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Scripture to Read
John 17:1

Comment 1
Chapter 17 of this Gospel invites us to see Je-

sus praying. He prays to the One whose child he 
is. The reference in this verse is not to a physical, 
biological parent bur rather to the Unseen Cre-
ator, the highest source of love and life and light, 
the One from whom all living waters flow.

In the Fourth Gospel, Jesus and “the Father” 
are engaged in the task of mutual glorification. By 
his faithful actions in a cruel and hateful world, 
Jesus shows God’s glory—and God’s glory in 
turn shines through this Jesus, whom the Fourth 
Gospel describes as a “Word” from Above.

Scripture to Read
John 17:24

Comment 2
Toward the end of the long prayer presented 

for our benefit toward the end of this Gospel, Je-
sus is portrayed as praying that those whom God 
has “given” him will be “with” him where he is.

As we have seen in earlier sessions, this Gos-
pel —more than Matthew, Mark, or Luke—uses 
powerful, repeating images to infuse its insights 
and understandings with great power.

Comment 3
One of the recurring images is that we have 

been “given” to Jesus. In other words, it’s as if 
we are “in his care.” This understanding is ampli-
fied in the tenth chapter where we find Jesus de-
scribed as “the good shepherd” who devotes his 
life to his sheep.

I know my sheep, he seems to say, and they 
know me. And then, lest we start thinking of 
ourselves too highly, the Fourth Gospel shows us 
Jesus adding that in addition to us, he has “other 
sheep,”  sheep of which we know not, sheep that 
identify with other sheep folds. But they too, we 
are told, hear his “voice” and know in their own 
way that they, too, are in God’s hands.

Comment 4
Another of this Gospel’s powerful, recurring 

images involves that “place” where we choose to 
“abide.” We’re told that to “believe in” Jesus is to 
“abide” in Jesus. In other words, it’s to make Love 
our home. It’s to make God’s Light our pathway.  

And so in John 17:24, we find Jesus praying 
that those whom God has “given” to him —in 
other words, all of us “sheep” in his care—he 
prays that we will be “with him” where he is. 

Comment 5
In effect, he prays that all of us will “abide” 

where God abides—not so much physically but 
spiritually and tangibly. 

He prays that all of us will build our hopes 
on things eternal. He prays that all of us will 
stay “with him” through good times and bad. 
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Yes, storms will arise. Yes, death will come. Yes, 
danger and grief will batter our soul. But in this 
passage, Jesus prays that we will plant our deepest 
selves so close to him that we will truly “behold 
the glory” that flows from Above. According to 
this Gospel, the divine “glory” is a welcoming 
Love that has been beckoning to us all since “be-
fore the foundation of the world.”

Scripture to Read
John 17:25–26

Comment 6
In the final lines of this passionate prayer, Je-

sus continues to address the One who has be-
gotten us all, the One who is the very essence of 
all that is righteous. According to this Gospel, 
“the world” in Jesus’ day had turned its back on 
the kind of behavior that would bring honor and 
glory to the One who is righteous. Many in our 
day have done the same thing, wallowing in vio-
lence, selfishness, and greed, not caring who they 
step on, not caring whose lives they crush, not 
caring whose dignity they destroy.

Speaking to the Source of all righteousness, 
Jesus seems to say, “I have declared your ways. I 
have made known your character. Through my 
words and deeds, I have demonstrated who you 
are in the fervent hope that the love that comes 
from Above might find a thriving place in the 
welcoming, caring lives of others.”

Scripture to Read
John 18:1a

Comment 7
We come now to the dramatic concluding 

chapters of the Fourth Gospel. 
At its heart, the narrative that begins here re-

flects the same core events that are described in 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke. Jesus is arrested. Jesus 
is crucified. Jesus is buried. And then, remark-
ably, his grieving disciples discover that his tomb 
is empty. In ways that they can’t quite fathom, he 
has been raised. Death loses. Jesus’ closest friends 
and followers are startled. They’re shocked. In 

ways they never expected, righteousness wins. 
Love triumphs. And thus they—and we—are 
called to be new people.

Comment 8
But despite the similarity of the core mem-

ory, there are also significant differences. Each 
Gospel casts the story in its own way, offering 
unique details and images that resonate with us 
as readers in equally unique ways. These unique 
details and images reflect each Gospel’s unique 
theological perspective.

In our minds, we sometimes merge images 
and details from multiple Gospels, trying to turn 
them into a single story. But if we are to experi-
ence the power of each Gospel’s unique presenta-
tion, we need to let each Gospel—including this 
Fourth Gospel—speak in its own language and 
unleash its own unique depth of understanding 
without seeking to merge its details and images 
with details and images from other Gospels.

Comment 9
Each Gospel—including this Gospel—is its 

own unique gift to us. Each Gospel—including 
this Gospel—lifts up its own divinely anointed 
understanding of what happened in those terri-
fying—and divinely revealing—days at the very 
end of Jesus’ earthly life.

So as we proceed, we’ll try to honor the very 
rich and special gift that the Fourth Gospel has 
given us. We will focus on its unique images and 
details, for through those images and details, we 
are given a treasure-laden pathway to a very spe-
cial understanding of that story through which 
God’s transforming glory still so strongly shines.

Scripture to Read
John 18:1

Comment 10
This Gospel portrays Jesus as “the Word 

made flesh.” And again and again, it shows us 
“the Word” on the move. Like God’s own cre-
ative power, it’s as if Jesus sweeps over “the deep.” 
He isn’t static. He doesn’t stand still. He’s “on the 



move.”
So in the opening lines of chapter 18, we are 

told that Jesus “went forth.” Even in the face of 
great danger, he “went out.” He broke free. But 
significantly, we are told that he didn’t go alone. 
He took “his disciples” with him. In fact, this 
verse doesn’t just mention the disciples once. So 
that we don’t miss the point, it mentions them 
twice.

For Discussion
What might be the significance for us of this 

Gospel’s double mention of Jesus taking the dis-
ciples with him?

Scripture to Read
John 18:1

Comment 11
One of the unique images offered by this Gos-

pel is the image of Jesus and the disciples crossing 
something that the King James Version calls “the 
brook Cedron.” In some other translations, we 
are told that on the way to their destination, they 
cross “the Kidron valley.” In other translations, 
it’s spelled “Kedron,” which is closer to the actual 
spelling in the Greek text of this Gospel.

No other Gospel mentions the crossing of 
the Kidron. And it’s clearly not where Jesus and 
his disciples are headed. It’s just a place along the 
way. Yet this Gospel specifically mentions it. 

Comment 12
In the mind of the community that gave us 

this Gospel, this little detail about the Kidron—
this detail so easily jumped over, this detail so 
easily ignored—conveys an extra degree of signif-
icance. For this Gospel, there’s something about 
the crossing of the Kidron that is supposed to 
speak to us in a strong and meaningful way.

One way we can explore this detail’s possible 
significance is by exploring any references to this 
brook that might appear elsewhere in scripture.

Scripture to Read
2 Samuel 15:10, 12–14

Comment 13
The book of 2 Samuel tells the story of an an-

cient time when Absalom, a beloved son of Da-
vid and Bathsheba, tried to depose the very one 
who had begotten him.

Absalom, hungry for riches and power, want-
ed to become king in David’s place. He wanted 
to rule. He wanted to reign. So he plotted. He 
planned. And then, having seduced “the hearts of 
the men of Israel” with that which was “evil,” he 
trained fighters. He gathered weapons. 

Comment 14
According to 2 Samuel, Absalom, who des-

perately wanted to be king in his own right, even 
managed to draw to his side a betrayer named 
Ahithophel, a man who had long been one of 
David’s closest friends and counselors.

And then, says the text, like so many people 
even today, Absalom sought to hide—or perhaps 
sought to falsely “sanctify”—the horror of his 
cruel conspiracy by offering religious sacrifices. 
In other words, he honestly thought of himself 
as “godly,” even while preparing in the most un-
godly of ways to “smite the city with the edge of 
the sword.”

For Discussion
Why might an ancient story like this have 

come to the mind of those who gave us the 
Fourth Gospel?

In what ways, if any, do we see similar things 
happening today?

Scripture to Read
2 Samuel 15:15–17, 23, 30–31

Comment 15
One of the key images in this tragic story is 

the image of King David and his frightened flock 
of ministers and servants crossing over “the brook 
Kidron” as they move forward toward what is 
called “the wilderness,” which is the same lan-
guage as is used in the story of the exodus, where 
“the wilderness” represents the road to divine de-
liverance from slavery, violence, and oppression.



Sobbing, barefoot, and with his head covered 
as a sign of deep grief, David leads his closest 
companions across the Kidron and then up what 
is here called the Mount of Olives. With tears 
in his eyes, one of David’s companions reminds 
him that Ahithophel, who had long been David’s 
faithful companion and counselor, was now serv-
ing as an agent of those who were plotting against 
him. Weeping, David begins to pray. “O Lord,” 
he cries, “turn his counsel into foolishness! Let it 
come to naught!”

For Discussion
What sorts of emotions does this ancient sto-

ry convey for you? 
In what ways, if any, might these same emo-

tions connect with or enlighten the story that is 
just beginning to be told in the Fourth Gospel?

In what ways, if any, have others down 
through the ages—or perhaps we ourselves—
found ourselves in similar situations?

Scripture to Read
John 18:1

Comment 16
Most English translations of this verse talk 

about Jesus and his disciples going forth, perhaps 
with grief in their heart and tears in their eyes. 
In some translations, they cross “the brook Ced-
ron.” In others, the cross “the Kidron valley.”

But seldom does any English translation ren-
der the literal description of the Kidron that is 
found in the Greek text of this Gospel. As many 
commentaries point out, what the Fourth Gos-
pel literally says is that Jesus and his companions 
crossed “the winter-flowing Kidron.”

Comment 17
It’s not clear why the description of the 

Kidron as a “winter-flowing” stream is so com-
monly omitted. Perhaps to some translators this 
description seemed like an awkward or distract-
ing detail. 

But it’s there in the Greek text, and it 
wouldn’t be there if the authors of this Gospel 

hadn’t thought it important. Something about 
this image spoke to them in a powerful way, and 
they hoped it would speak to us as well.

Comment 18
It turns out that the Greek version of 2 Sam-

uel 15, the version that would have been most fa-
miliar to the authors of this Gospel, also describes 
the Kidron as “winter-flowing.” David and his 
companions, betrayed and besieged, don’t just 
cross the Kidron. They cross “the winter-flowing 
Kidron.” So the Fourth Gospel’s description of 
the Kidron as “winter-flowing” provides an addi-
tional connection to that poignant story.

In ancient Palestine, some streams only flowed 
in winter. The Kidron was one of them. All its 
water dried up when the weather got warmer. It 
was only in winter that the water flowed. It was 
only in winter that there was anything to wade 
through to get to the other side.

Comment 19
By telling us that Jesus and his disciples 

crossed “the winter-flowing Kidron,” the Fourth 
Gospel is painting a vivid picture for us. 

Destructive forces had risen up, threatening 
Jesus and his disciples. As in the days of David, 
one of Jesus’ own companions was giving counsel 
to those who were conspiring against him. In the 
face of all this, much like David and his com-
panions, Jesus and his disciples have gone forth. 
In the scene as presented for us in the Fourth 
Gospel, Jesus and his companions have left Jeru-
salem. But they know that the struggle isn’t over. 
They still have “one more river to cross, one more 
mountain to climb.”

Musical Excerpt
“One More River to Cross,” from a recording 

by Sam Cooke and the Soul Stirrers

Comment 20
The reference in the Fourth Gospel to Jesus 

and his companions crossing “winter-flowing 
Kidron” not only alludes to the tragic story of 
David being pursued by Absalom but also pro-



vides a seasonal image of great power.
Winter is when nights are long and chilly 

rivers hard to cross. In keeping with this under-
standing, later in this same chapter, we will find 
winter-whipped Peter huddling near a fire, trying 
to warm his frigid bones and frozen spirit.

But winter is simultaneously the forerunner 
of spring. A well-loved psalm reminds us that 
even though weeping may endure for a night, joy 
comes in the morning. And as another passage 
from the Song of Songs reminds us, winter like-
wise gives way to spring. 

Scripture to Read
Song of Songs 2:10–13

Comment 21
In the imagery of this ancient Jewish poem, 

a “beloved” companion invites “my love” to rise 
up, for “winter” is past. Its nights may have been 
hard. Its cold may have brutal. But as the poem 
reminds us, winter gives way to bright flowers 
and fresh vegetables. 

Through its vivid details, the Fourth Gospel 
seems to be reminding us that though Jesus and 
his companions had to cross “the winter-flow-
ing Kidron,” though they were hounded and 
harassed, spring was around the corner, for they 
had made their home in God’s own “garden,” in 
God’s one abiding place.

Scripture to Read
John 18:1–2

Comment 22
Many Christians have a vague sense that be-

fore his arrest, Jesus and his disciples went to “the 
garden of Gethsemane.” In popular thinking, 
that often seems like a sad or scary place. But ac-
tually, no Gospel ever describes the place of Jesus’ 
arrest as “the garden of Gethsemane.”

Matthew and Mark allude to a general place 
that they call “Gethsemane”—but they never 
call it a garden. The Fourth Gospel, on the other 
hand, deliberately and exclusively describes the 
place of his arrest as “a garden,” never referring to 

it at all as “Gethsemane.” 
This kind of “garden” is anything but scary. 

The Greek word that is used here is a word that 
specifically refers to a place of life and hope. It’s 
the kind of”garden” in which spring flowers 
grow. It’s the kind of “garden” in which fresh veg-
etables thrive. It’s the kind of “garden” in which 
spring blossoms.

For Discussion
What can serve as that kind of “garden” for 

us?

Comment 23
Yes, Jesus and his disciples get up and cross 

that chilly river. They cross “the winter-flowing 
Kidron,” but they aren’t wallowing in despair. 
Instead, the Fourth Gospel invites us to picture 
Jesus and his disciples heading to “a garden.”

We’re told that they’re heading to a divine 
place where Jesus, the Good Shepherd, had re-
peatedly led them. As Judas knew but had appar-
ently forgotten, it’s a “garden” that foreshadows 
spring. It’s a “garden” that speaks of hope. It’s a 
“green pasture beside still waters,” a warm and 
inviting place near to the heart of God where 
Jesus and his disciples had repeatedly connected 
with a Light that no night can quench.

Cleland Boyd McAfee, recovering from the 
tragic death of two nieces, wrote a moving hymn 
in 1903. Though it makes no mention of a “gar-
den,” it conveys a similar understanding:

There is a place of quiet rest,
near to the heart of God,
a place where sin cannot molest,
near to the heart of God.
O Jesus, blest Redeemer,
sent from the heart of God,
hold us, who wait before thee,
near to the heart of God.

There is a place of comfort sweet,
near to the heart of God,
a place where we our Savior meet,
near to the heart of God.



O Jesus, blest Redeemer,
sent from the heart of God,
hold us, who wait before thee,
near to the heart of God.

Scripture to Read
Song of Songs 6:1–3

Comment 24
For us as well, it may feel at times as if “our Be-

loved” has forsaken us. It may feel as if the world 
around us has become trapped in cold nights of 
its own making. Friends may turn against us. 
Powerful people may cause us to flee. Sorrows 
may force us into waters that are chilly and cold. 

But to use the imagery of these verses from 
the Song of Songs, the One who loves us is still 
“in the garden,” feeding the flock, gathering up 
lilies, watching the sheep.

Comment 25
So even when “winter” is come and the wa-

ters around us are chilly and cold, we can press 
our way forward toward God’s “garden,” that 
“abiding place” where flowers bloom, where 
sheep are fed, where Light still shines. In that 
holy “garden,” no night can defeat us. No winter 
can destroy us, for it’s the “abiding place” of the 
One whose love has been beckoning to us since 
“before the foundation of the world.”

It’s in such a place that we truly “behold God’s 
glory” (John 17:24). And it’s in such a place that 
we can truly gain the strength to join with Jesus, 
God’s Anointed One, in demonstrating the di-
vine love and divine “glory” to others.

Scripture to Read
John 18:3

For Discussion
What strikes you as particularly interesting 

or significant about the vivid details and images 
found in this verse—and why?

Given the way the scene is described, what 
kinds of thoughts and feelings should we imagine 
racing through Judas’ mind and heart? In what 

kinds of situations in our own world do similar 
thoughts and feelings arise?

Who do you think this Gospel wants us to 
picture as being “in charge” here?

Comment 26
Jesus has led his disciples out of Jerusalem 

and across the chilly, winter-flowing Kidron. 
They’ve come to “the garden” where he had often 
brought them, that spring-like place where God 
abides, where flowers bloom, where vegetables 
sprout. It’s as if Jesus knows that what is about to 
happen won’t be easy for his disciples. So as “the 
Good Shepherd,” as the embodiment of God’s 
own self, he leads the flock into the safety of a 
divine sheepfold, a place of quiet rest near to the 
heart of God.

But then here comes Judas, much like the 
“thief” or “robber” mentioned in John 10, the 
one who comes to advance his own cause by 
stealing the sheep.

Comment 27
Judas knows the place. He’s been here before. 

But like Ahithophel, the once-trusted counselor 
to King David who made an alliance with those 
who were using violence to pursue their own po-
litical power and religious glory, Judas has been 
deceived.

The wording of the text in Greek makes it 
seem like he thinks he’s in charge. In the lan-
guage of the King James Version, Judas “receives 
a band” of Roman soldiers. And this is not just a 
couple of isolated soldiers. The text uses a tech-
nical word that literally means a “cohort” of six 
hundred armed Roman men.

Comment 28
In the Roman world in which this Gospel 

was first distributed, the meaning of the word 
“cohort” would have been clear. This is a vast 
company of Roman military might. 

Poor Judas thinks he’s in charge. In his de-
luded mind, this vast cohort has been “received” 
into his command. We’re told that he then takes 
them —brings them—along with a few police 



officers from the Temple establishment to that 
“garden” that he knows so well.

In like manner, the Temple police or the 
priestly establishment back in Jerusalem or the 
Roman soldiers themselves may each think that 
they are in charge. But the Fourth Gospel is con-
vinced that all who follow this path are deluded.

Comment 29
In the scene that is painted for us in the 

Fourth Gospel, a massive Roman cohort heads 
to a spring-like “garden” on the far side of “the 
winter-flowing Kidron.” Even as they tromp 
through the icy water, we can imagine the smug 
and confident look on their faces. After all, they 
are agents of the mighty Roman empire. Able to 
crush any foe, they honestly think that they are 
coming to take charge of Jesus.

Oh, sure, they know that the Temple lead-
ers will want to have their little charade, but it’s 
Rome that rules. Rome is in charge.

Comment 30
Strutting along in front of the Roman soldiers 

is a former disciple of Jesus, Judas Iscariot. Like 
Ahithophel, back in King David’s day, he seems 
to have concluded that he had been working for 
a loser. Now he’s sided with what he firmly be-
lieves will be “the winner.” He smiles, for it ap-
pears that even Roman soldiers are now meekly 
marching along behind him. So are the Temple 
police, representing the priestly leaders of Jeru-
salem. What an asset he’s become! Without him, 
he thinks, none of this would be happening.

The Temple police grin slyly as well. They 
know who is planning to take charge of Jesus. 
They will be bringing him straight to the Temple 
authorities. In their minds, Judas is only there to 
lead them to Jesus. After that, Judas is disposable. 
They are the ones coming for Jesus.

For Discussion
In what ways, if any, do we seem similar delu-

sions at work today?

Scripture to Read
John 14:30

Comment 31
Too often, as the community that gave us this 

Gospel well understood, delusions of our own 
grandeur are what keep us from the truth. From 
the perspective of this Gospel, it wasn’t Judas who 
was coming for Jesus that night. Nor was it those 
mighty Roman soldiers. Nor the Temple police.

Rather, according to the Fourth Gospel, it 
was really “the prince of this world,” crossing the 
icy Kidron that night with a host of lanterns and 
torches and weapons. 

Comment 32
Like the greedy, self-centered Prince Absalom 

who sought David’s throne back in the book of 
2 Samuel, the “prince of this world” may strike 
deep terror for a while. This “prince” may swing 
at us—and others—with sharp swords, demean-
ing words, and other destructive weapons. This 
“prince” may cause us—like David and his com-
panions—to grieve and weep.

But this “prince,” says the Fourth Gospel, has 
nothing on those who walk in that Light that 
needs no torch. And this “prince” has nothing on 
those who need no weapon but Love. 

Perhaps that’s why we today sometimes find 
ourselves singing:

We’ll walk in the Light, beautiful Light. 
come where the dewdrops of mercy shine bright. 
Oh, shine all around us by day and by night,
Jesus, the Light of the world!

Scripture to Read
John 18:3–4

For Discussion
What, if anything, can we learn from Jesus’ 

response to those stooges of “the prince of this 
world” who have come through the night with 
lanterns, torches, and weapons?



Comment 33
A “cohort” of six hundred Roman soldiers has 

come confidently marching across the Kidron, 
carrying weapons, lanterns, torches. Police offi-
cers from the Temple are at the ready. Judas, a 
“betrayer” from among Jesus’ own disciples, is 
standing “with them.”

We are told that rather than slinking away 
like some hired hand, ever ready to abandon the 
sheep, Jesus goes forth. He goes forth with confi-
dence to meet the “prince of this world.” 

In the scene as we find it in this Gospel, there 
is no doubt in Jesus’ mind. There is no wavering. 
There is no anguished prayer. The puny “prince of 
this world” may have come, but the Jesus whom 
we meet in this Gospel is walking with the King, 
is walking in the Light.

Comment 34
The lantern-bearers may have come with 

cruel weapons. Some have come, exuding the 
power of the state. Other have come, exuding 
the self-righteous “authority” of the religious es-
tablishment. But they have had to come to “the 
garden.” They’ve had to come to that place where 
God abides. They’ve had to come to that place 

where flowers bloom and nourishment sprouts.
They’ve come bearing weapons of destruc-

tion, but they’ve come foolishly seeking to de-
stroy the enduring “Word” of creation, the 
“Word” of Love that has been beckoning to us all 
since “before the foundation of the world.” That’s 
a “word” that can never be silenced. According 
to this Gospel, that’s a Light that can never be 
extinguished.

Comment 35
Jesus knows their cause is lost. And he’s like-

wise determined to show forth God’s glory by 
continuing to function as “the Good Shepherd” 
who shelters and protects those sheep whom he 
has brought with him to “the garden.” 

So here in the Fourth Gospel, Jesus steps 
forth with confidence. He steps forth with cour-
age. Yes, sorrows like sea billows roll, but Jesus 
knows—as we should know—that Peace, like a 
river, attendeth his way.

Thus the scene serves as a reminder that even 
for us, when our feet are firmly planted in that 
“garden” of self-giving Love, no matter our lot, 
no matter what may befall us, it is well. It is well 
with our soul.






