GOSPEL OF JOHN – SESSION 1

STUDY HELPS FOR JOHN 1:1-18

MAIN POINT
Jesus is the Word made flesh who came into the world to shine light in our darkness.

INTRODUCTION

Beginnings are important to learn about any person. Today we will be looking at the most important beginning in history, the beginning of Jesus’ life on earth. Where the other Gospel writers focused mostly on the facts of Jesus’ life and ministry, right from the beginning John focused on the meaning behind those facts. In His prologue, John connected Jesus’ earthly life with His eternal status as the Word, God made flesh.

COMMENTARY

1:1-18 John’s prologue presents Jesus as the eternal, preexistent Word-become-flesh (vv. 1,14) and as the one-of-a-kind Son of the Father who is Himself God (vv. 1,18). Jesus culminated God’s plan of salvation. Previous to Jesus this plan included God giving the law through Moses (v. 17), His dwelling among His people in the tabernacle (v. 14), and the sending of John the Baptist (vv. 6-8,15). The prologue introduces several themes that are emphasized later in the Gospel, including Jesus as life, light, and truth, believers as God’s children, and the world’s rejection of Jesus.
John 1:1-5
John referred to Jesus as “the Word of God.” Jesus was in the beginning with God the Father, and Jesus is Himself God. All things were created by God through His Word, that is Jesus. This is an extraordinary claim, that God Himself entered into human history in the form of a man. Tragically, Jesus would be rejected by those whom He came to save. This tragedy continues today, as many continue to reject the truth about God as revealed in the person of Jesus.

1:1 In the beginning was the Word echoes Gen 1:1, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” John located Jesus’ existence in eternity past with God. “The Word” (Gk logos) conveys the notion of divine self-expression or speech (Ps 19:1-4). God’s Word is effective. He speaks, and things come into being (Gen 1:3,9; Isa 55:11-12).

1:4-5 The references to life... light, and darkness continue to draw on Genesis themes (cp. Gen 1:3-5,14-18,20-31; 2:7; 3:20). Light symbolism is also found in later OT messianic passages (Isa 9:2; 42:6-7; 49:6; 60:1-5; Mal 4:2; cp. Lk 1:78-79).

John 1:6-13

Those who receive Jesus are given the right to become children of God. This act of receiving entails belief in Jesus as God in the form of man, who came to earth and died for the sins of His people in order to secure their salvation. Those who believe in the name of Jesus have been born again by the will of God. All people are made in the image of God; yet only those who receive Jesus as He truly is, as John described Him to be, are God’s spiritual children who receive salvation from Him.

1:11 His own people did not receive Him refers to the Jewish people, the recipients of God’s covenants, the law, and promises of a Messiah (Rm 9:4). Messiah’s rejection by the Jews despite convincing proofs of His messiahship (esp. the “signs”) is a major subject in the first half of John’s Gospel (cp. 12:37).

1:12-13 Reference to children of God builds on the OT characterization of Israel as God’s children (Dt 14:1; cp. Ex 4:22). Born, not of blood... but of God makes clear that true children of God come into being through faith in Messiah, not physical birth or ethnic descent (8:41-47; cp. 3:16). This opens the way for Gentiles to become God’s children (11:51-52; cp. 10:16).

John 1:14-18

We know what the Father is like because He has revealed Himself in the person of Jesus. All that Jesus did was in obedience to the will of the Father. So all of Jesus’ life and character revealed the Father. God has blessed all people in countless ways, even those who have not received Jesus as Lord and Savior. But those who have been saved by the work of Christ have been blessed beyond measure through a restored relationship with God. 

1:14 The Word continues the theme of 1:1. Became flesh does not mean the Word stopped being God; rather, the Word was made flesh. Took up residence among us literally means “pitched His tent” (Gk skenoo), an allusion to God’s dwelling among the Israelites in the tabernacle (Ex 25:8-9; 33:7). In the past God demonstrated His presence to His people in the tabernacle and the temple. Now God has taken up residence among His people in the Word-made-flesh, Jesus Christ (Jn 1:17). The references to God’s glory hark back to OT passages that describe the manifestation of God’s presence and glory in theophanies (appearances of God), the tabernacle, or the temple (Ex 33:22; Num 14:10; Dt 5:22). The Greek word monogenes underlying One and Only Son from the Father means “only child” (Jdg 11:34; Jer 6:26; Am 8:10; Zech 12:10). “Only” may mean “one of a kind,” as in the case of Isaac, who is called Abraham’s “one of a kind” son in Gen 22:2,12,16 (in contrast to Ishmael; cp. Heb 11:17). In the OT, the Son of David and Israel are called God’s “firstborn” son (see Ps 89:27). The reference to God’s “giving” of His “One and Only Son” in Jn 3:16,18 may allude to Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac (Gen 22).

1:14 Full of grace and truth recalls “lovingkindness (Hb hesed) and truth (Hb emet)” in Ex 34:6 (cp. Ex 33:18-19), where the expression refers to God’s covenant faithfulness to His people Israel. According to John, God’s covenant faithfulness found ultimate expression in His sending of His One and Only Son, Jesus (see textual note at 1:14).

1:15 John the Baptist was six months older than Jesus (Lk 1:24,26), and he started his ministry earlier than Jesus (Lk 3:1-20). Usually, priority in time (such as being the firstborn) implied preeminence, but Jesus’ preexistence overrode John’s temporal precedence.

1:17 The contrast between the law and grace and truth is not that the law was bad and Jesus was good; rather, both the giving of the law and the coming of Jesus Christ mark stages in God’s reaching out to humanity. Jesus, however, marks the final, definitive revelation of God’s grace and truth. He is superior to Abraham (8:53), Jacob (4:12), and Moses (5:46-47; cp. 9:28).
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