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Bible 101 
Gospel of John - Part 1 

Prologue and Book of Signs 
November 9, 2022 

 
 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
 
Important sections to read 

• John 1:1-18 = Prologue 

• John 1:19-28 = Testimony of John the Baptizer 

• John 3:16-17 = “For God so loved ...” 

• John 12:44-50 = Summary of Jesus’ teaching 

• Any of the verses cited below for the “signs” 
 
 
Authorship/Time period/Audience 
 
The Gospel of John is the last of the four gospels in the New Testament and the last of them to 
be written. It was written by and edited by more than one person between 90-110 CE, more 
than two generations after the time of Jesus. None of the authors/editors was any of the 
individuals named John in the gospels. 
 
However, scholars say that this gospel was likely written for the members of an early Christian 
community devoted to the teachings found in this gospel, the epistles attributed to John, and 
the book of Revelation. The community, known as the Johannine community, was located in 
the area around Ephesus in what is now western Turkey.   
 
 
John’s symbol 
 

 
 
 
 

The eagle is the traditional symbol for John. An eagle is a 
symbol of the highest aspiration and the tradition of the early 
Church was that the writer of the Gospel was also the author of 
three epistles and the book of Revelation. 
 
[Image is from the stained glass windows at Saint Bernard Catholic 
Church, Corning, Ohio. In the public domain -- Wikimedia Commons] 
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Structure and literary style of this gospel 
 
The Gospel of John has four parts: 

• 1:1-18 =  The Prologue 

• 1:19-12:50 = Book of Signs 

• 13:1-20:31 = Book of Glory 

• 21:1-25 = The Epilogue 
 
The literary style is more poetic and philosophical than that found in the narrative style of the 
other three gospels. Remember that those three gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) are called 
the Synoptics because they include many of the same stories, often in a similar sequence and in 
similar or sometimes identical wording.  
 
The Gospel of John doesn’t have some of the stories found in the Synoptics and has some that 
are not found there; for those in all four gospels, the order of those stories is sometimes 
different in John. Yet the author does tell a type of history but the content is arranged and 
developed to build the understanding of who Jesus is. 
 
The author uses contrasts to emphasize who Jesus is and what Jesus gives to those who believe.  
Two of the examples are physical bread vs. spiritual bread and darkness vs. light. 
 
 
Purpose and theme of this gospel 
 
The author’s purpose is stated in chapter 20, verses 30-31: 
 

Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples that are not written in 
this book. But these are written so that you may continue to believe that Jesus is the 
Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name. 

 
Jesus is proclaimed the Messiah at the beginning of the book. There is no “secret” about Jesus 
or requests from him not to tell others about him. The author assures believers of the promise 
of eternal life through Jesus Christ. That promise is stated in the familiar verse found in John 
3:16: 
 

For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in 
him may not perish but may have eternal life. 

 
The central theme of the Synoptics was the coming of the Kingdom of God in relation to the life 
and teachings of Jesus. The central theme of John is the divine Logos (the “Word”) as stated at 
the beginning of the gospel: that divine being became flesh and lived among the people now as 
Jesus. 
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The Prologue (1:1-18) 
 
The Gospel of John has a unique prologue (an introductory section that can summarize or point 
to the main point of the work) because it is written in a more poetic form. Scholars think that 
this prologue, especially verses 1-14, was a poem/hymn used in worship by the Johannine 
community. 
 
These verses refer to creation as told in Genesis. The prologue tells us in verses 1-2 that the 
Word existed with God even before creation began (1:3).  
 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He 
was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing 
was made that has been made. 

 
It is verse 14 in that prologue that confirms it is Jesus who is the Word that existed before 
creation: 
 

And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as 
of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. 

 
What isn’t at the beginning of this gospel is the nativity story. Instead what follows the 
prologue is the testimony of John (the Baptizer) who says (v. 29b): 
 

Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!  
 
 
Book of Signs (1:19-12:50) 
 
The Book of Signs portion of this gospel tells of seven miracles, referred to as “signs,” that Jesus 
performed. As noted above, John 20:30 indicates there were many other signs not included in 
the gospel. 
 
The author uses the seven signs to develop the understanding of who Jesus is and what he 
means for the salvation of the people. Each sign builds on the previous ones to complete the 
overall picture; in the Bible, the number “7” often means “completeness” or “wholeness.” 
 
The reporting of a sign sometimes includes dialogue between Jesus and the others involved; 
Jesus asks what is wanted and he listens to the reply. After the miracle has happened, the 
author sometimes inserts a section where Jesus is explaining the meaning to the disciples of 
what has happened or he is responding to accusations from the Jewish authorities. The author 
is more interested in what the signs mean than in the details of those miracles. 
 
The author has also included seven “I am” statements by Jesus identifying who he is. These 
statements also build on one another and sometimes refer to one of the signs; some of them 
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are references to Old Testament language and symbols. The two words “I am” recall the 
identification God gives when Moses asks for God’s name (Exodus 3:13-14): 
 

But Moses said to God, “If I come to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your 
ancestors has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to 
them?” God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM.” He said further, “Thus you shall say to the 
Israelites, ‘I AM has sent me to you.’ ” 

 
Below are the signs and “I am” statements in the order arranged by the author to show how 
each adds to the author’s development of the person and role of Jesus. 
 
Sign #1 = Changing water into wine (2:1-11) 
 This story of changing water into wine at a wedding feast is not in the Synoptics. The 
disciples already believe in him at this very early point in his ministry. Joy is to be experienced 
now; it isn’t necessary to wait for a future time. 
 
Sign #2 = Healing the royal official’s son (4:46-54) 
 The ability to heal, even from a distance, is an indication of the authority Jesus received 
from God. The official believes and returns home to find that his son, who was dying, is now 
healed. 
 
Sign #3 = Healing at the pool (5:1-18) 
 On that Sabbath day, Jesus tells the man, who had lived with paralysis for 38 years, to 
take up his mat and walk. The Jewish authorities tell the healed man that it is unlawful for him 
to carry his mat on the Sabbath. Because the healed man tells those authorities who healed 
him, the authorities start persecuting Jesus for healing on the Sabbath. 
 The author then adds the explanation from Jesus that he does nothing on his own (20-
29) but only what he sees the Father doing. 
 
Sign #4 =  Feeding the 5000 (6:5-14) 
 In this telling of the story, it is only Jesus who distributes the bread to the people; in his 
hands, even a little is more than enough. Some see this sign as a symbol of the Last Supper. (In 
this gospel there isn’t a story of the Last Supper during what Christians call Maundy Thursday.) 
 
 “I am” #1 = Later in this chapter, Jesus says,  
 

“I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever 
believes in me will never be thirsty.” (v. 35) 
 

 And Jesus replies to the Jewish authorities, who were upset by his “I am” statement, by 
pointing back to the Exodus time of the Hebrews; the author here is making the contrast 
between physical bread and spiritual bread: 
 

I am the bread of life. Your ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness, and they 
died.  This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and 
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not die.  I am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this 
bread will live forever, and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my 
flesh.” (v. 48-51) 
 

 And when the authorities are not satisfied, Jesus says: 
 

The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, “How can this man give us his 
flesh to eat?” So Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh 
of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Those who eat my 
flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last 
day,  for my flesh is true food, and my blood is true drink.” (v. 52-55) 

 
Sign #5 = Walking on water (6:16-21) 
 The disciples have been rowing for many hours overnight on a stormy Sea of Galilee, 
making very little progress to the other shore. When they see Jesus coming towards them on 
the sea, they are afraid because they don’t know who it is. Jesus reassures them and brings 
them comfort -- and suddenly the boat is at the other shore. 
 Tangent: In some translations of this gospel the words “It is I“ spoken by Jesus in v. 20 
are translated as “I AM.” 
  
Sign #6 = Healing the blind man (9:1-7) 
 This story of Jesus giving sight to a man blind from birth has many symbolic aspects in 
both the miracle and in the response to the Jewish authorities who have questioned the man 
about the healing (v. 13-41): 
  -- the man who has been living in darkness now lives in the light; 
  -- Jesus contrasts the physical blindness of the man with the spiritual blindness  
      of the authorities in v. 39: 
 
   Jesus said, “I came into this world for judgment, so that those who do not  
   see may see and those who do see may become blind.” 
 
  -- this sign would remind the people of what Isaiah 35:5 says about the Messiah: 
 

Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, 
    and the ears of the deaf shall be opened; 

 
 “I am” #2 = I am the light of the world. 
 Both within the story of this sign (v. 5) and in the previous chapter (8:12), Jesus says he 
is the light of the world. For the author, light and darkness = good and evil; this contrast 
appears throughout the gospel. Jesus is the light that gives life. 
  
“I am” #3 and “I am” #4 refer to Jesus taking care of the sheep (that is, his people), even to the 
point of dying for the salvation of his sheep. The author is forecasting what Jesus may need to 
do. 
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 10:9 = “I am the gate for the sheep. Whoever enters by me will be saved and will come in 
and go out and find pasture.” 
 10:11 = “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” 
 
Sign #7 = Raising of Lazarus (11:1-44) 
 This story, found only in this gospel, again stresses the power of Jesus to give life. In the 
healing of the official’s son in the second sign, he restores the dying child to health. In the 
raising of Lazarus, it is the power to restore physical life after death -- and that is also a sign of 
his power to give eternal life by his own death.  
 The authorities now are even more convinced that they must kill Jesus because more 
and more people are believing in Jesus as they see and hear about the signs done by Jesus. 
They are worried about the impact on their own religious and political lives (v. 45-54). 
 
 The author has taken the readers of this gospel from the beginning of Jesus’ ministry to 
the “beginning of the end” of Jesus’ earthly life via the stories and explanations of these seven 
signs and the “I am” statements. 
 
 “I am”#5 = I am the resurrection and the life. 
 As Jesus talks with Martha, one of the sisters of Lazarus, he again makes the connection 
between belief and eternal life: 
 

“I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, 
will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. (v. 25-26)  

 
[The 6th and 7th “I am” statements” are recorded in the Book of Glory to be discussed in the 
document for Part 2 of the Gospel of John] 
 
 
Chapter 12 as the transition to the Book of Glory (13:1-20:31) 
 
The story of Lazarus continues in chapter 12. Jesus is attending a dinner to celebrate the raising 
of Lazarus from the dead. Mary, the other sister of Lazarus, uses a very costly oil to anoint the 
feet of Jesus and her own hair to dry his feet; her action is very special because the usual 
practice is for a guest to have his feet washed with water and dried with a towel. Judas Iscariot, 
who later betrays Jesus, objects to the extravagance of her act and says the oil should have 
been sold and the money used to help the poor. Jesus defends Mary by saying that her action 
was a way of preparing his body for burial, indicating he knew what he was facing. 
 
Meanwhile, the chief priests now want to kill both Jesus and Lazarus because even more Jews 
are turning to Jesus after learning that he had raised Lazarus from the dead. The next day, 
crowds of people in Jerusalem for the Passover go out to meet Jesus. They cry “Hosanna” 
(“save now”) because they think he will be a political savior, not a spiritual savior, who would 
save them from the leaders of the Roman Empire. 
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When Jesus hears from some of his disciples that there are Greeks who had traveled to 
Jerusalem who now want to see him, he realizes that “his hour” has come when he must die so 
that there could be salvation for all. Twice earlier in this gospel (2:4 and 7:6), he has said that 
his time/hour has not yet come. Now it is the time for him to be glorified by his death. 
 
Just as we saw Jesus’ humanness when he weeps at the tomb of Lazarus, we see his humanness 
now as he is troubled by the violence of death on the cross he is facing. But he knows why he 
will not ask God to save him from being lifted up on the cross (v. 27-28): 
 

“Now my soul is troubled. And what should I say: ‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it 
is for this reason that I have come to this hour. Father, glorify your name.” Then a voice 
came from heaven, “I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again.” 

 
Both this chapter and the Book of Signs ends with this summary of why Jesus came (why the 
Word became flesh as stated in the prologue): 
 

Then Jesus cried aloud: “Whoever believes in me believes not in me but in him who sent 
me. And whoever sees me sees him who sent me. I have come as light into the world, so 
that everyone who believes in me should not remain in the darkness. I do not judge 
anyone who hears my words and does not keep them, for I came not to judge the world 
but to save the world. The one who rejects me and does not receive my words has a 
judge; on the last day the word that I have spoken will serve as judge, for I have not 
spoken on my own, but the Father who sent me has himself given me a commandment 
about what to say and what to speak. And I know that his commandment is eternal life. 
What I speak, therefore, I speak just as the Father has told me.” (v. 44-50) 

 
 
Antisemitism in this gospel? 
 
Some critics of this gospel call it anti-Semitic. It is true that in this gospel “the Jews” are fairly 
consistently portrayed as spiritually blind and hostile to Jesus. But scholars remind readers that 
Jesus was a Jew, that his disciples were Jews, and that many of his other followers were Jews.  
The author of the gospel sometimes names the Jewish authorities (the Pharisees, the 
Sadducees, or the chief priests) who are plotting to kill Jesus; in other verses where the words 
“the Jews” are used, the context is clear that those words are referring to those Jewish 
authorities and not all the Jewish people. 
 
From the website of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America: 

In 1994, the ELCA Church Council adopted “A Declaration of the ELCA to the Jewish 
Community,” a statement [also included below] repudiating Luther’s anti-Judaic writings, 
opposing anti-Semitism, and expressing the ELCA’s desire to build right relationships with 
the Jewish community. It was reaffirmed by the 2019 Churchwide Assembly in the 
document’s twenty-fifth anniversary year. 

 
 

https://download.elca.org/ELCA%20Resource%20Repository/Declaration_Of_The_ELCA_To_The_Jewish_Community.pdf?_ga=2.169637670.621584025.1667926708-1453204461.1666811121
https://download.elca.org/ELCA%20Resource%20Repository/Declaration_Of_The_ELCA_To_The_Jewish_Community.pdf?_ga=2.169637670.621584025.1667926708-1453204461.1666811121
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The text of the statement: 
 
In the long history of the church, the treatment accorded the Jewish people by Christians has 
been among our most grievous and shameful legacies. Very few Christian communities of faith 
were able to escape the contagion of anti-Judaism and its modern successor, anti-Semitism. 
Lutherans belonging to the Lutheran World Federation and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America feel a special burden in this regard because of certain elements in the legacy of the 
reformer Martin Luther and the catastrophes, including the Holocaust of the twentieth century, 
suffered by Jews in places where the Lutheran churches were strongly represented. 
 
The Lutheran communion of faith is linked by name and heritage to the memory of Martin 
Luther, teacher and reformer. Honoring his name in our own, we recall his bold stand for truth, 
his earthy and sublime words of wisdom, and above all his witness to God’s saving Word. 
Luther proclaimed a gospel for people as we really are, bidding us to trust a grace sufficient to 
reach our deepest shames and address the most tragic truths. 
 
In the spirit of that truth-telling, we who bear his name and heritage must with pain 
acknowledge also Luther’s anti-Judaic diatribes and the violent recommendations of his later 
writings against the Jews. As did many of Luther’s own companions in the sixteenth century, we 
reject this violent invective, and yet more do we express our deep and abiding sorrow over its 
tragic effects on subsequent generations. In concert with the Lutheran World Federation, we 
particularly deplore the appropriation in our day of Luther’s words by modern anti-Semites for 
the teaching of hatred and incitement to violence toward Judaism and the Jewish people. 
 
Grieving the complicity of our own tradition within this history of hatred, moreover, we express 
our urgent desire to live out our faith in Jesus Christ with love and respect for the Jewish 
people. We recognize in anti-Semitism a contradiction and an affront to the Gospel, a violation 
of our hope and calling, and we pledge this church to oppose the deadly working of such 
bigotry, both within our own circles and in the society around us. Finally, we pray for the 
continued blessing of the Blessed One upon the increasing cooperation and understanding 
between Lutheran Christians and the Jewish community. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


