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Comment 1
The Fourth Gospel is a book of remarkable 

power. Part of that power comes from its highly 
polished use of poetic images and vivid details 
that work together to point our hearts toward a 
deeper understanding of the important story that 
it seeks to share. 

From the viewpoint of this Gospel, it’s not 
just what happened that matters but, more im-
portantly, what it means.

Comment 2
Again and again, the Fourth Gospel portrays 

Jesus—the Spirit-led, Anointed One—as “the 
Word.” He’s the “Word” from Above, passion-
ately speaking to human hearts. 

According to this Gospel, the “Word” that 
speaks through Jesus reflects the divine “I am” 
that brought all things into being. It’s a creating, 
transforming, and embracing “Word” that con-
tinues to make all things new, continues to make 
all things right.

Scripture to Read
John 3:16

Comment 3
The God who deeply loves the whole of cre-

ation is a God who gives. This isn’t a selfish God. 
This is a giving God. So it’s not surprising that 

the Fourth Gospel portrays the whole of Jesus’ 
ministry as a time of giving. The “Word made 
flesh” repeatedly gives himself to others—and 
urges others to do the same. 

This kind of gracious giving transforms hu-
man lives—and thereby it creates and embraces 
new relationships. And if we think about it, we 
can see the same thing happening in smaller ways 
through our own day-to-day experiences.

Comment 4
For example, at times, we receive gifts. Some-

times it’s at Christmas. Sometimes it’s at other 
times of the year. Some of these gifts are tangible. 
Some are intangible. We may view these gifts as 
special. We may find them helpful. But the gifts 
themselves are seldom the end of the story, for 
there is something else that happens when gifts 
are given and received. 

Almost inevitably, through the giving and re-
ceiving of gifts, a deeper relationship grows. New 
connections are forged. A new spirit takes root 
between giver and receiver.

Scripture to Read
James 1:17

Comment 5
There is no greater Giver than God. Indeed, 

as the book of James reminds us, all good and 
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perfect gifts come from Above. 
As the “Word made flesh,” Jesus’ commission 

was to give. He has the Spirit of the Perfect Giver 
in him. So in chapter after chapter of the Fourth 
Gospel, we see Jesus giving unto others. In fact, 
we see him, just like God, giving unto all, no 
matter who they might be.

For Discussion
What are some of the ways in which Jesus 

is portrayed as giving of himself to others in this 
Gospel?

Which of these “givings” speak to you most 
strongly—and why?

Comment 6
As the “Word made flesh,” Jesus gives not 

just so that we and others might have good gifts. 
Rather, he gives so that we might recognize a new 
and deeper embrace—and then choose to abide in 
that embrace.

It’s not only an embrace between us and the 
Perfect Giver. It’s also an embrace between us and 
all those others on whom God’s gracious gifts 
have likewise been lavished.

Scripture to Read
John 19:30

Comment 7
We are told here that after Jesus had complet-

ed a lifetime of giving—after Jesus had conclud-
ed his Spirit-led task of drawing all people into a 
deeper relationship with the Giver of every good 
and perfect gift—he humbly bowed his head and 
declared that his anointed task was “finished.”

But then comes “the kicker.” In that final mo-
ment, says the Fourth Gospel, he gives again. 

Comment 8
We’re told that Jesus passes on the same Spirit 

of good and perfect giving that had led him and 
empowered him and embraced him for so long. 
He passes it on to us. 

In other words, we, too, are given the Spir-
it of the Giver—so that through a life of selfless 

giving, we, too, might continue drawing others 
into a deeper and more abiding relationship with 
the “I am” of love and light and hope.

For Discussion
What would be the signs of that Spirit being 

present in a person today?
In what sense, if any, could this gift of God’s 

own self-giving Spirit be described as imparting 
“salvation” to us and to our world?

Comment 9
Some Christians have developed a habit of 

suggesting that it is only through the bloody sac-
rifice of Christ that we are “saved.” 

For example, we sometimes sing songs that 
suggest that there’s “power in the blood, the won-
der-working blood” of Christ. At other times, we 
sing about how “twas the blood that saved me.” 
One hymn even suggests that it was “nothing but 
the blood” that saved us from being cruelly pun-
ished by God for our “sin.”

Comment 10
There’s perhaps truth in each of those songs  —

but maybe not “truth” in the way that these songs 
are sometimes understood. 

Crucifixion was primarily death by suffo-
cation. Very little—if any—actual blood was 
spilled. So why, then, do we talk about “the 
wonder-working blood” of Christ? Perhaps it’s 
because—from a biblical perspective—“blood” 
has long been considered the gift of life, not an 
evoking of death. 

Comment 11
From the perspective of the Fourth Gospel, is 

“salvation” involved? Certainly.
Through the gift of Christ’s ever-giving life—

through his faithful manifestation of God’s own 
“good and perfect” ways—Jesus frees us. No lon-
ger are we “slaves” of death (John 8:34). No lon-
ger are we agents of destruction. Instead, we are 
freed. We are “saved” from being pawns of evil so 
that we might, instead, abide with others in the 
loving embrace of the Good and Perfect Giver, 



whose own ways we are called to emulate.
It won’t be hard, for Jesus himself, in his final 

act of “giving,” has given us a relationship with 
the same Spirit that led him, empowered him, 
and embraced him.

Scripture to Read
John 19:32–34

Comment 12
As we saw last time, the Fourth Gospel rein-

forces its imagery with these dramatic verses in 
which a Roman soldier, sensing that Jesus is al-
ready dead, jabs a mocking spear into Jesus’ ribs.

To the soldier, it may appear as if Jesus and 
his cause is “dead.” It may look like he’s a “goner.” 
It may seem as if his efforts were an utter failure. 
But the Fourth Gospel invites us to see some-
thing deeper. 

Comment 13
As soon as Jesus’ body was poked, what ap-

peared, says the Fourth Gospel, was “water and 
blood”—physical elements traditionally associat-
ed with childbirth.

In effect, the Gospel seems to be suggesting 
that the “world” may continue to deal out death, 
but in the midst of the world’s worst horrors, 
God keeps giving life. And it is in that deeper life 
that we are called to abide.

Comment 14
By the time the spear is thrust into his side, 

physically speaking, Jesus had already died. 
But because of his self-giving life, the divinely 

anointed Child of God is portrayed in John 19 as 
continuing to give birth. From Jesus’ mothering, 
self-giving life comes a vast company, a new com-
munity drawn to the Giver of every good and 
perfect gift. From him come yet more offspring 
of the Holy One, a community endowed with 
the very Spirit of the divine Giver.

Scripture to Read
John 1:12–13

Comment 15
From the beginning, this Gospel has pointed 

us to a Creative Power that puts this world’s de-
structive “power” to shame. 

This divine Power is made manifest in a di-
vine “Word” that enables God to “give birth” to 
life and love and hope, creating us, transforming 
us, and embracing us—even when it looks as if 
death has won, even when it appears as though  
cruelty and destruction is getting its way.

For Discussion
What are some of the ways in which you have 

seen God “giving birth” to life and love and hope, 
even in the midst of death and destruction?

Scripture to Read
John 19:34–35

For Discussion
Verse 35 is filled with pronouns. It’s filled with 

references to an unnamed, unspecified someone. 
Or maybe it’s several different someones. How 
many possibilities can you think of for who this 
verse might be referring to?

Comment 16
For many scholars—as well as ordinary read-

ers—verse 35 has been a puzzle. The verse makes 
repeated reference to someone—or perhaps to 
multiple someones—none of which are named. 
Clearly, we are supposed to understand who is 
meant, but many interpretations seem possible.

A further puzzle is why this verse is even here. 
What is it trying to say to us?

Comment 17
Some scholars have suggested that in this 

verse, this book’s narrator is simply speaking di-
rectly to us, the book’s readers, telling us that the 
testimony of this book is true. 

But why would the narrator suddenly need to 
tell us that what is being said is a reflection of the 
deepest possible truth? Didn’t we already assume 
that? And why would the narrator suddenly brag 
on himself or herself like this? To do so seems like 



a violation of the prevailing spirit of this book.

Comment 18
Other scholars have suggested that the nar-

rator is simply telling us that he or she has relied 
on an eyewitness who saw these things happen. 
In other words, although the narrator was not 
personally there, the narrator is saying that he or 
she got the story from someone who was there.

But other scholars suggest that such a state-
ment is hardly helpful, for the witness is never 
identified. We have no way of judging the reli-
ability or depth of understanding of an unnamed 
witness. All kinds of people saw Jesus in person, 
and it’s clear that many of these eyewitnesses nei-
ther understood nor comprehended what was 
going on. So to say that the narrator is relying on 
someone who saw Jesus in person does not—in 
itself—make the account more reliable.

Comment 19
To better understand John 19:35, we need to 

remember what the pattern of this book has been. 
This book returns to the same language and same 
images again and again. Each use of a particular 
image builds on previous uses of that image.

Many important images keep coming up. 
One recurring image concerns “giving testimo-
ny” or “bearing witness.” Although the English 
wording varies slightly at times, each instance 
makes use of the same Greek root. 

Another recurring image concerns “Truth,” 
which refers to far more than isolated “facts.” It’s 
rather a way of describing a fundamental charac-
teristic of a creating, transforming God, a God 
who breaks through the divisive lies of our world 
by welcoming us all into God’s enduring embrace.

Scripture to Read
John 19:34–35

Comment 20
As we saw earlier, John 19:35 follows immedi-

ately after an image that suggests that even in the 
midst of his death, Jesus was  “giving birth” to a 
new community, a new Light-drenched under-

standing of the broad and remarkably inclusive 
people of God.

John 19:35 refers to that which “bears witness” 
to “Truth,” which is to say, “bears witness” to the 
very character of God. We’re told that this “tes-
timony” invites us to “believe.” It’s a “testimony” 
that invites us to “abide”—and “make our home,” 
as it were—in the embrace of the Perfect Giver, 
the One from whom a new creation comes.

We can gain a richer sense of this by looking 
back at some earlier passages.

Scripture to Read
John 5:33, 35–36

Comment 21
In this scene, Jesus seems to be talking to 

a group of religious leaders in Judea. You were 
drawn to John the Baptist, he suggests, because 
“he bare witness unto the truth.” And for a time, 
says Jesus, you rejoiced in “the light” that shone 
through him.

But I, too, “bear witness,” says Jesus. How? 
According to the Fourth Gospel, Jesus “bears 
witness” through “the works” which God gave 
him to “finish.” In other words, Jesus’ deeds func-
tion as a testimony to Truth. Those deeds “bear 
witness” to who God is.

For Discussion
What are some of the Truth-revealing deeds 

of Jesus that speak to you most strongly?

Scripture to Read
John 10:24–25
 

Comment 22
In this scene, some of Jerusalem’s most reli-

gious people are pleading for a little more clarity. 
“If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly!” they say.

“I have already told you,” says Jesus, “though 
not with my lips. Rather, I have spoken through 
my life. The works that I do, they testify on my 
behalf.”



Scripture to Read
John 18:37

Comment 23
“You ask if I’m trying to be an earthly ‘king,’ ” 

says Jesus to Pilate. “That’s nothing but a reflec-
tion of your own dreams and corrupted ways of 
thinking. I’ll tell you why I was born. I’ll telly-
ou what my life is about. Through my deeds, 
through my works, and through my God-reveal-
ing behavior, I testify to the Truth.”

In effect, Jesus is saying that he is “the Word 
made flesh.”

Scripture to Read
John 5:31–32, 37

Comment 24
The Fourth Gospel argues that it isn’t just 

that Jesus’ deeds “bear witness” to the true 
character of God. In addition, we are told that 
God “bears witness” through those very deeds. 
Through the works that Jesus does, God own self 
“testifies” to Jesus as the Anointed One. Through 
those works, God “bears witness” to Jesus as the 
Truthful Child of the One who invites us into the 
divine embrace through the giving of life-trans-
forming gifts.

In other words, the “testimony” is not one-
sided. It runs full circle. Through his actions, 
Jesus “bears witness” to the Truth, and through 
those same actions, the unseen Truth likewise 
“bears witness” about Jesus.

Scripture to Read
John 19:34–35

Comment 25
When we read these verses in the context of 

this Gospel’s repeated use of “bearing witness” 
and “giving testimony,” the meaning of these 
verses becomes richer.

Through his life-long giving of himself for 
others, Jesus “testified” to the Truth of who God 
is. And the Holy Giver, the One who saw those 
deeds, likewise “bore witness” to Jesus as the 

Truthful Child of God.

Scripture to Read
John 8:31–32

For Discussion
In today’s world, what kinds of Truthful ac-

tions are we called to engage in? And in what 
way might those Truthful actions serve to “set us 
free”?

Comment 26
Those who sentenced Jesus to death did not 

see what God was seeing in Jesus. Those whose 
eyes were closed to Truth whipped him. They 
beat him. They mocked him. They betrayed him. 
And some, like Peter, vigorously tried to deny 
that Jesus had ever embraced them. 

But the Fourth Gospel declares that there was 
a God Above who saw the Truth, a God who bore 
witness to the Truth, a God who looked down on 
Jesus in his triumphant act of giving and boldly 
declared, “You are mine!”

Comment 27
The Fourth Gospel argues that this divine 

“testimony” was not just for Jesus’ sake. It was 
also for our sake. 

It was given in the hope that we all might “be-
lieve” and begin to abide in the loving embrace 
of the One who brings us to “new birth.” It’s as 
if, here at Golgotha, a divine giving has drawn 
us into a divine relationship. It’s a relationship 
forged with Truthful glory, triumphantly born of 
“water and blood” even as death and destruction 
were furiously seeking to break God and God’s 
people apart.

It’s why we sometimes find ourselves singing, 
to use words originally penned by Kate Hankey,

I love to tell the story
of unseen things Above,
of Jesus and his glory,
of Jesus and his love.
I love to tell the story
because I know ‘tis True;



it satisfies my longings
as nothing else would do.
I love to tell the story—
‘twill be my theme in glory
to tell the old, old story
of Jesus and his love.

Scripture to Read
John 19:35–37

Comment 28
After telling us that Jesus’ Truthful acts of giv-

ing “bore witness” to God and that through those 
acts, God “bore witness” to Jesus as a Truthful 
Child of God, the Fourth Gospel goes on to cite 
two verses of scripture. 

These verses are presented not as “evidence” 
that scripture is “true” in the human sense. Rath-
er they are presented as evidence that God is True 
in the divine sense. These verses—along with the 
broader context from which they come—are an 
effort to shape our understanding, not only our 
understanding of what has happened but also our 
understanding of God’s Truth, God’s character.

Comment 29
Neither of the verses cited here is mentioned 

in connection with Jesus’ crucifixion in any other 
Gospel. But clearly these verses are important to 
the Fourth Gospel’s understanding of the God 
whose character is revealed through this trium-
phant act of giving by “the Word made flesh.”

The first citation is simply, “A bone of him 
shall not be broken.” By itself, this might seem 
trivial. But when this Gospel was written, short 
quotations were a shorthand way of alluding to 
larger passages of scripture. So to understand 
what this brief statement is telling us about 
God, we need to look at the psalm from which 
it comes.

Scripture to Read
Psalm 34:1, 4, 7–8, 10, 17–20

For Discussion
What does this psalm teach about God?

Comment 30
The second citation mentioned in the Fourth 

Gospel is simply, “They shall look on him whom 
they pierced.” By itself, that can seem rather bi-
zarre. Yet when we examine the larger context 
from which it comes, we discover that the larger 
context does indeed tell us something important 
about God and God’s character.

The words come from a longer passage in the 
book of Zechariah. It’s a passage that describes a 
time of great turmoil in Jerusalem, the kind of 
deep distress that has come to Judah and Jerusa-
lem many times in its history. This passage may 
have seemed especially relevant when the Fourth 
Gospel came into its final form, perhaps fifteen 
to twenty years after the utter destruction of Je-
rusalem and its temple by Roman soldiers.

Scripture to Read
Zechariah 12:1, 10
Zechariah 13:1, 9

Comment 31
The larger passage here describes great na-

tions coming against Jerusalem. But even though 
Judah has not always been faithful, even though 
it has not always been true to the One who 
stretched forth the heavens and laid the founda-
tion of the earth, God is faithful. 

So we are told that God pours out upon the 
house of David and upon the inhabitants of Je-
rusalem the “spirit of grace.”

Comment 32
As a result, says God, “they shall look upon 

me whom they have pierced—and they shall 
mourn.” In this context, the “piercing” isn’t liter-
al. It’s rather a figurative way of saying that we all 
have hurt the very One who breathed life into us, 
the very One whose good and perfect gifts have 
sought to draw us into an enduring embrace.

Yet in that day—that day when the “spirit of 
grace” is poured out upon us and we see what we 
have done—in that day, “there shall be a fountain 
opened.” It’s a fountain of cleansing. We who 
have “pierced” our Creator will be refined and 



made pure. In contrition, we shall call on God’s 
name. We shall call on the One whose children 
we are, and this Giver of Grace shall wrap divine 
arms around us and declare, “You are my people. 
You are my sons. You are my daughters. In Truth, 
I have loved you. In Truth, I have redeemed you.”

A hymn written in 1987 by Ruth Duck con-
veys a similar spirit:

Wash, O God, your sons and daughters,
newborn creatures of your womb.
Number them among your people,
raised like Christ from death and tomb.
Weave them garments bright and sparkling;
compass them with love and light.
Fill, anoint them; send your Spirit,
holy dove and heart’s delight.

Every day we need your nurture;
by your milk may we be fed.
Let us join your feast, partaking
cup of blessing, living bread.
God, renew us; guide our footsteps,
free from sin and all its snares,
one with Christ in living, dying,
by your Spirit, children, heirs.

O how deep your holy wisdom!
Unimagined, all your ways!
To your name be glory, honor!
With our lives, we worship, praise!
We your people stand before you,
water-washed and Spirit-born.
By your grace, our lives we offer.
Recreate us! God, transform!




