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Scripture to Read
John 19:16b–17

Comment 1
As we saw last time, the Fourth Gospel por-

trays Roman soldiers “taking” Jesus. They take 
him to a place called Golgotha, which means 
“the place of the skull.” It’s a killing place, a dead-
ly place, a place that has seen more than its share 
of “dry bones,” bones that no one thought would 
ever live again.

The Fourth Gospel asks us to see Jesus by 
himself, carrying the heavy top piece of the cross  
on which the soldiers intend to kill him. It’s as if 
he is bearing the burden alone. To use the words 
of an old spiritual, it’s as if he is “way down yon-
der” all by himself and he “couldn’t hear nobody 
pray.” Yet even in his isolation, even in his aban-
donment by those who had previously walked 
with him, he is manifesting God’s glory. It’s a glo-
ry that keeps shining even in the loneliest hour.

Scripture to Read
John 19:17–18

Comment 2
As we also saw last time, the Fourth Gospel 

avoids any demeaning or derogatory terms for 
those who are being crucified with Jesus. They 
are simply other victims of the Roman Empire’s 
delight in the destruction of human life.

“Two others,” says the Fourth Gospel, were 
also being crucified. And we are told that Jesus 

was “in the midst” of them. 

Comment 3
In a sense, the Fourth Gospel seems to be tell-

ing us that God’s anointing—and God’s Truth—
is right “in the midst” of all who become victims 
of this world’s tyranny. 

It’s as if this Gospel wants us to know that 
when we today stand “in the midst” of our 
world’s victims—when we stand “in the midst” 
of those who are even now suffering or oppressed 
or imprisoned or struggling with a disease that 
seeks to overtake them,  then we, too, manifest 
God’s glory.

“In the midst” of victims, that’s where God’s 
Light shines, both through us and others.

Scripture to Read
John 19:19–20

Comment 4
As we also saw last time, the language of the 

Fourth Gospel deviates from other Gospels in 
many ways. One of those ways is seen here. In 
other Gospels, Pilate merely puts an “inscrip-
tion” over the cross of Jesus. But in this Gospel, 
the Greek text calls it a “title,” much like a “title” 
that is bestowed on rulers and royalty.

It’s as if the Fourth Gospel wants us to see 
these words not as a mere description but as the 
glorious “crowning” of God’s Anointed One. The 
“title” may have been meant as mockery, but the 
Fourth Gospel wants us to see it as the expression 

SeSSion 69: John 19:23–27 with related verses from Ezekiel 37

There the bright and morning star…



of a divinely ordained Truth.

Comment 5
The Fourth Gospel is likewise alone in telling 

us that the “title” was written in Hebrew, Greek, 
and Latin. This detail suggests the importance 
of the “crown” for people of diverse cultures and 
nations. 

Yes, this “king” is “of the Jews.” He has arisen 
from the rich Jewish faith tradition. That’s what 
shaped him and molded him. That’s what con-
nected him with the Holy One. But through its 
reference to the many languages in which the 
“title” was written, the Fourth Gospel is suggest-
ing that Jesus is being “crowned” not just for one 
people but rather on behalf of all people.

Comment 6
Some translations suggest that the name af-

fixed to the title is merely geographic: “Jesus of 
Nazareth.” But to translate it that way is to as-
sume that the Greek text has somehow made a 
“mistake,” a mistake which the translators are 
“correcting,” for the Greek text here doesn’t say 
that he was from the town of “Nazareth.” Rath-
er, it describes Jesus as a “Nazorean,” which was 
a term used at that time for someone who had 
been especially commissioned by God to serve 
in a crucial, holy, liberating role. It’s similar to 
what some passages in the ancient scriptures call 
a “Nazarite.”

In other words, it’s Jesus the Anointed One—
Jesus the Commissioned One—who is being 
crowned as the liberating “king” of all the world.

Scripture to Read
John 13:2–4

Comment 7
Back in chapter 13, we encountered an im-

portant scene that has significant implications 
for what we find in chapter 19. Evil is scheming. 
Evil is plotting to get its way. Evil is rounding up 
agents of destruction. But Jesus, “knowing that 
the Father had put all things into his hands”—
knowing that he was sent by God and answerable 

to God—Jesus rose up. He refused to be beaten 
down. And after rising up, he “laid aside his gar-
ments.”

In this scene, the laying aside of Jesus’ gar-
ments seems to be so that he can “make clean” 
those who are still “dirty.” Symbolically, it’s as 
if he washes their feet so that—from then on—
they might remember to walk with purity and 
love on “holy ground.”

Scripture to Read
John 13:12–15

Comment 8
According to the Fourth Gospel, after Jesus 

had “laid aside his garments” and washed his dis-
ciples’ feet so that they might be “clean,” he then 
took up “his garments” and  explained that he 
had given them “an example.”

According to the Fourth Gospel, just as Jesus 
had “laid aside” his “garments” so that they might 
be “clean,” so too they should lay aside their “gar-
ments,” as it were, to make others clean. “I have 
given you an example,” Jesus is portrayed as say-
ing, “that ye should do as I have done to you.”

For Discussion
This Gospel often speaks on multiple levels. 

We are shown Jesus physically laying aside his 
“garments” so that he might make others “clean,” 
but it’s not physically necessary to lay aside your 
own garments to wash someone else’s feet. What 
then might be the deeper significance of Jesus 
laying aside his “garments”?

Scripture to Read
John 19:23a

Comment 9
At the cross, as he is being crucified, it’s as if 

Jesus once again lays aside “his garments.” 
The Greek word used here in chapter 19 is the 

same word that was used back in chapter 13. It’s a 
word that usually refers to outer garments: a belt, 
a robe, one’s sandals, even the cloth that people 
in that part of the world would wrap around 



their heads. In chapter 13, we were shown Jesus 
being willing to “lay aside” these self-protective 
items of clothing so that he might make others 
“clean”—not just physically but also in their re-
lationship to the divine.

Comment 10
The Fourth Gospel may intend for us to sense 

a similar connotation here in chapter 19, where it 
tells us that the soldiers “took his garments.”

Although the soldiers seem to have taken Je-
sus’ sandals, his belt, his head covering, and his 
outer robe for purely greedy, selfish reasons—al-
though they have divided the outer garments of 
Jesus into four convenient piles, one pile for each 
soldier—the Fourth Gospel believes that the 
cleansing power of a redeeming God was thereby 
“set loose.”

Comment 11
In other words, even as Jesus’ outer garments 

were being divided up, the “glory” of God was 
being revealed. It was the glory of a God who 
seeks to shine through each of us so that the whole 
world made be cleansed and made pure and new. 

According to this Gospel, Jesus’ own disciples 
had been baffled by his behavior when he “laid 
aside his garments” back in John 13. Now here 
in John 19, it’s soldiers who are baffled. Like us 
sometimes, these soldiers seem to have had no 
clue about the divine work that was already un-
derway right in the midst of them.

Scripture to Read
John 19:23a

For Discussion
This is a Gospel in which small details are in-

cluded not just to bombard us with trivial facts 
but rather to point our hearts and minds toward 
deeper levels of understanding. 

If that’s the case, why might this Gospel have 
felt it important to tell us that Jesus’ garments 
were divided into “four parts”? In other words, 
why might this Gospel find it important in this 
context for us to hear the number four?

Scripture to Read
Ezekiel 37:1–4

Comment 12
The Fourth Gospel has gone out of its way 

to describe the place where Jesus was crucified as 
Golgotha, meaning “the place of the skull.” In ef-
fect, it’s a place that summons for us this remark-
able image from the book of Ezekiel in which 
the prophet is led into the midst of bones—dry 
bones, bones that he thinks will never live again.

But then “the spirit of the Lord” tells the 
prophet to speak unto the bones and tell them, 
“O ye dry bones, hear the word of the Lord.” 
And the Fourth Gospel portrays Jesus as this 
same divine and life-giving “word.” He’s the 
“Word made flesh.” He’s the “word of the Lord” 
that rattles dry bones.

Scripture to Read
Ezekiel 37:7–9

Comment 13
As soon as the prophet delivers “the word of 

the Lord,” that which was long dead begins to 
rattle. There’s a great noise. There’s a trembling 
movement. Bones come together, bone to bone. 
Sinews and flesh appear. Skin takes shape. At first, 
it seems as if there is no breath in these bodies. 
They have come together, but no life is in them.

Then comes an anointed word from Above. 
It’s a word that causes “four winds” to blow. They 
blow, as it were, from the four corners of the 
earth. They blow from north and south, from 
east and west, until they have breathed the spirit 
of the Lord into all who have been slain. In oth-
er words, the whole world is covered with God’s 
glory. Thanks to the cleansing, redeeming pow-
er of these “four winds,” every desolate “place of 
the skull” becomes the dwelling place of the I am 
who brings forth new life, new love, new light.

Scripture to Read
John 19:23



Comment 14
The Fourth Gospel is full of irony. In an ap-

parent effort to mock Jesus, Pilate inadvertently 
gives him a “title” that shines with God’s glory. 
Pilate means to put Jesus down, but in effect he 
“crowns him with many crowns.”

Something similar may be going on here. 
Four soldiers, perhaps representative of the “four 
winds” blowing from the “four corners” of the 
earth mentioned in Ezekiel, gleefully divide Je-
sus’ outer garments into four parts. Presumably 
each Roman soldier plans to carry his share of the 
“loot” to wherever he’s from. Each assumes that 
he is simply pursuing his own selfish gain, but 
the Fourth Gospel seems to be suggesting that a 
Spirit bigger and beyond ourselves keeps working, 
even in the midst of our own selfishness, even in 
places that can only be called “the place of the 
skull” or the “valley of dry bones.” 

Comment 15
It’s as if the Spirit from Above takes the four 

soldiers’ selfish actions and turn those actions 
into the “four winds,” breathing God’s “glory” 
over every far corner of the earth. Ironically and 
unintentionally, it’s as if the division of Jesus’ out-
er clothing into four parts is transformed into the 
“four winds” that “the word of the Lord” called 
forth in the prophet’s vision. 

The four soldiers may think they’ve gained 
a little loot, but in reality, suggests the Fourth 
Gospel, the four winds of heaven were getting to 
breathe new life into the whole of our dry and 
dusty world.

For Discussion
Can you think of times in your own experi-

ence when actions that were meant for evil were 
transformed by a power above and beyond our-
selves into something that brought God’s new 
creation a little closer?

What lessons should we learn from this?

Scripture to Read
John 19:23–24

Comment 16
There is more here, however, than the di-

viding of Jesus’ outer garments and outer “glo-
ry” into four parts. We are also told that there 
was one piece of his clothing that they did not 
divide. In the King James Version, it’s called Je-
sus’ “coat.” In some other translations, it’s called 
his “tunic.” In modern fiction, it has sometimes 
been called his “robe.” But the word used in the 
Greek text is chitōn. That’s a word that refers to 
the inner garment that people in that day would 
wear closest to their skin. It was the most inti-
mate of undergarments, worn closer to yourself 
than anything else.

We’re told that in Jesus’ case, this inner gar-
ment was made from one piece of cloth. It had 
no seams. It wasn’t patched together from other 
cast-off garments. It was single. It was whole.

For Discussion
What might this Gospel be trying to suggest 

by lifting up this particular image for us?
What other details about this image, other 

than the fact that there was no seam, might be 
important?

Scripture to Read
John 19:23–24

Comment 17
By the time that the Fourth Gospel reached its 

final form, it was common for followers of Jesus 
the Christ to connect his crucifixion in various 
ways with Psalm 22, a long and dramatic psalm 
that is filled with many powerful images. Psalm 
22 begins, for example, with “My God, my God, 
why hast thou forsaken me?” In describing Je-
sus’ crucifixion, each of the other Gospels makes 
multiple allusions to Psalm 22, emphasizing in 
particular Jesus’ pain and suffering and feelings 
of divine abandonment.

Before long, among many followers of Jesus, 
it probably became normal to make some refer-
ence to Psalm 22 if you were talking about the 
crucifixion. In fact, it’s likely that many hearers 
of the Jesus story came to expect some connection 



to be made to Psalm 22. In a variety of contexts, 
as certain stories are told, we, too, sometimes lis-
ten for certain allusions that have almost became 
traditional.

Comment 18
But from the beginning, the Fourth Gospel 

has been seeking to lift up for us a different per-
spective on the crucifixion. It’s a perspective that 
sees Jesus’ crucifixion not as the ultimate in pain 
and suffering but rather as a supreme revelation 
of God’s glory.

Yet the author or authors of the Fourth Gos-
pel knew that people would expect some sort 
of allusion to Psalm 22 to be included. So the 
Fourth Gospel accomplishes what is expected by 
talking instead about Jesus’ inner garment—or 
chitōn—as the thing for which the four soldiers 
“cast lots.” And because there’s a reference to cast-
ing lots in Psalm 22, the Fourth Gospel thereby 
makes the expected connection to a traditional 
psalm without diminishing its understanding of 
the crucifixion as a revelation of God’s glory.

Scripture to Read
John 19:23–24

Comment 19
Mentioning the seam-free undergarment for 

which the soldiers cast lots provides a traditional 
connection with Psalm 22, but the Fourth Gos-
pel doesn’t leave it at that. It inserts two other 
details as well, details that are easily overlooked, 
but these details speak volumes about how this 
Gospel views Jesus.

One reason we miss the significance of these 
details is that we sometimes forget to read scrip-
ture with a poet’s heart. Yet Walter Brueggemann, 
an insightful professor of biblical interpretation, 
has said that to experience the full power of scrip-
ture we must “read, speak, and think as the poet.”

Comment 20
In the Fourth Gospel’s remarkable portrait, 

we are not only told that Jesus’ inner, close-to-
the-body chitōn was “without seam” but we are 

also told, first, that it was “woven from the top”  
and, second, that it was woven “throughout.”

At first glance, these details hardly seem to 
make sense. So we tend to skip ahead and ignore 
these poetic details. After all, what’s the “top” of 
a piece of fabric? Fabric doesn’t have a physical 
“top” or “bottom.” It’s just fabric. And why tell 
us that the fabric was woven “throughout,” as the 
King James Version puts it? Fabric, by definition, 
is woven. Yet this Gospel pauses to tell us that 
this intimate garment was “woven from the top” 
and “woven throughout” or, in some translations, 
“woven in one piece.”

Scripture to Read
John 3:5–7

Comment 21
In chapter 3 of this Gospel, we found Jesus 

talking to a Jewish biblical scholar named Nico-
demus. Jesus tells him that all who wish to enter 
into God’s realm must be reborn. In some En-
glish translations, the text says that we must be 
born “again.” In others, it says we must be born 
“anew.” In still others, it says we must be “born 
from Above.”

The Greek word that receives these different 
translations is anōthen, which literally means 
“from above” or “from the top.” So when chap-
ter 19 tells us that Jesus’ inner garment has been 
woven “anōthen,” the Fourth Gospel is perhaps 
suggesting to us that Jesus’ inner self—his truest 
essence—was re-woven from Above.

Comment 22
Through these details, details that we often 

skip over, the Fourth Gospel is sharing its belief 
that Jesus’ deepest self was wholly woven or fash-
ioned by God. His inner garment wasn’t “pieced 
together,” for his inner garment had “no seams.” 
Indeed, it was woven throughout by God’s own 
hand. 

Through this figure of speech, the Fourth 
Gospel is reminding us that Jesus, the Anointed 
One, was “born from Above.” He was fashioned, 
as it were, from the “Top”  —just as we too are 



called to be born anew by God’s own hand, just 
as we too are invited to be “woven throughout,” 
woven in one piece without seams by God’s own 
self. When we have that quality, suggests the 
Fourth Gospel, then we—like Jesus—can’t be 
“divided.” We can’t be “split.” We have no com-
peting loyalties. For that reason, we no longer 
“pledge allegiance” to anyone or anything except 
the One who has “woven” us.

For Discussion
What might be the implications for us if we, 

too, would allow ourselves to be woven “from 
the top”—made “whole,” as it were, by God’s 
own hand, woven together in one piece “without 
seams”?

How might this “weaving” happen?

Scripture to Read
John 17:1, 22

Comment 23
The oneness of Jesus’ “inner garment”—the 

garment that the soldiers at the cross dared not 
split—it echoes the oneness that Jesus felt with 
God, the oneness that he felt with the Light. 

So it’s not surprising that in chapter 17, as the 
hour drew near for God’s richest glory to be re-
vealed, we found Jesus praying that we all would 
have a similar oneness with the One who seeks to 
thoroughly re-weave us “from the Top.”

Scripture to Read
John 19:25

Comment 24
The focus shifts. We’re told that near “the 

cross of Jesus ”—near that healing fountain, near 
that shining glory—stands a group of women.

A few verses earlier, we were told that Jesus 
himself was “in the midst” of other victims of Ro-
man cruelty. In other words, he was manifesting 
God’s glory “in the midst” of the world’s violence 
and injustice, “in the midst” of the world’s suf-
fering and sorrow, “in the midst” of the world’s 
fixation with death and destruction. 

For Discussion
Why is it women who are portrayed as stand-

ing with Jesus at this point?
Given all that has been happening, what 

might it be that has drawn them to Jesus’ side?

Comment 25
Priests and religious leaders are standing far 

off. Biblical scholars are no where to be found. 
Many who previously walked with Jesus and 
talked with Jesus have either run off or are trying 
to warm themselves by a small “fire” that will not 
last.

The last few chapters of this Gospel have been 
filled with men. Men have plotted against Jesus, 
confronted Jesus, arrested Jesus, scourged Jesus, 
and condemned Jesus. “Crucify! Crucify!” they 
have cried.

Comment 26
Yet suddenly we are told that standing near 

“the cross of Jesus” was a group of women. Were 
they drawn to the horror of what was happening? 
Not likely. Like those who once eagerly came to 
witness lynchings and hangings, was there a lust 
for blood in their hearts? Not likely.

Yet through their presence, we are reminded 
that Jesus is not alone. Standing near “the cross 
of Jesus” is a group of women—women drawn 
not by the horror of it all but by the glory. It’s as 
if, even in the midst of the world’s struggling vic-
tims, even in the midst of overwhelming violence 
and destruction, they were ready to give witness 
to a Light that no night can extinguish.

Comment 27
They stand in silent witness. We can’t hear 

what they may be whispering. We can’t sense 
what they may be praying. We can’t feel what 
they may be feeling. 

But if, at some point, they should begin sing-
ing, we can perhaps imagine their words being 
something like these from a hymn penned in 
1869 by Fanny Crosby:

Jesus, keep me near the cross; 



there a precious fountain, 
free to all, a healing stream, 
flows from Calvary’s mountain.
In the cross, in the cross, 
be my glory ever, 
till my raptured soul shall find 
rest beyond the river.

Near the cross, a trembling soul, 
love and mercy found me; 
there the bright and morning star 
sheds its beams around me.
In the cross, in the cross, 
be my glory ever, 
till my raptured soul shall find 
rest beyond the river.

Comment 28
The witness of these women is powerful, but 

scholars have long puzzled over some of the ways 
that they are described.

As we have seen, this Gospel was not slapped 
together in a careless fashion. It was polished and 
refined. It’s very intentional about what it says—
and about what it doesn’t say.

Yet many things about verse 25 are surprising. 
Only two names are given, but the verse seems 
to be suggesting that four women are standing 
“near the cross of Jesus.” Why, then, are only two 
named?

Comment 29
One of the named women is Mary Magdalene. 

She will appear again, later in the story. So 
mentioning her here isn’t surprising.

But the other named woman is “Mary 
of Clopas,” wrongly rendered as “Mary of 
Cleophas” in the King James Version. She is never 
mentioned again. Nor does she appear in any 
other biblical book. Why, then, does this Gospel 
think it important to name her? There must be a 
reason, but the reason is lost to history.

Comment 30
Equally significant, perhaps, is the fact that 

we are told that near the cross of Jesus was the 

“mother” of Jesus and the “mother’s sister,” nei-
ther of whom seem to be named.

In fact, the only other reference to Jesus’ 
“mother” in this whole Gospel is at the wedding 
in Cana, way back in chapter 2. And there, too, 
she is left unnamed.

Like us, Jesus had a physical, biological moth-
er. That’s how we come into the world. But some 
scholars believe that this very poetic Gospel 
leaves the mother unnamed so as not to limit her 
meaning to that physical, biological individual.

Comment 31
In some translations of John 19:25, the word 

“his” is inserted before “mother.” But the word 
“his” does not appear in the Greek text. The 
Greek text of this Gospel simply calls this wom-
an “the mother.”

Yes, Jesus was physically mothered. But this 
Gospel wants us to remember that Jesus was also 
spiritually mothered, just as we, too, have been 
spiritually mothered.

Comment 32
Jesus was the “child” of a rich Jewish heritage. 

Jerusalem’s fearful, self-protective male religious 
leaders may have conspired with Roman rulers 
in his arrest. But Jesus had been shaped, molded, 
and indeed “mothered” by a Jewish understand-
ing of God’s love and God’s light. 

In a sense, this same Jewish heritage has 
“mothered” all of us who seek to walk in Jesus’ 
way. So it is this mother, this physical mother and 
spiritual mother all rolled into one, that this very 
poetic Gospel invites us to picture standing in 
silent witness at Jesus’ side.

Scripture to Read
John 19:25–26

Comment 33
The Fourth Gospel surprises us once again. 

Standing with the women near Jesus is someone 
else. It’s “the disciple whom he loved”—com-
pletely unnamed, completely unidentified.

The only previous mention of such an indi-



vidual is back in chapter 13, where Jesus is shar-
ing a last meal with his disciples before his arrest. 
In that scene, just after Jesus speaks about how 
one of his followers will betray him, we are told 
that an unnamed, unidentified disciple is leaning 
on Jesus’ bosom. It’s a position of great intimacy. 
This is not the disciple who will betray Jesus, for 
this faithful follower is clearly seeking to “abide” 
where God abides. 

Perhaps for this reason, moments later, we are 
told that this unnamed follower is the disciple 
“whom Jesus loved” (John 13:23).

Scripture to Read
John 19:26–27

Comment 34
At times in the past, some scholars suggested 

that this “beloved disciple” was the author of this 
Gospel, trying to make himself or herself look 
good but without actually naming himself or 
herself. But the arguments for this interpretation 
were never very convincing, and it’s no longer 
widely accepted by biblical scholars.

Many scholars today suggest that the un-
named “disciple whom Jesus loved” is simply an-
other of this Gospel’s poetic tools. In effect, it 
becomes any of us—or all of us—who faithfully 
seek to walk with Jesus in God’s holy light. 

Comment 35
In effect, the Fourth Gospel is perhaps invit-

ing each of us—and all of us—to picture our-
selves standing there with the women “near the 
cross.” In awe and wonder, our trembling souls 
are washed in a glory that is beyond our compre-

hension.
But earlier in this scene, we were reminded 

that Jesus’ outer garments had been divided. They 
had been sent off, as it were, unto the four cor-
ners of the earth. Many peoples and many cul-
tures have thus experienced the liberating glory 
of a God whose spirit breathes life.

Comment 36
In the clash of cultures and religious tradi-

tions, hurtful conflicts can arise. They have arisen 
in the past. Such conflicts were raging even at the 
time this Gospel was written. They continue to 
rage today.

But in this scene from the Fourth Gospel, Je-
sus turns to his “mother.” His “mother’s sister” is 
there as well, perhaps suggesting a related faith 
tradition. From the cross, Jesus then nods toward 
the many diverse “disciples” whom he so deeply 
loves, the “scattered children of God” whom he 
has sought to gather together. 

Comment 37
“Woman, behold your children,” says Jesus to 

the religious tradition that had “mothered” him. 
And then to those disciples whom he loves, 

Jesus poignantly declares, “Disciples, behold 
your mother!”

It’s a plea, as it were, for religious unity. Some 
of us have come through one path, some through 
another. But we are to take each other into our 
own “home,” as it were, for we are all abiding in 
the same glory. It’s the glory of a God who seeks 
to wrap our innermost selves in a seamless gar-
ment “woven from the Top,” woven throughout 
by God’s own hand.


