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Comment 1
The Fourth Gospel’s account of Jesus’ arrest is 

filled with dramatic images that are intended to 
convey to us a deep level of understanding about 
the theological significance and spiritual mean-
ing of what happened on that awful night.

The images that this Gospel uses are also 
deeply intertwined with the images that it has 
been using from the beginning. Every detail 
comes loaded with great power.

Scripture to Read
John 18:1–3

Comment 2
As we saw in an earlier session, the Fourth 

Gospel opens the scene with details that are 
seemingly designed to call to our minds a trag-
ic story from 2 Samuel in which King David is 
betrayed by his son Absalom. Absalom has delu-
sions of grandeur. He wants to be king in David’s 
place. He wants to shove aside God’s Anointed 
One in favor of himself. So he gathers warriors 
and weapons. He aligns himself with “the prince 
of this world”—and plots an insurrection.

In the midst of this, King David and his 
closest companions leave Jerusalem. According 
to 2 Samuel, they leave barefoot, with tears in 
their eyes. Weeping, grieving, they wade across 
the winter-flowing Kidron, a river just outside 
of Jerusalem, a stream that generally dries up in 
summer.

Comment 3
The scene in the Fourth Gospel isn’t exactly 

the same, but it evokes the anguish of an Anoint-
ed One who is being shoved aside by those who 
have delusions of grandeur. He is being shoved 
aside by those who seek to anoint their own 
selves as “king.”

As in 2 Samuel, Jesus leads his companions 
across the winter-flowing Kidron (or “Cedron” 
in some translations). The Fourth Gospel invites 
us to imagine anguish and tears welling up in the 
deepest soul of his baffled disciples, just as an-
guish and tears well up in our own souls when 
the cruel “prince of this world” seems to be get-
ting its way.

Comment 4
In the Fourth Gospel, however, we find Jesus 

leading his disciples not just to a stark wilder-
ness but to a verdant “garden.” He plants their 
feet on “holy ground.” He plants their feet in a 
“garden” to which, we are told, he had often led 
them. It’s the “garden” of God’s love. It’s the “gar-
den” of God’s light. It’s the “garden” that serves 
as an abiding reminder of the “spring” that bursts 
forth with God’s blessing, even after the bleakest 
of “winters.”

To that “garden” comes Judas, leading a great 
company of the deceived. We’re told that among 
them is a “cohort” of Roman soldiers, which, if 
meant literally, would mean six hundred armed 
men. In addition, we are told that agents of the 
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priestly establishment, as well as some Pharisees, 
are with Judas. The company carries torches and 
lanterns and weapons. It’s as if they, like so many 
power-hungry people today, have forsaken God’s 
Light, have forsaken God’s Strength. So they 
come bearing the artificial weapons and puny 
lights of those who, even today, prefer to pursue 
the creeping, self-serving ways of the “night.”

Scripture to Read
John 18:4–9

Comment 5
In the portrait that we are given in this Gos-

pel, Jesus doesn’t cower. Instead, he boldly ap-
proaches the crowd. He stands tall, for he is “the 
Word” that won’t be silenced. He is the coura-
geous and “prophetic” witness that blazes with 
divine glory. “Whom are you seeking?” he asks.

In part, through his question, he may be seek-
ing to protect his followers. It’s as if he is forcing 
the soldiers to focus their attention exclusively on 
himself. But at the same time, he is also calling 
on them to see and acknowledge the horrifying 
truth of what they are up to.

Comment 6
“We’re looking for Jesus the Nazorean,” they 

answer. As we saw last time, their strange an-
swer injects a highly comic—and deeply iron-
ic—note. It’s as if their tongues stumble over the 
name of the town that Jesus is from. Instead of 
saying “Jesus of Nazareth,” they get all tangled 
up. “We’re looking for Jesus the Nazorean,” they 
sputter. Thereby, they ironically mutter a deeper 
truth, for a “Nazorean” is an individual who is 
consecrated to God for the cause of deliverance. 
It’s an individual commissioned to break chains 
and set free those who are bound.

It’s perhaps the Fourth Gospel’s way of re-
minding us that sometimes, even in the most 
horrible of times, even when “the prince of this 
world” is up to the cruelest of tricks, there is 
Truth to be found, for rising above every atroc-
ity, there is a God whose Light cannot be extin-
guished, whose deliverance cannot be stopped.

Comment 7
In the Fourth Gospel, Jesus responds to the 

soldiers’ tangled stumbling by uttering the “I am” 
that gushes with “living water,” no matter how 
“dry” the putrid wells of this world may appear.

“I am,” he declares. It’s the holy name of the 
One from whom life emerges, the holy name of 
the One who causes bushes to burn and burn 
and never be consumed, the holy name of the 
One who commissioned Moses to go to Pharaoh 
with a word from on high: “Let my people go!”

Simultaneously, it is an acknowledgment that 
it is he whom they are seeking. 

Comment 8
In the Fourth Gospel’s dramatic and vivid 

portrait, on hearing the divine name, on hearing 
the divine Truth spoken in their midst, it’s as if 
the whole Roman cohort stumbles backwards. 
Clasping their futile weapons and their flickering 
lights, they tumble backwards onto the ground.

In our imagination, we can see them strug-
gling back onto their feet. Trembling, they try 
to recover their dignity. Slowly brushing the dirt 
from their cloaks, they try once again to stand.

Then, like the “Good Shepherd” that he is, 
Jesus declares, “If it is me you are seeking, let 
these others go.” In other words, “Don’t harm 
my lambs.” But as we will soon see, one of those 
“lambs” is about to behave rather strangely.

Scripture to Read
John 18:10

For Discussion
The images and details that we encounter in 

this Gospel often seem chosen because of their 
ability to speak to us on multiple levels. What 
might be some of the deeper levels of meaning 
about what is being conveyed here?

In what kinds of situations can we be tempt-
ed to behave like Simon Peter does here?

Comment 9
All four Gospels make some mention of an 

attack by one of Jesus’ disciples on one of the in-



dividuals in the crowd that has come to get Jesus. 
But only the Fourth Gospel gives us an image 
that is as vivid as what we find here in John 18:10.

The verse overflows with details, and clearly 
the faith community that gave us this Gospel 
found these details significant. Somehow, these 
details convey theological and spiritual truths 
that contribute in important ways to the overall 
message that is being taught in this Gospel. So 
we do well to examine these details with care.

Comment 10
First, we are told that “Simon Peter” is the 

actor here. No other Gospel points to him as the 
culprit. So we have to wonder why this Gospel 
finds it important to identify Peter as the one.

The most recent mention of Peter in this 
Gospel was back in chapter 13, where we found 
Peter initially objecting to Jesus washing and 
wiping the disciples’ feet. He tries to refuse Jesus’  
self-giving love. 

Later in that same chapter, Peter expresses 
concern about where Jesus is “going.” We hear 
him express bafflement about the direction in 
which Jesus seems to be headed. In response, the 
Fourth Gospel shows us Jesus telling Peter, “You 
aren’t yet ready to follow me. Someday you will 
be, but certainly not yet!”

For Discussion
How might the scene in chapter 18, where 

Peter attacks one of the people in the cohort, be 
an expression of what we found him saying and 
doing back in chapter 13?

In what ways have God’s people down 
through the ages sometimes behaved like Peter, 
like someone who is not yet ready to go where 
Jesus is going?

Comment 11
A second detail in this latest scene involves 

the “sword.” It’s not just any kind of sword. The 
Greek word used here normally indicates a small 
sword, more like a dagger, a short knife, easily 
concealed.

Like so many Christians down through the 

ages, Simon Peter has presented himself as a de-
voted follower of Jesus. He’s boasted about his 
religious commitment to Jesus. But his religiosity 
is only skin deep. Concealed deep within him is 
not the creative, healing spirit of God but rather 
the hurtful, harming spirit that is fostered and 
encouraged by the ever-destructive “prince of 
this world.” 

By pulling out his hidden dagger, Peter re-
veals himself as someone who is more at home 
with the weapon-carrying cohort than he is with 
the towel-bearing Jesus.

For Discussion
In what ways, if any, have you seen Christians 

today pulling out “concealed weapons,” showing 
themselves more willing to harm than to heal?

What are the kinds of crises that tend to 
test —or reveal—our true character? 

Scripture to Read
John 18:10

Comment 12
The remarkable details in this verse continue, 

each operating on multiple levels.
Next, we are told that Peter, using his con-

cealed dagger, strikes “the high priest’s servant,” 
or more literally, the “high priest’s slave,” some-
one who has clearly been engaged to do the “bid-
ding” of the most prestigious religious leader of 
that day.

Comment 13
On the simplest of levels, this detail seems to 

refer to little more than a single, ordinary indi-
vidual of some sort. But if we leave it at that, we 
are forced to wonder why this low-level slave has 
become the object of Peter’s slashing attack. 

How does striking the high priest’s slave do 
any good when we have already been told that 
a whole cohort of Roman soldiers is on hand 
with lanterns, torches, and weapons? And why 
does this Gospel—and this Gospel alone—give a 
name to this individual, especially since this Gos-
pel frequently omits the names of so many others 



who appear? In this Gospel, for example, even 
the “mother of Jesus” is never named. Why tell 
us that the slave’s name is “Malchus”?

Comment 14
Scholars differ over what kinds of “double 

meanings” might be lodged in this scene, but one 
possibility is that on a deeper level, the Fourth 
Gospel might be suggesting that there was an un-
holy alliance between Jerusalem’s religious estab-
lishment and the all-powerful Roman Empire. 

In some ways, each naively saw the other as 
its “servant,” engaged to do its bidding, engaged 
to serve its cause. And this understanding is per-
haps reinforced through the surprising inclusion 
of the Greek name “Malchus.”

Comment 15
Historical records show that some non-Jews 

in the Roman world did indeed bear the name 
“Malchus.” Interestingly, however, it was a name 
that literally meant “king.” 

There is thus a rich irony in the Fourth Gos-
pel’s wording, for through the inclusion of this 
name, we are being told that the high priest’s sup-
posedly enslaved servant is actually “King.”

Comment 16
In the next chapter, this startling language 

takes on added significance, for in chapter 19 of 
this Gospel, we find Jerusalem’s religious lead-
ers—the high priest and others—proudly pro-
claiming to Pilate that “we have no king but 
Caesar.” 

From the viewpoint of this Gospel, Jerusa-
lem’s religious leaders, like other power-hungry 
religious leaders down through the centuries, na-
ively imagined that they could force a great “em-
pire” to become their private slave. But what they 
found was that it became their king. In the end, 
then, it was they who had become enslaved.

For Discussion
In what ways have similar dynamics been at 

work at other times in history, even perhaps in 
our day?

Scripture to Read
John 18:10

Comment 17
Another added layer of significance can be 

found in what Simon Peter does. 
Often, we don’t pay close attention, but when 

we look closely, we see that the Fourth Gospel 
uses two separate verbs to describe Peter’s actions.

First, we are told that Peter “struck” or—in 
the language of the King James Version—“smote” 
the high priest’s servant. On one level, this seems 
clear enough. But then, afterwards, separately, 
we are additionally told that Peter “cut off” the 
servant’s “right ear.” 

Comment 18
The Fourth Gospel’s use of two distinct verbs 

is conveniently ambiguous. On one level, the 
two verbs can be understood as reflecting closely 
related aspects of a single action: in other words, 
a single blow by Peter could conceivably have re-
sulted in physical harm to someone’s ear.

But by using two distinct verbs with two dis-
tinct objects, the Fourth Gospel simultaneously 
prepares us for an additional level of understand-
ing. On this deeper level, it’s as if the Fourth 
Gospel is suggesting that by physically striking 
at “Malchus,” Peter was foolishly engaging in the 
kind of violent, destructive, self-serving behav-
ior that diminishes and undercuts the ability of 
the many “Malchuses” of our world to hear and 
respond to the divine “Word” from Above that 
is supposed to “become flesh” and make itself 
known in each of our lives.

Comment 19
Those scholars who interpret the cutting off 

of Malchus’s right ear as solely literal—as noth-
ing more than the physical result of Peter’s slash-
ing blow—have a hard time with some of the 
details in this verse.

For example, it’s almost physically impossible 
for a right-handed person, as Peter probably was, 
to cut off nothing but an opponent’s right ear. 
The right ear is on the wrong side of the head to 



be accessible unless Peter has somehow slipped 
up behind him. Yet this Gospel makes a point 
of stressing that it was “the right ear” of Malchus 
that was “cut off” as a result of Peter’s action.

Comment 20
However, the Greek text of John 18:10 doesn’t 

just say that Peter cut off “the right ear.” Instead, 
it uses a doubly small form of the normal Greek 
word for “ear.” In effect, it says that Peter cut off 
the little bitty right ear of “Malchus.”

Scholars who restrict themselves to thinking 
of this as strictly a reference to a physical cutting 
are forced to struggle a bit with why the Fourth 
Gospel would choose to call it a little bitty right 
ear. In response, some of these scholars are forced 
to suggest that maybe the only thing Peter man-
aged to cut off was an ear lobe. But that’s not 
really what the text says. It says that Peter cut off 
Malchus’s tiny, little right ear.

Comment 21
If the Fourth Gospel, through its use of vivid 

details and dramatic images, is seeking to get us 
thinking about multiple layers of meaning, then 
the reference to Peter “cutting off” the tiny, little 
ear of “Malchus” isn’t so surprising.

It’s perhaps this Gospel’s pointed way of say-
ing that, figuratively speaking, “Malchus” and all 
those whom he embodies had only a small ear 
to start with. In other words, “Malchus” and his 
kind were already struggling to hear “the Word” 
that had become flesh, the divine breath from 
Above that was being manifested in Jesus. 

Comment 22
And then the rash and thoughtless Pe-

ter, through his impulsive and violent behav-
ior, caused these small-eared folks to hear that 
“Word” even less. Peter may have imagined that 
by lashing out, he was “standing up for God.” 
But in reality, says the Fourth Gospel, through 
his foolish action, Peter was “cutting off” Mal-
chus from hearing the divine “Word” that was 
being so powerfully lived by Jesus.

By offering us these multiple layers of mean-

ing, the Fourth Gospel is choosing to do more 
than tell “the old, old story.” It’s also engaging 
in a powerful, prophetic witness. It’s warning us 
that through our own un-Christ-like behaviors, 
we, too, can cruelly “cut off” others’ ability to 
“hear” the divine “Word” that seeks to live and 
speak through each of us. And tragically, some-
times through our cruel actions, the people 
whom we hurt the most are the people whose 
ears have already shrunk, people who are already 
finding it difficult “hear” the Spirit’s song.

For Discussion
What are some of the ways in which Chris-

tians today can end up “cutting off” the ears of 
those who have not yet fully heard the whisper 
of Love?

Scripture to Read
Colossians 2:6–7

Comment 23
When we probe more deeply into the Fourth 

Gospel—and when we allow its vivid details to 
speak in new ways to our troubled souls—we 
find it sharing many of the same insights that 
we encounter in certain epistles, such as in these 
verses from the epistle to the Colossians.

Walk in Christ Jesus, advises this epistle. Be 
“rooted” and built up in him. 

The Fourth Gospel conveys the same mes-
sage, but it does so with greater drama. Through 
Peter’s slashing behavior—and its tragic conse-
quences—this Gospel shows us what happens 
when we fail to let the mind of Christ our Savior 
guide our words and guide our deeds.

Seeking to respond to teachings such as this, 
Kate Wilkinson wrote a hymn in 1925 that began 
like this:

May the mind of Christ, my Savior,
live in me from day to day,
by his love and pow’r controlling
all I do and say.

May the Word of God dwell richly



in my heart from hour to hour,
so that all may see I triumph
only through his pow’r.

Scripture to Read
Colossians 2:8–9

For Discussion
Thinking about the scene that we found pre-

sented for us in the Fourth Gospel, in what sorts 
of ways can you imagine Peter being “spoiled” or 
“deceived” by violent, human ways of thinking?

What are some of the ways in which we, too, 
can be “spoiled” or “deceived” by such thinking?

In times of “sustained catastrophe,” how can 
we help each other choose to uphold the more 
difficult, divine ways of behaving?

Scripture to Read
Colossians 3:1, 12–15

For Discussion
Which of these difficult but divine behaviors 

is easiest to “put on”? Why? Which is hardest?
What are some of the ways in which a fail-

ure by us to behave in these Christ-like ways can 
cause us to “cut off” the “ears” of others?

Scripture to Read
John 18:11a

Comment 24
After this Gospel shows us Simon Peter vi-

olently “striking” those whom he sees as God’s 
opponents, thereby diminishing their ability to 
“hear” the Word of love, Jesus firmly turns to 
him and says, “Peter! Thrust that sword back into 
its sheath! Wrap it up! Wrap it up right now!”

On one level, of course, Jesus appears to be 
speaking specifically to this too easily provoked, 
too easily misled disciple. But on another level, 
it’s possible that “Peter” is serving here as a stand-
in for us all.

Comment 25
Judging by the book of Acts, in the years af-

ter Jesus’ departure, Simon Peter became a leader 
among God’s own people. He wasn’t perfect. He 
had to keep learning, had to keep growing. But 
because of what he became, it’s almost as if he 
serves in this Gospel as a functional representa-
tive or embodiment of all of us who seek to live 
in Jesus’ name. 

Thus it is to all of us that the Fourth Gospel 
issues its call. And the Greek verb that it uses is 
a strong one. It doesn’t just mean to meekly and 
politely “put away” your swords. Literally, the 
Greek verb means to thrust those “swords” back 
into their sheaths. Immediately and without any 
delay or hesitation, we are to get rid of our de-
structive inclinations, for we are called. We are 
called by God’s anointing to throw away those 
sharp-edged “weapons” with which we might be 
tempted to slash and smite those folks whom we 
see as God’s opponents.

Comment 26
Why? Because from the viewpoint of this 

Gospel, we aren’t called to harm others. We’re 
called to heal. We aren’t called to destroy others. 
We’re called to deliver them from that which is 
using them as its pawns. In like manner, we aren’t 
called to punch or stab. We’re called to protect 
and save. 

Yes, there is evil in the world. Yes, there is 
great terror. Yes, there is cruel oppression. Yes, 
there is violence and injustice, regularly commit-
ted by those whose itty bitty ears have heard so 
little of the Word from Above. But in the midst 
of all this, we are called to be like Jesus. We are 
called to be consecrated agents of transforming 
love. We are called to be the Word made flesh, a 
living manifestation of that embracing Light that 
no “night” can extinguish.

“Peter!” cries Jesus. “Thrust that sword back 
into its sheath!”

Scripture to Read
John 18:11

Comment 27
Jesus tells “Peter”—and thus us all—to thrust 



aside our “swords.” He tells us to wrap them up 
in a “sheath,” a protective covering that will keep 
them from inflicting any harm.

It’s perhaps no accident that immediately af-
ter this command, we are shown Jesus mentioning 
“the cup” that he has been graciously given by the 
One whose child he is. 

Comment 28
This is clearly not a literal “cup.” No beverage 

is involved. There’s nothing here to “drink” in an 
actual way.  Rather, the “cup” is a figurative im-
age—and a powerful one.

Like so many other images found in this Gos-
pel, the language used here seems designed to in-
corporate a richness of meaning that was origi-
nally conveyed by an even more ancient biblical 
text. And in order to appreciate the richness of 
what the Fourth Gospel is suggesting, we need to 
look at this ancient text.

Scripture to Read
Psalm 116:16, 12–13

Comment 29
Psalm 116 is one of a group of “Hallel Psalms” 

that have traditionally been recited by faithful 
Jews on holy days, including Passover.

In this psalm, the psalmist cries to the Lord, 
saying, “O Lord, truly I am thy servant. I am 
the child of your handmaid. You have loosed my 
bonds. You have adopted me as your own. What 
then shall I render unto you? I shall take up the 
cup of salvation. I shall join you in the work of 
deliverance from all that destroys and demeans.”

Comment 30
In the Fourth Gospel, Jesus is repeatedly 

portrayed as the “child” of the Holy One. The 
Fourth Gospel teaches that we, too, are called to 
live as reborn children of God.

It’s no wonder, then, that Jesus stops Peter 
from his slashing attack on others. The life we are 
to live is not a “cup” that slashes but a “cup” that 
saves. Through our lives—through our words 
and our deeds—we are to lift up the “cup” that 

God has given. It’s not the hurtful cup of devilish 
violence. It’s rather the healing cup of heavenly 
love.

Scripture to Read
Psalm 116:17–19

Comment 31
“I will pay my vows to the Lord,” says the 

psalmist—and in effect, through the Fourth 
Gospel’s reference to “the cup,” it’s as if Jesus is 
saying something similar. 

He is not just Jesus “of Nazareth.” As the 
tongue-tangled mob has already ironically 
declared, he is also Jesus “the Nazorean,” which is 
to say, the consecrated one, the child committed 
to God’s holy ways.

Comment 32
In the Fourth Gospel, we are shown a Jesus 

who is ready. He’s ready to go with prophetic 
courage, even into sadly hostile “courts of the 
Lord’s house.” He hopes that Peter—and all of us 
later followers—will have a similar courage. 

Soldiers and military rulers may mock this 
consecrated child of God. They may mock him 
in the midst of God’s “holy city,” but the Fourth 
Gospel suggests that Jesus was ready to deliver 
a “sacrifice of thanksgiving,” which is to say, a 
living demonstration of God’s glory. To use the 
language of Professor Cornel West, the “sacrifice” 
that Jesus will offer is a determined, courageous, 
and unflinching display of sustained compassion 
in the face of sustained catastrophe. By giving 
rather than grabbing, Jesus joins himself to God’s 
transforming power.

Scripture to Read
Psalm 23:4–6

Comment 33
Like Jesus, we too may find ourselves sur-

rounded at times by “enemies,” deluded oppo-
nents of that which is right and graceful and just. 
Like Peter, at such times we may be tempted to 
swing a “sword” rather than lift up “the cup of 



salvation.”
But Psalm 23 reminds us that even when we 

are walking through the valley of the shadow of 
death, we need fear no evil, for the One who is 
life and light and love is with us. And the “cup” 
that we have been given is a “cup” that overflows 
with enough goodness and mercy to follow us all 
the days of our life.

Scripture to Read
John 18:10–11

Comment 34
The Fourth Gospel isn’t just recounting “the 

good news” in some abstract and dry way. Rath-
er, it is calling us to live “the good news.” It is 
calling us to put away our hurtful swords—and 
walk instead in God’s healing light. It is calling 
on us to join with Jesus in drinking “the cup” of 
self-giving love, the “cup” that seeks to transform 
our world with a goodness and mercy that knows 
no end.

In 1869, a Christian scholar and teacher 
named John Bode wrote a hymn with words that 

express this Gospel’s hope for each of our lives:

O Jesus, I have promised to serve thee to the end;
be thou forever near me, my master and my 

friend.
I shall not fear the battle if thou art by my side,
nor wander from the pathway if thou wilt be my 

guide.

Oh, let me hear thee speaking in accents clear 
and still;

I dare not trust my judgment: thy way shall be 
my will.

Oh, speak to reassure me, to hasten or control;
oh, speak, and help me listen, thou guardian of 

my soul.

Oh, let me see thy footprints, and in them plant 
mine own;

my hope to follow duly is in thy strength alone.
Oh, guide me, call me, draw me, uphold me to 

the end,
and then in heav’n receive me, my savior and my 

friend.




