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Comment 1
In our last session, we began the Fourth Gos-

pel’s dramatic account of Jesus’ arrest. 
As we saw last time, the account is filled with 

vivid images and highly meaningful details, as 
well as a variety of allusions to earlier scriptures. 
These images, details, and allusions are meant 
to shape our understanding of the powerful, 
life-transforming  “Word from Above” that this 
Gospel wants us to hear through its carefully 
constructed account of what happened.

Comment 2
Each Gospel offers its own unique details and 

images. In order to truly hear and appreciate each 
Gospel’s anointed perspective on its own terms, 
many scholars feel that it’s best to listen to each 
Gospel’s version of the story individually, with-
out trying to incorporate or merge those images 
and details that were important in other Gospels. 

This is especially easy—and especially import-
ant—in the Fourth Gospel, because if anything 
it offers us more vivid images and meaningful de-
tails than any other Gospel. And many of these 
details reflect the kind of powerful imagery that 
this Gospel has been using repeatedly already.

Scripture to Read
John 18:1

Comment 3
As we saw last time, after Jesus “had spoken” 

all that he needed to speak as “the Word made 
flesh,” he went forth. Like a “Good Shepherd,” 
he kept moving with his “sheep,” or more literal-
ly, with his disciples.

With details that evoke a similar scene in the 
book of 2 Samuel, Jesus leads his disciples across 
a winter-flowing stream called the Kidron—or 
“the brook Cedron” in the King James Version.

Comment 4
As we saw last time, the book of 2 Samuel 

tells a story in which King David’s beloved son, 
Prince Absalom, sought to overthrow his own fa-
ther and grab the throne for himself. One of Da-
vid’s most trusted counselors abandoned David 
and went over to Absalom’s side. Conspiracy was 
in the air—along with great danger.

David and few close friends and advisors 
fled from Jerusalem, crossing the winter-flowing 
Kidron, weeping and grieving because of “the 
sword” that Prince Absalom will be wielding 
against the city.

Comment 5
Here in the Fourth Gospel, we find similar 

language. Jesus and his disciples have been be-
trayed by one of their own, who has gone over 
to the side of “the prince of this world,” who will 
soon be wielding a cruel “sword” against Jerusa-
lem. But for now, “the prince of this world,” is 
after Jesus and his disciples.

Like David and his allies, they flee across the 
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winter-flowing Kidron, but while David and his 
allies take refuge in a “wilderness,” Jesus gathers 
his “sheep” in green pastures beside still waters. 
We’re told that they head to a “garden.” Signifi-
cantly, the Greek word that is used to describe 
this garden implies that it is a place for growing 
spring flowers and a fertile place for nourishing 
vegetables.

Comment 6
In terms of this Gospel’s imagery, they have 

reason to weep. They have reason to grieve. It’s 
night. It’s cold. They’ve had to wade across an 
icy, winter-flowing stream. But Jesus takes them 
to a “garden.” He takes them—and us—to a 
tangible reminder that though weeping endures 
for a night, joy comes in the morning. “Winter” 
may chill our bones, but when we walk with the 
Shepherd, spring is around the corner. Spring is 
on the far side of the river.

Jesus knows an assault is coming, but he takes 
care to plant the feet of his “sheep”—that’s us—
on higher ground.

Scripture to Read
John 18:3

Comment 7
As we saw last time, a proud but deluded 

group comes strutting out to find Jesus. 
Judas—the trusted counselor who changed 

sides, the one who became fully deluded about 
who the true winner would be—is at the head 
of a vast company. Like a thief or a robber, he 
perhaps imagines a great future role for himself.

But the Fourth Gospel doesn’t portray him 
coming alone. It uses a technical term for a Ro-
man cohort, normally composed of six hundred 
soldiers. With them have come an unknown 
number of police officers from the Temple estab-
lishment, the religious authorities that have sadly 
allowed themselves to become a pawn of Jerusa-
lem’s oppressive military and political rulers.

For Discussion
In what ways, if any, can religious people 

today sometimes find themselves being used as 
“pawns” of an oppressive political system?

Scripture to Read
John 1:4, 5, 10

Comment 8
Early on, the Fourth Gospel suggests that 

in Jesus “was Life.” This image is developed 
throughout the Gospel. “In him,” though others 
didn’t always see it, was the divine “I am” that 
brings all things into being.

Another recurring image in this Gospel is the 
“Life” that was in Jesus was the divine “Light” 
for all humanity. It’s what pulls us free of fear. It’s 
what guides us when we lose our way. It’s what 
opens our eyes and deepest selves to that which is 
beyond ourselves.

Scripture to Read
John 18:3

Comment 9
Another thing that this Gospel often does is 

to use irony. Irony can be a powerful way of call-
ing our attention to deeper truths.

One of the many places that it uses irony is 
in the arrest scene. We have been told that “in” 
Jesus was Life. In like manner, those who come 
to find Jesus—namely Judas, the deluded disci-
ple, the huge cohort of Roman soldiers, and the 
police officers sent by those misguided religious 
authorities that were apparently seeking to exer-
cise a firmer control over how the Spirit works—
they come revealing what is in them. They come 
bearing not the “water” the brings forth Life but 
rather the “weapons” that bring forth Death.

Scripture to Read
Romans 13:12

Comment 10
In this letter that we call Romans, the apostle 

Paul suggests that we should “cast off” the way 
of the night and “put on” instead “the armor of 
light.” What is that “light”? According to the 



Fourth Gospel, what was “made flesh” in Christ 
was the eternal Light that shines from Above for 
the sake of all the world. And in every cruel night, 
it is this “Light” from Above that needs to find a 
home in us as well.

But in the scene as painted for us by the 
Fourth Gospel, those who seek to arrest Jesus are 
guided not by a forever Light but rather by piti-
ful, finite lamps of their own making: flickering, 
shadowy torches and small lanterns that will fade 
into nothingness once “the oil of the empire” 
runs dry, as it surely will.

For Discussion
What kinds of emotions do you think the 

Fourth Gospel might be seeking to generate in 
its readers through the images and details that it 
offers here?

In what sorts of ways can we, like those sol-
diers and religious thugs, sometimes turn from 
the true Light and instead create for ourselves 
flickering “lamps” that appear to guide us for a 
time but in the end simply fizzle and fail?

Scripture to Read
John 18:4

Comment 11
 Seeing a vast mob of “thieves and robbers” 

headed toward him and his “sheep,” the Good 
Shepherd goes forth to protect the “sheep.” He 
knows that these “thieves and robbers,” the co-
operating agents of two closely allied political 
and religious empires, could endanger or destroy 
the whole flock. Judas stands with them. So Jesus 
urgently and courageously presses them to focus 
their attention on him—and him alone.

“Whom do you seek?” he boldly asks.

For Discussion
What, if anything, does this bold question by 

Christ tell us about the kind active love to which 
we, too, are called? 

Scripture to Read
John 18:5

Comment 12
The Fourth Gospel portrays more than a sin-

gle person responding to Jesus’ question. Why? 
Perhaps to communicate that everyone in this 
crowd is in the same sinking boat. They’ve all be-
come pawns of “the prince of this world.”

“Whom do you seek?” Jesus asks. 
Together—almost in one voice —they answer 

by shouting, “Jesus of…”

Comment 13
Most English Bibles translate the answer 

as “Jesus of Nazareth,” for that’s what we En-
glish-speaking readers have come to expect as the 
answer. But as the New Revised Standard Ver-
sion makes clear in a footnote, this isn’t what the 
Greek text actually says.

In the Greek text of the Fourth Gospel, the 
crowd joins in one voice to answer, “Jesus the 
Nazorean.” 

Comment 14
At first, this surprising wording—“Jesus 

the Nazorean”—looks to be almost the same as 
“Jesus of Nazareth,” and because it was initial-
ly mistranslated as “Jesus of Nazareth,” we have 
come to expect that wording. Newer translations, 
trying to sound “natural,” usually avoid messing 
with the wording that we expect.

Scholars, however, have long been puzzled. 
Why didn’t the Fourth Gospel didn’t use the 
proper name for the village that we know as 
“Nazareth”? As a result of their pondering, many 
scholars now think that the Fourth Gospel’s shift 
to a similar but different word was intentional.

Comment 15
This Gospel has repeatedly shown us a pat-

tern of using words and names in a very careful 
and meaningful way. 

This Gospel wasn’t thrown together at the last 
minute by some hurried writer trying to finish 
an unwanted assignment. Rather, it was carefully 
crafted and superbly polished over many years. 
It’s a work of incredible literary care—and in-
credible literary power. So a shift to a similar yet 



different word like “Nazorean” is likely to be sig-
nificant in its implications.

Comment 16
Back in the early part of this Gospel, back in 

John 1:45–46, we found the disciple Philip telling 
his friend Nathanael about Jesus. Twice in these 
two verses, the Fourth Gospel includes a specif-
ic and very accurate reference to the geograph-
ic place called “Nazareth.” So this Gospel does 
know how to write the name of the village that 
Jesus was from. 

But “Nazareth” isn’t the word that it puts on 
the lips of the crowd that has come to arrest Je-
sus. Instead, it shocks us with a similar word that 
bears a completely different meaning: Nazorean.

Comment 17
“We have come,” says the bungling cohort, 

“to get Jesus the Nazorean.” 
Perhaps the Fourth Gospel wants us to imag-

ine that they meant to say, “We have come for 
Jesus of Nazareth.” But their lips get all tangled 
up, and they stammer, saying instead, “We have 
come for Jesus the Nazorean.” There’s probably 
deliberate humor in this image of the crowd’s 
tangled lips, but their mangled language simul-
taneously offers us a profoundly ironic statement 
of a far deeper truth. And in the opinion of some 
scholars, the humorous inclusion of “Nazorean” 
here is yet another example of this Gospel’s mas-
terful crafting.

Scripture to Read
Judges 13:1–5, 24

Comment 18
The book of Judges includes a scene in which 

a childless couple from the tribe of Dan are told 
by an angel that they will bear a son who will be 
a “Nazarite unto God.” 

In like manner, the book of Numbers de-
scribes special “vows” taken by Nazarites. These 
vows and the resulting behavior made them dis-
tinct from the general population. Similarly, the 
book of Amos mentions Nazarites as people who 

had separated themselves from others in order to 
live as specially consecrated servants of God.

Comment 19
In biblical times, the name “Nazarite” could 

also be rendered as “Nazorean.” Both terms were 
simply variations on the word “nezer,” which 
meant “separation.” The names “Nazarite” and 
“Nazorean” indicated someone who had chosen 
a separate spiritual path from other people.

The Fourth Gospel’s description of the stum-
bling language of the crowd is probably partly 
meant to be humorous. It’s as if they are so ner-
vous that they can’t even pronounce “Nazareth” 
right. But their tangled language is also deeply 
revealing, for the person that they have come to 
arrest is truly someone who has refused to be con-
formed to either the political empire in which he 
has been living or its corrupted religious partners.

Scripture to Read
John 18:5–6

Comment 20
This Gospel continues its masterful use of 

humor and irony. The Roman cohort, with its 
pawns from the religious establishment, inad-
vertently says that it’s looking for “Jesus the 
Nazorean,” ironically speaking the truth, for this 
Jesus is not one of them. Unlike Judas, he has 
courageously chosen a separate path, a different 
identity. As God’s Anointed One, he has chosen 
to stand against the crowd.

Jesus answers the crowd’s garbled response 
by declaring with utmost simplicity, “I am.” It’s 
both a truthful answer about himself and also the 
most fundamental expression of who God is. It’s 
the great “I am” of Light eternal. It’s the holiest of 
names, uttered in the book of Exodus in front of 
a bush that burns and burns and never burns out.

Comment 21
The hundreds of Roman soldiers and as-

signed thugs from the Temple have already said 
that they have come looking for Jesus. But when, 
without flinching, Jesus answers their question in 



the affirmative, thereby simultaneously speaking 
the holy name that reflects the core of all that is, 
they totally lose their balance. 

Earlier, their tongues had gotten all tangled 
up. Now it’s as if their feet have been tied in huge 
knots. They stagger backwards—and fall to the 
ground. It’s another example of this Gospel’s re-
peated use of up-and-down imagery in which 
ascending is to move toward our Creator and 
Life-Giver and to move downward is to flee from 
the One who forever invites us to “abide.”

Scripture to Read
John 11:9–10

Comment 22
The Fourth Gospel loves repeating imagery. 
The image that is so dramatically presented 

at the time of Jesus’ arrest—the image of a vast 
crowd of soldiers and religious police getting all 
tangled up as they carry their torches, lanterns, 
and weapons—that image seems to be a reveal-
ing reflection of words that we first found back 
in chapter 11.

According to the Fourth Gospel, those who 
come to arrest Jesus carry puny lights of their 
own making. They carry weapons of war rath-
er than weapons of love. Thinking themselves 
strong, they stagger and fall, for they are stum-
bling “in the night.” Reminded of the Great “I 
am” from whom all Life flows, their stumbling 
legs wither. Facing the Light from which Morn-
ing comes, they fall helplessly to the ground.

Scripture to Read
Isaiah 3:1–4, 8a

Comment 23
The scene that is presented to us in the Fourth 

Gospel—the scene of mighty soldiers and reli-
gious police falling to the ground—might also be 
intended as an allusion to this dramatic passage 
from the book of Isaiah in which we are told that 
“Jerusalem is ruined, and Judah is fallen.”

At the time that the Fourth Gospel was writ-
ten, Jerusalem indeed was ruined, and Judah had 

fallen, just as it had so many times before.

Scripture to Read
Isaiah 3:13–15

Comment 24
According to the words of this ancient Jewish 

prophet, after the mighty are fallen—after their 
legs wither and their feet get all tangled up, after 
they stumble and stagger to the ground because 
of the way in which they have oppressed the poor 
and beaten God’s little ones to pieces—there is 
Someone still standing. 

In the language of most English Bibles, the 
One standing is “the Lord.” But that’s just a re-
spectful way of saying that it is “YHWH,” the 
One who is the ground of all being, the “I am” of 
all that is good. And as the Fourth Gospel seeks 
to remind us through its dramatic portrayal of Je-
sus’ arrest, after the mighty fall, after soldiers fail, 
the Great “I am” still stands. The “I am” stands to 
judge, stands to “make things right,” stands to 
plead for all who are broken to be made whole.

Scripture to Read
John 18:6–7

Comment 25
The vivid picture painted for us in this Gos-

pel is powerful indeed. 
Initially, Jesus asks, “Whom seek ye?” The 

agents of the empire—the dupes of “the prince 
of this world”—get all tangled up and say, “Jesus 
the Nazorean,” ironically indicating that Jesus is 
not one of them. He has chosen another path, 
a holier path. He is walking in the Light rather 
than in the night.

Most English translations have Jesus re-
sponding with something like, “I am he,” but the 
Greek text is simpler and more haunting. In the 
Greek text, Jesus simply says, “I am.”

Comment 26
The mob immediately falls to the ground.
Jesus, still standing in a way that calls to mind 

an image found in the ancient book that we call 



Isaiah, once again asks, “Whom seek ye?” It’s as 
if this separated one, this consecrated one, looks 
evil in the eye—and flinches not. 

And once again, the Roman cohort and 
its lackeys become tongue-tied. “Jesus the 
Nazorean,” they stammer.

Scripture to Read
John 18:8–9

Comment 27
The Jesus that we meet here is strong and as-

sertive. “As for the one for whom you are seeking, 
I have already told you,” he says. “I am.”

Then it’s as if Jesus motions toward those 
disciples who are crouching in the garden, the 
“sheep” that he as “the Good Shepherd” is deter-
mined to protect. “Therefore, if it is me you are 
seeking,” he adds, “let these other folks go free.”

For Discussion
If Jesus is to be understood as “the Word 

made flesh,” what does this scene tell us about 
God?

What does it tell us about how “the children 
of God” will behave in a cruel and destructive 
world?

Comment 28
Cornel West has been described as “one of the 

most prominent and provocative intellectuals” 
in American public life today. He is a professor 
of philosophy and Christian practice at Union 
Theological Seminary in New York City and a 
professor emeritus at Princeton University. He is 
the author or editor of more than thirty books, 
including a collection of Martin Luther King’s, 
more radical sermons, writings, and speeches. 

One of Professor West’s most recent books is 
entitled Black Prophetic Fire. He was interviewed 
at length about this book in an August 2015 edi-
tion of the New York Times, and some of what he 
had to say is perhaps illustrated in certain ways by 
what we are finding here in the Fourth Gospel. 
It’s almost as if what Professor West calls “black 
prophetic fire” is exactly what Jesus is demon-

strating in the Fourth Gospel’s arrest scene.

Comment 29
In the New York Times interview, Professor 

West describes “black prophetic fire” as “the hy-
persensitivity to the suffering of others that gen-
erates a righteous indignation that results in the 
willingness to live and die for freedom.”

At one point, Martin Luther King was quot-
ed as saying that “the arc of the moral universe is 
long but it bends toward justice.” However, Pro-
fessor West argues that Martin Luther King, like 
all of us, also came to see that sometimes, right in 
the midst of that long arc, things can bend for a 
while in the wrong direction entirely. Thus, “the 
black prophetic tradition,” says Professor West, 
practices “the collective fightback of sustained 
compassion in the face of sustained catastrophe.”

For Discussion
What are some of the ways in which Jesus’ 

behavior in this scene might be described as a 
demonstration of “black prophetic fire”?

Comment 30
Later in the New York Times interview, Pro-

fessor West explained why he included “fire” in 
the title of his book. 

“Fire really means a certain kind of burning 
in the soul that one can no longer tolerate when 
one is pushed against a wall,” he said. “So you 
straighten your back up, you take your stand, 
you speak your truth, you bear your witness and, 
most important, you are willing to live—and 
die.” 

Comment 31
“Fire,” he continued, “is very much about 

fruits as opposed to foliage.” Foliage, he ex-
plained, is all about “Look at me, look at me,” or 
what he calls “the peacock syndrome.” Fire, on 
the other hand, “is about fruits, which is biblical. 
It’s about what kind of life you live, what kind 
of costs you’re willing to bear, what kind of price 
you’re willing to pay, what kind of death you’re 
willing to embrace.



“That was a great insight that Marcus Garvey 
had,” he added. “Garvey often began his rallies 
with a black man or woman carrying a sign that 
read, ‘The Negro is not afraid.’ Once you break 
the back of fear, you’re on fire.”

For Discussion
What was it, do you think, that enabled Jesus 

to “break the back of fear”?
What are some of the fears that we today need 

to be free from if we, too, are to bear the kind of 
fruit of which scripture speaks?

Comment 32
Later in the interview, Professor West talk-

ed as well about the kind of love that breaks the 
back of hate. “I’m an old Coltrane disciple, just 
like I’m a Christian,” he said. 

So even though you are full of fire, he ex-
plained, “that fire has to be lit by a deep love of 
the people. And if love is not in it, then the fire 
actually becomes just a sounding brass and tin-
kling cymbal” and then your fire “doesn’t get at 
the real moral substance and spiritual content 
that keeps anybody going, especially people who 
have been hated for so long and in so many ways, 
as black people have.”

Comment 33
“For me,” Professor West added, “the love 

ethic is at the very center” of black prophetic fire. 
“It can be the love ethic of James Baldwin, Audre 
Lorde, Toni Morrison, Marvin Gaye, John Col-
trane, or Curtis Mayfield,” he argued, “but it has 
to have that central focus on loving the people. 

“When you love people,” he continued, “you 
hate the fact that they’re being treated unfairly. 
So you tell the truth. You sacrifice your populari-
ty for integrity. There is a willingness to give your 
life back to the people, given that, in the end, 
they basically gave it to you, because we all are 
who we are because somebody loved us.”

Scripture to Read
John 18:6–9

Comment 34
The Fourth Gospel doesn’t try to describe the 

initial reaction of Jesus’ disciples when they saw 
the vast company of Roman soldiers and reli-
gious police coming at them. There’s no effort to 
describe their reaction when Jesus, manifesting 
the very best of what Professor West calls “black 
prophetic fire,” went to meet them. Nor is there 
any effort to describe their reaction when the 
whole mob stumbled backward and fell to the 
ground as they heard the “I am” of Love.

Nevertheless, the Anointed One of God, the 
One who was left standing when all others had 
stumbled and fallen, eventually became a trans-
forming presence in the lives of those who had 
been sheltered and protected by this self-giving 
love, this “fire” that just wouldn’t go out.

Comment 35
And perhaps it is the empowering witness of 

Jesus that causes many of us to believe that we, 
too, can break the back of fear. Perhaps it is the 
empowering witness of this self-giving Love, por-
trayed so dramatically for us in this Gospel, that 
causes us to want this same Jesus to stand beside 
us, even as we, too, seek to live with “sustained 
compassion” in the face of “sustained catastro-
phe.”

Perhaps it was with some of this in mind that 
Charles Albert Tindley, who had struggled with 
courage all his life against racism and oppression, 
wrote a hymn in 1905 with these words:

When the storms of life are raging, stand by me;
when the storms of life are raging, stand by me!
When the world is tossing me like a ship upon 

the sea,
thou who rulest wind and water, stand by me!

In the midst of tribulation, stand by me;
in the midst of tribulation, stand by me!
When the hosts of hell assail, and my strength 

begins to fail,
thou who never lost a battle, stand by me!


