other humans.  As finite beings we can only know people from 

their external actions or what they verbally communicate to us, however the Lord is able discern the 

internal thoughts and intentions of the heart (1 Samuel 16:7).  This ability that is always attributed to God 

in the Scriptures (Acts 1:24  and Acts 15:8) is here in this text applied also to Jesus.  Thus, affirming 

Jesus divine nature as the Second Person of the Holy Trinity. 

The apostle will continue to support the case for the Deity of Christ within this book.  In this example, 

where Jesus’ omniscience is revealed, we must concede the great distinction between divine and human 

attributes (and knowledge).  It is evident that our knowledge is fallible, limited and significantly inferior 

to that of our Creator’s.  The fact that this gracious Lord condescended from His glory throne on our 

behalf through the assumption of flesh, yet maintained the power of this attribute (omniscience) is 

incredible.  Although, this amazing truth can be explored further, we will elect to proceed in considering 

the content of this knowledge.  When the apostle states that Jesus “knew all people”, he is referring to the 

following phrase which indicates that “he himself knew what was in man.”  Thus the Word incarnate, 

piercing bone and marrow (Hebrews 4:12), possessed the ability to discern the very nature of men that 

was hidden as Calvin states: 
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There is a wide difference between him and us; for Christ knew the very roots of the trees, but, 
except from the fruits which appear outwardly, we cannot discover what is the nature of any one 
tree. 26 

We learn from Jesus’ exercise of the divine attribute of omniscience that He is able to observe the very 

root of the tree rather than just relying on the fruit it produced.  As the apostle points out, Jesus’ 

observation leads Him to conclude the true intentions of the crowd.  The intentions of the crowd were 

consistent with the nature of all fallen men (Genesis 6:5) influential to their ability to truly trust in Jesus.  

He knew that within man every source of evil (Jeremiah 17:9) and corruption (Matthew 15:18-19) 

dwelled.  This fallen nature causes all men to be at enmity with God (Ephesians 2:3) and precludes them 

from seeking Him or responding to the call of the Gospel (Romans 3:9-20).  As the confession points out 

(WCF Ch 6) this fallen nature is transmitted to all of Adam’s progeny who induced this condition in his 

violation of the covenant and its consequent sanctions (John 3:6).   

This condition is known in theological language as total depravity, which is not to assert that fallen man is 

as evil as he could possibly be always and everywhere.  Rather it is the position that man is dead in sin 

and totally incapable (Colossians 1:21; Ephesians 2:1) of responding to God unless he is made alive by 

the Spirit (Colossians 2:13; Ephesians 2:5).  This corruption is systemic in all human beings to a greater 

extent in some than others relative to the actual evil that is realized by individuals.  Nonetheless, it is all 

effectively transmitted to Adam’s entire race to render them guilty and helpless before the Covenant Lord.  

This process of transmission of the sin nature through human procreation is called original sin, which is 

certainly a related doctrine to total depravity. 

There are some individuals who seek to deny the doctrine of original sin and assert that not all humanity 

is subjected to total depravity.  They typically appeal to Ezekiel 18 to support their denial of this with its 

indication that each man shall be judged for his own sins and not those of his father.  At first glance it 

appears as though they have a formidable case, however once a closer examination is made this argument 

quickly falls apart.  There are two main problems with this position that we will proceed to consider.  The 

first reason is very simple and concerns a very practical denial that this text means what they purport it to 

mean.  Simply, if this was the true position of Ezekiel 18 then we would expect there to be at least some 

individuals that do not fall prey to the sin nature.  If infants were born with no original sin, then we would 

expect that there would be righteous people in our world who would not need a Savior.  Obviously, this 

interpretation does not fit with the reality of our world, which very clearly only includes imperfect and 

sinful people. 

26 John Calvin (1550) Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Jesus Christ According to John (Calvin’s Commentaries, 17; Baker, 2005) 103 
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The second reason has to do with Adam’s role in creation, which included more than just being father of 

all humanity.  More importantly, he was our representative in fulfilling the covenant of works that was 

established in the garden.  This first Adam failed in his obligation to keep the covenant for his progeny 

unleashing the covenant curses that plunged us into sin and misery.  This failure dictated the need for a 

Second Adam to be sent to represent fallen humanity who is utterly guilty before their Creator.  This 

Second Adam condescended, was born of a woman, born under the law, and being without sin did not 

have the fallen nature transmitted to Him.  Unlike the first Adam, He fulfilled the law of the Creator 

completely earning the righteousness necessary to enter into heaven.  Moreover, He willingly subjected 

Himself to the wrath of God in a propitious act of obedience to save those who were utterly lost.  Thus, a 

substitutionary act was performed transmitting the sin of those who were guilty upon Himself to fulfill the 

demands of God’s justice.  In addition, a transmission of the Second Adam’s active obedience was also 

made to those He ransomed in order for them to possess the righteousness necessary to stand before their 

Creator King.  

Essentially, the position that some seek to uphold in interpreting Ezekiel 18 in a manner to deny original 

sin would also deny the substitionary work of Jesus, who is the Second Adam.  For Jesus being the 

“Lamb of God,” became flesh in order to perform this task in accordance with the pactum salutus.  The 

whole nature of this task was for the transmission of sin committed by others to be imputed to Christ who 

would pay the penalty on their behalf.  This is the Gospel, which is denied by those who seek to uphold 

this interpretation of Ezekiel 18 in order to deny original sin.  If this view is true then Jesus’ incarnation, 

humiliation, and death was completely unnecessary,  in vain, and those of us who would still believe are 

to be pitied above all men.  Obviously, this false interpretation really does not nullify the true work that 

Jesus achieved in His death, burial and resurrection.  Nonetheless, for one to remain consistent in their 

views they would have to deny the transmission of sins to another.  Whatever you want to call it, this 

view is certainly not Christianity and does enormous injury to the vicarious atonement indicative of the 

Gospel. 

As a result, due to the transmission of the fallen nature through human procreation all men share a 

common condition of being dead in sin.  Therefore, since all men remain dead in sin unless and/or until 

the Spirit of God makes them alive by effectively applying Christ’s work unto them.  We can then 

conclude with the apostle John that in Christ only, can true life be found (John 1:4).  It is Jesus’ mission 

to fulfill the will of the Father that has made us free and brought us into everlasting life.  However, this 

work is not effective until the regeneration of the Spirit turns our hearts of stone into a heart of flesh.  

Incidentally, it is this operation that will be subject of our next pericope.  Thus, this background will 

greatly aid our understanding as we proceed into chapter 3. 
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Index of Study Questions (click on hyperlinks to leave a comment) 

Lesson 1: John 1:1-5  

1. What is different about this Gospel from the other three (Matthew, Mark and Luke)?  

 

2.  Why does the title of this book include the term Gospel? What is Gospel?  

 

3.  What does John tell us about the nature of this "Word"? Who does he say that this "Word" is?      

 

4.  What do the Jehovah's Witnesses and/or Mormons say about this text?  Why do they disagree?  

 

5.  Why is it significant that Jesus Himself if called the Word of God?  

 

6.  Do you believe that the word of God possesses power? Why or Why not?  

 

7.  Have you ever thought or heard about the connection between this passage and Proverbs 8?  

 

8.  How is life in Christ? What kind of life, temporal or eternal?  

 

9.  What do you think of when you hear light and darkness?  How does John use these terms in his 
writing?  

 

Lesson 2: John 1:6-13  

 

1.  Who was John? And what did he testify about?  
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2.  Why was the author careful to distinguish that John was not the light?  

 

3.  Why does the author provide emphasis by using the term "true light"? Does the true light enlighten 

"every" man? Or is every man that is enlightened, enlightened by Him?  

 

4.  Why did the world not recognize Him?  

 

5.  Why did Israel have this privilege of receiving the Messiah? Why did Israel recognize Him?  

 

6.  How do we receive Him?  

  

7.  Why is it significant that we are called children of God?  

 

8.  What does the author mean that we have to be born of God?  Why does he disqualify certain types of 
birth?  

 

9.  Is this excluding any contribution that we can make to our re-birth? Why or Why not? If so, does it 
bother you?   

 

Lesson 3: John 1:14-18  

 

1.  What was the significance of the Word becoming flesh?   

 

2.  What was the significance of the Word dwelling among us?     
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3.  When did John see the glory of Jesus?  Who else refers to this incident?  

 

4.  Why is Jesus the one and only true Son of God?  

 

5. What is significant about the quotation from John the Baptist?  

 

6.  How is grace upon grace received from His fullness?  

 

7.  Why is the Law of Moses contrasted here with the coming of Jesus Christ?  

 

8. Who is the only God referenced by John?  Is this describing a plurality of God's since God the Father is 
distinguished?  

 

9.  How has God the Son explained the Father?  

 

Lesson 4: John 1:19-34  
 
 
 
1. How long had it been since Israel had a prophet in their midst?  
 

2.  Why did the Jews ask if John was Elijah?  Does John contradict Jesus' words in Matt 11:14 or Mark 
9:13?  

 
3.  Why are the Jews so persistent in making John give them an explanation of himself?  
 
 
 
4.  What was John the Baptist's role in redemptive history?  Why was it significant?  
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5. Was John's Baptism the same as ours?  
  
 
 
6.  Why was Jesus, called the Lamb of God?  How could He possibly take away the sin of the world?  
 

 

7.  John almost repeats the statement from verse 15 here in verse 30, do you think this was a common 
theme of his message? If so, how would we classify John's message?  

 

8. Do these events happen before, during or after the Baptism of Jesus?  

 

9. What is and is not the Baptism of the Holy Spirit?   

 

Lesson 5: John 1:35-51  

 

1. Does John point his followers to Christ in this passage intentionally?  

 

2. What is significant about the way Jesus calls the disciples?  Why is Peter given a new name?  

 
3. What is significant about Phillips statement to Nathanael?  
 
 
 
4. How is Christ found in the Law of Moses?  

 

5. How is Christ found in the prophets? 
  
 
 

6.  How did Christ "know" Nathanael?  How did Christ "see" Nathanael?  
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7.  What is significant about Jesus' statement to Nathanael?  

 

8.  What is the significance of Jesus equating Himself with Jacob's ladder?  

 

 

9.  How does our view of the "ladder" affect our Christian life?  

 

Lesson 6: John 2:1-25  

 
 

1.  What does the event at Cana teach us?  

 

2. Why does Jesus cleanse the temple?  

 

3.  What is an interesting difference between the events at Cana and at Jerusalem?  

 

4.  How does Jesus response to the Jews point to His three-fold office?  
 
 
 
5.  How is Christ a prophet?  

 

6. How is Christ a priest? 
  
 

7.  How is Christ a king?  

 

8.  Do believers lose their salvation?  
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9.  What does Jesus know about the hearts of men?  

 

Completed May 20, 2008 
 

 

 

 

 

SOLI DEO GLORIA 


