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  We are now in a position to resolve the apparent contradiction in the two 
promises given by Jesus to Martha. As the life, Jesus promised believers 
that they would never die; as the resurrection, he indicated the kind of 
dying that would lead to resurrection. The death from which believers 
were promised immunity was the death in sin.... Those who live 'in 
Christ' will never suffer that death. The death that followers of Christ 
would die was another thing entirely. 

THOSE who search the Gospel of John to find the central theme of the 
entire document can scarcely do better than to focus attention on the 
declaration Jesus made to Martha at the heart of the Lazarus story. This 
statement is one of the most mystifying and tantalizing ever attributed to 
Jesus. In it he fused one declaration and two promises into one 
interlocking whole:

  The declaration: "I am the resurrection and the life."



  The first promise: "Those who believe in me, even though they die, 
will live."
  The second promise: "Everyone who lives and believes in me will 
never die." 
  (John 11:25-26 NRSV)

It is obvious that this sentence was carefully crafted; John showed its 
importance by adding the peremptory challenge to Martha, "Do you 
believe this?" By implication, the narrator (whom for convenience we 
call John) addressed the same challenge to his readers. The readers 
identify with Martha's experience: She seems to have been made 
uncomfortable by the necessity to answer. She thought she believed, but 
was her belief what he intended? Did she comprehend fully that 
mysterious "I am" of Jesus? Did she accept without hesitation the two 
promises? As we shall see, this declaration, like many others in this 
Gospel, seems to have been intentionally designed to arouse and to feed 
uncertainty, and thereby to open the door to greater clarity. In what 
follows, we will try to recapture that design.

When most readers and commentators analyze these two verses, they 
look for clues primarily in the long succession of dramatic scenes in 
chapter 11: Jesus receiving the word of Lazarus' illness, the call for help 
from the sisters, the delay in Jesus' response, the dialogue with the 
disciples about the reasons for the delay, and the subtle intimations that 
there was a hidden linkage between Lazarus' death and his own (vv. 1-
16). Then come the poignant meeting between Jesus and Martha, her 
reproach over his delay, her ambiguous confession of faith in him, and 
her affirmation of hope for Lazarus' resurrection "at the last day" (vv. 17-
27). What most readers assume to be the climactic scene followed: Jesus' 
prayers to the Father, his command to Lazarus, the emergence of the 
bound corpse from the tomb, and the command to the bystanders to 
unbind him and let him go (vv. 28-44). 

Here the interest of most readers ends (as do many lectionary snippets). 
But that was not the narrator's intention. The epilogue tells of immediate 
consequences: belief, confusion, hostility, a hasty meeting of the Council, 
in which it becomes clear that the freeing of Lazarus from the bonds of 
death guaranteed Jesus' death, in Caiaphas' prophetic words, "for the 
people" (vv. 45-54). In one sense, the declaration of Jesus in verses 25-26 
articulates the ultimate truths that were hidden within this entire story; 



readers should therefore read the story as one of the earliest midrashic 
interpretations of the declaration. In another sense, that same declaration 
articulates the plot of the entire Gospel-it relates the life and death of  
Jesus' followers to his own life and death. In this essay, we will explore 
the multiple linkages between Jesus' declaration and this wider linguistic 
context of the entire Gospel.

As the first step, we will examine the form and structure of the "I am" 
declaration and the promises dependent upon it. That structure justifies 
the following inferences: The predicates to the "I am" are "the 
resurrection and the life," designed to provide the basis for the promises. 
They both presuppose the truth of the "I am" statement, and extend its 
range of reference. 

The words "I am," like other Johannine uses of this formula, assert the 
oneness of the Father and the Son. Only as the Son, the logos theou (the 
Word of God), could such an assertion be made. The assertion is 
expressed in the present tense, an "eternal present" that covers the 
beginning, the now, the forever. 

The two promises assert an eternal bond between this "I am" (Jesus 
himself) and those who "live and believe in him." If they live, it is in 
Jesus' life that they live; if they are raised, it is by sharing in Jesus' 
resurrection. The bond between Jesus and his followers, expressed in the 
eternal present, is made possible by his eternal bond to the Father.
 
The first promise is predicated upon the first "I am" predicateJesus is the 
resurrection. It is he who is qualified to make such a promise to believers 
who die. 

The second "I am" predicate is the ground for the second promise. As the 
life, Jesus is qualified to promise that those who live in him will never 
die. It is assumed that the double declaration, with its dual promise, 
defines the essential core of the term "believe. " Jesus' question to Martha 
proves that this constitutes his own definition of faith.
 
The narrator assumed the same for readers of his Gospel. If they 
believed, this declaration and its promises formed the substance of their 
belief. If they believed, they became the intended recipients of these 
promises. Later in the Gospel, the Evangelist indicated that such belief on 



the part of his readers was his objective in writing the Gospel (20:31).
 
The formulation of the two promises appears to make belief in both of 
them difficult if not impossible, since one contradicts the other. One 
asserts that believers will die; the other that they will not die.
 
Such a contradiction appears to be intentionally designed to raise 
important questions: For example, did Jesus promise death (and 
resurrection) to some believers while other believers would avoid death 
entirely? Did he thus intend to divide all believers into these two groups? 
Or were both promises addressed to all believers and thus designed to 
call attention to two quite different conceptions of death. (Some 
commentators call the dying of the first promise "physical death," while 
the death in the other promise is a "spiritual death.")
 
The text assumes that any such contradictions can be resolved, since both 
promises are based on a single truth: one person is both the resurrection 
and the life. In him and in his story, the contradiction is both embodied 
and resolved. Accordingly, the story calls readers to search for the 
resolution. Such an understanding of the formal structure has induced me 
to canvass the entire Gospel for clues to the inner logic of the declaration. 
I will divide this search into three segments: 
(1) Because the declaration "I am the life" appears to serve as the basis 
for the promise that believers will never die, I will call on other texts to 
elucidate that declaration and promise. 
(2) Because "I am the resurrection" undergirds the promise to believers 
who die, I will call on texts that help us comprehend such a dying and 
resurrection. 
(3) Finally, I will comment on the results of this research and the ultimate 
resolution of the contradiction.

Part I

The declaration "I am the life" personalizes all thinking about this life. 
Before readers say life, they should think of this particular speaker and 
his whole story from an invisible beginning to an invisible end. This is 
not the only text in the Gospel that makes this claim (e.g., 14:6). In 
addition, cognate images occur that discourage thinking about this life
in wholly abstract terms: the bread of life, the light of life, the water of 
life. All such images remind us of the eternal dimensions of this life. 
Seldom does the word "life" appear in John devoid of this complex and 



rich resonance, this aura of overtones that emerge from all chapters of the 
Gospel (e.g.,"Before Abraham was, I am").

This life is, of course, explicitly identified with the life of God who has 
"life in himself "; like his Father, the Son has "life in himself " (5:26). 
One cannot know this Father without knowing this Son; Father and Son 
share in the same work of giving life to those whom they choose, those 
whom they send (5:19-21). Each gift of life is a work of creation that 
responds to God's command (12:50). One such work is "the lifting up" of 
the Son, an event in which both Father and Son are glorified. Through 
that event, they commission followers to join in the work of creation and 
to do even greater works that will constitute the judgment of the world, 
the expulsion of the world's ruler, and the glorification of the name of the 
living God.

We fall short of catching the full resonance of this term life, however, 
unless we grasp its significance in terms of the Johannine prologue. 
There John traced this life to the Word, the logos that was in the 
beginning with God, and which, in fact, was God. Without that Word, 
nothing whatever had come into existence. The life that was the light of 
his creatures was in this Word. To those who accepted it, God gave the 
power to become his children. Begotten not of violence and not of the 
will of human parents, they were begotten by God, coming from 
heaven, not earth, and from the Spirit, not flesh. The life given to them 
was from the beginning (ap'arches), prior to the creation of Adam and 
Eve, prior to the birth and alienation of Cain and Abel. This life is truly 
archetypal, from the beginning and therefore continuing now and forever. 
It is within the ambiance of the prologue that the declaration of 11:25 
must be seen. Only in this way can we grasp the fullness of the grace and 
truth that came through Jesus Christ as the Word made flesh (1:17).

We also need to push behind the prologue to the early chapters of 
Genesis, where all light and life also originated in response to God's 
command. Everything that came into existence was a work of God: the 
separation of light from darkness, the victory over darkness, the goodness 
of all his works, the gift of dominion to humankind, God's blessing of 
everything thus made. It is that same blessing that echoes in the grace 
bestowed on the family of God in John's prologue. This 
is the thought habitat that alone provides the full range of meaning to the 
declaration of Jesus "I am the life." And this same range lies behind his 



promise: "Everyone who lives and believes in me will never die" (11:26).
We find in the Gospel no fewer than twenty-five variations on this 
promise; it is those variations that help to circumscribe its central thrust 
in the intentions of the narrator. For example, these variations describe, in 
many different ways, the qualifications of those to whom Jesus extended 
the promise. The verse already quoted gives two such 
qualifications: to live in Christ and to believe in him. The following are 
some of those variations:

  -those who come to Christ (5:40) 
  -those whom he chooses (5:21) 
  -those who hear, accept, keep, obey his word (5:24, 8:5 1) 
  -those who follow him wherever he goes (8:12) 
  -those who eat his flesh and drink his blood (6:54) 
  -those who work for the food that endures (6:27) 
  -those who drink the water he gives (4:14, 7:37) 
  -those who hate their life in this world (12:25)

If one's concept of believing does not cohere with these alternatives, 
one's thinking has left the Johannine orbit. These variants aid interpreters 
in comprehending the necessary conjunction between Christ's action and 
the disciple's response, between gift and work, water offered and water 
drunk. It is only at the conjunction of election and decision that this life is 
created and inherited.

There are also many significant alternatives to the promise that these 
believers will never die. Because of the contradiction noted above, we 
must examine these synonyms very closely. Consider these:

Believers have already passed from death to life (5:24).
They no longer stand under God's judgment (5:24).
They are no longer condemned as the object of God's wrath or 
curse (3:18).
They no longer walk in darkness but in the light of life (8:12).
Out of their hearts flow rivers of living water (7:38).
No longer are they slaves of sin, dead in their sins (8:34-36).
They are freed from lies and deceptions that characterize children of 
the devil (8:42-47).
They will never again be hungry or thirsty (6:35).
As sheep in this shepherd's flock, they will go in and out and find 



pasture (10:9).

Part II

All these promises help to define that immunity to death that Jesus 
promised in 11:26. This definition is fully in line with the prologue, 
where life is defined by and traced to the Word that was with God in the 
beginning. The children of God receive it with their begetting, along with 
the gift of grace and truth. Life in the Word is clearly not subject to death, 
and that is the life of which believers are heirs.

This life, to which the faithful have already passed, is also strongly 
reminiscent of the picture presented in Genesis 1 of the first week of 
creative work. Similarly, the synonyms for death are reminiscent of the 
story of the fall in Genesis 3 and 4: judgment, wrath, condemnation, 
hunger and thirst, darkness, lies, slavery, and violence. The Creator had 
warned Adam and Eve that on the day they should eat the forbidden fruit 
they would die. But the serpent had countered with his assurance, "You 
will not die"; it was this lie that had been believed. God had carried out 
his threat by expelling man and wife from the Garden, barring further 
access to the tree of life. This was God's definition of death, quite 
different from the death of Adam, noted in Genesis 5:5, at the age of 930 
years. God's curse included continuing enmity between the serpent's 
children and the woman's, the replacement of a good earth with thorns 
and thistles, the frustration of Adam's labor in his endless struggle to 
survive. Such was the story of the descendants of Adam and Eve, vividly 
symbolized in the fraternal strife between Cain and Abel. 

God had promised that they would die; Satan, relying on his own 
definition of death, had said they would not die. Jesus said, "Those who 
live in me ... will never die." It would seem that for Jesus (and/or John) 
death was defined by the whole of Genesis 3: God's judgment and 
condemnation and wrath. To live in him was to be freed from that 
inclusive and dread curse, that slavery to deception and violence. To live 
in him was to receive from his fullness "grace upon grace" (1:16) and to 
see in him the glory of God (1: 14,18). Those who shared that life would 
never die that death.

It was axiomatic with John that only God could raise the dead and give 
them life (5:21). It was to such an action of God that Jesus pointed on his 



first visit to the temple, when zeal for his Father's house so consumed 
him that he challenged the authorities with the word "Destroy this 
temple, and in three days I will raise it up" (2:19). That statement does 
not make sense unless (1) the I who speaks was God; (2) the temple was 
Jesus' body; (3) its destruction was the work of the religious authorities; 
and (4) its raising was God's act. in glorifying Jesus as his beloved Son 
and in saving others through him. All this was a promise that Jesus would 
himself die and be raised, a promise that the disciples 
believed, though only after Jesus' death.

In its immediate sequel, Jesus announced to Nicodemus, a teacher of the 
Jews and a Pharisee: "Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the 
wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in 
him may have eternal life" (3:14,15). Here, as in the later parallel (12:32), 
the lifting up referred both to the kind of death Jesus would die and to the 
resurrection that would accompany that death. He would be lifted up by 
both his enemies and his Father. Those who believed in him must 
accordingly believe both in the crucifixion as human rejection and in the 
glorification as divine vindication. It would be this action of the Father 
that would enable "the dead" to hear the voice of that Son (5:25). It was 
because the Son saw what his Father was doing in raising the dead 
that the Son was also empowered to raise the dead and give life to 
"whomever he wishes" (5:19-21). So, it was God's will that Jesus should 
at the last day raise up all who saw the Son and who believed in him 
(6:39-40, 54).

This lifting up of Jesus was, of course, a measure of the Father's love for 
this Son, and the basis was clear: "For this reason my Father loves me, 
because I lay down my life in order to take it up again" (10:17). Such a 
sacrifice was made out of this Shepherd's love for his sheep, a love that 
fulfilled the will of the divine Shepherd. Jesus was himself "a grain 
falling into the earth and dying" (12:24). He thus carried out the prophecy 
of the Baptist: "Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world" (1:29), an obvious allusion to the sin of Eve, Adam, Cain, and 
their progeny. (In 1 John 2:2, Jesus' death was called "the atoning 
sacrifice for the sins of the whole world.")

For John, it was Jesus' own story that permanently defined the death from 
which Jesus was raised. In his words, it revealed "the kind of death" he 
would die (12:33). This identification had several implications. It was a 



death by crucifixion. To doubting Thomas and the other disciples, the 
identity of the exalted Lord would be secured by his pointing to his hands 
and side. It was a death that embodied the Father's love for his enemies in 
the Son's love for his enemies. It was an act of obedience to the Father's 
command that served as a judgment of the world's sins and as an 
atonement for them. It was a death that marked a climactic struggle with 
darkness and the devil that secured victory over those primeval foes. It 
was a death that would summon his disciples to follow him and thus 
become children of the light. It would empower them as his 
surrogates to forgive or to retain Adamic sins through the gift of the Holy 
Spirit (20:22-23). John's views of the death of Jesus were not unlike 
Paul's. In Adam, God had imprisoned all in disobedience so that in Christ 
he might be merciful to all (Romans 11:32).

Part III

Jesus declared unequivocally that servants are no greater than their 
master (13:16). One image that enforced this commonality was that of 
washing the feet of one another. When their master washed their feet, he 
conveyed the necessity of similar behavior on their part. When they 
demonstrated solidarity with his self-sacrifice, not only would they be 
blessed but those who received them would receive both Jesus and his 
Father (13:17-20). To honor this Father, they too must plant their seed in 
the earth so that through death it might yield a harvest. By hating their 
life in this world, they would keep it for eternity.
 
The logic of the entire Gospel requires that we define this dying by the 
death of Jesus. The Son of Man forever defined eternal life by the dying 
life of the Crucified. To believe was to follow, and to follow was to be 
"where I am" (12:23-26). Metaphors of this shared mission emerge 
throughout the Gospel. 

Perhaps the most gruesome and revolting of these is the notion that those 
who believed must eat his flesh and drink his blood. To think of such a 
requirement as being adequately represented by later perfunctory 
"celebrations" of the Eucharist would be a sad parody of John's intention, 
not to say a deception of the devil. John's initial image pointed to the self-
sacrifice of martyrs as the cost of pursuing their mission from the 
Crucified. It is in their case that the promise makes sense: "Those who 
eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them 



up on the last day" (6:54). In that promise, we should notice the shift 
from present to future tenses. Those who follow Jesus in sacrificing 
themselves for others already "have eternal life"; only so can they be 
promised resurrection. Other idioms in John protect this promise from 
encouraging self-serving rather than self-giving. One is the assurance 
that, in carrying out their mission, followers would do "greater works," 
an idiom resonant with the picture of God's works in Genesis 1. The 
other is the assurance that out of their hearts would flow rivers of the 
water of life, an image resonant with the pictures of Eden.

We are now in a position to resolve the apparent contradiction in the two 
promises given by Jesus to Martha. As the life, Jesus promised believers 
that they would never die; as the resurrection, he indicated the kind of 
dying that would lead to resurrection. The death from which believers 
were promised immunity was the death in sin on the part of Adam and his 
heirs, the wrath and condemnation of God as pictured in Genesis 3 (not 
the death of Gen. 5:5). Those who live "in Christ" will never suffer that 
death. The death that followers of Christ would die was another thing 
entirely. Their death was a death for the sins of the world, incarnating the 
love for that world of the Father and the Son. This dying was measured 
by the self-giving of Christ, not the self-seeking of Adam. Through such 
dying, they would be with Christ: "where I am." The 
apparent verbal contradiction was an intentional one, meant to puzzle 
readers until they penetrated the mystery of a deeper truth. So 
understood, the double declaration of Jesus with its two corollaries is the 
epitome of the entire Gospel, an accurate precis of the complex bonds 
between the Son of God and those whom he claimed as his own (1: 12). 
When the disciples first had an inkling of the implications of the 
teaching, they were virtually stunned by its scandalous character: "Who 
can accept it?" (6:60). Tempted to turn away, they were dissuaded by a 
confession of Peter which at the time even he did not fully understand: 
"Lord, to whom can we go? You have the words of eternal life"(6:68).

Part IV

We have thus far used the entire Gospel rather than the Lazarus story 
itself to interpret the key saying, but our discussion sheds light on that 
story as well. It would seem that one of the concerns of the narrator was 
to exploit the misunderstandings of Jesus on the part of successive 
groups: the disciples, the sisters, their Jewish neighbors, and the Council. 



In his teaching, Jesus had meant things that those people did not grasp; 
the narrator wanted his readers to grasp Jesus' meaning more clearly.
Here, as elsewhere, the narrator wanted them to penetrate the mystery of 
who Jesus was and what his mission involved, a mystery that reached its 
climax in the decision of the Council to put Jesus to death. Step by step, 
various titles were used in speaking of this man: rabbi, teacher, Lord, 
Messiah, and Son of God. Although each of these titles was used with 
seriousness, each proved to be vague, ambiguous, and even 
misleading. Jesus was not satisfied with any of those titles, and neither, 
we assume, was the narrator of the Gospel. Only in the statement we are 
focusing on did Jesus speak directly of his own person and work; what he 
said there described his identity and vocation better than any title. The 
belief of a disciple was defined by a full comprehension of this 
declaration. The narrator wanted his readers to gauge the validity of their 
own believing, not by reference to formal titles, but by this rich and 
resonant declaration.

The people around Jesus were also mistaken in their varying perceptions 
of death. John 11 presents a parade of such perceptions: Lazarus' sickness 
would not lead to death since he had fallen asleep; Jesus will die at 
Bethany if he goes there; if Jesus had been present our brother would not 
have died; Lazarus' resurrection means Jesus and Lazarus must both be 
killed. It was against this list of, wrong perceptions that the narrator set 
Jesus' declaration, introducing two other definitions of death. In one case, 
death is God's judgment on the sin of Adam and his heirs; in the other 
case, death is the self-sacrifice of the Son of God for the sins of the 
world. To understand these uses of the term death would enable readers 
to understand the sense in which Jesus is the life and the resurrection.

Of all the characters in the story, the one who came closest to penetrating 
this mystery was Caiaphas, with his prophetic revelation that Jesus would 
die for the people. Yet Caiaphas had not had the slightest premonition 
that the deaths of both Lazarus and Jesus would lead to the glorification 
of God. By placing such distance between Jesus' declaration and the 
attitudes of the people around him, the narrator forced his readers to 
listen more alertly to Jesus' questioning of Martha. Did they understand 
better than Martha or the disciples what believing meant? To understand 
Jesus' role as the life, they must first think of the creation of life (John 1, 
Genesis 1) and of the death that was God's judgment on 
the sin of the world; to understand his role as the resurrection, they must 



remember that judgment and see Jesus' death as the atoning sacrifice.

Part V

Thus far we have explored the richness of Jesus' declaration in chapter 11 
by scanning similar declarations elsewhere in the Gospel. We now ask 
whether John anywhere illustrated this double promise of Jesus. A 
thorough search finally discovers the illustration in chapter 21, in the 
very last conversation of the Gospel. If this discovery is valid, it will 
disclose the narrator's intention in describing Jesus' resurrection.
Chapter 20 describes the fulfilment of Jesus' promises about himself. 
Though he had died, yet he lived. He ascended to the Father with whom 
he had been in the beginning as the "Life" (1:1-5). Having been lifted up 
on the Cross he had disclosed "the kind of death" he would die and its 
vindication by his Father. When he appeared to Mary, at first incognito, 
his ascension had not been complete, so he ordered her not to touch 
him. But after Mary had delivered his message to the disciples and he 
came into their midst, the ascension had been completed, for now he 
showed them his hands and side, the evidence they needed if they were to 
confirm the truth that the ascended Lord was none other than the 
Crucified. As a special witness, sceptical Thomas confirmed that 
evidence when the marks of Jesus' death were presented a second time. 
Believing in him as "Lord and God," Thomas and his colleagues 
received the blessing of his peace. By presenting this surcharged story, 
the chapter demonstrates the statement "I am the Resurrection."

In chapter 21, John had a different set of objectives. Here he wanted to 
show the fulfilment of the earlier promises to the disciples. It is hard for 
readers to see this because we insist on importing into John's story details 
drawn from other documents. For example, we accept Luke's policy of 
dating all of the appearances of the risen Jesus before the ascension. We 
also assume that when Jesus appeared in Jerusalem to the other disciples 
that Peter had been present as their leader. In addition, we assume that a 
central objective of John 21 was to present a third "proof " of the 
resurrection to the same disciples. None of these assumptions survives 
closer scrutiny. All three of Jesus' visits came after his ascension. The 
first two visits in Jerusalem came a week apart. This 
third visit came in Galilee, many miles to the north at an unspecified 
time, except that it was in the early morning. 



And here, although Jesus retains a central role, the narrator's spotlight 
focuses upon the role of two disciples, the disciple whom Jesus loved and 
Simon Peter. Before the chapter ends, the interest has shifted from the 
scene at the lake to their future work. Let us review the earlier role of 
these two disciples. Their participation in the events of chapter 20 was 
curiously incomplete. In fact, in the two visits of the risen Lord to his 
disciples there is no mention of these two men by name, and it is quite 
wrong to take their presence for granted. The only reference to them in 
the chapter implies their absence. Coming to the tomb, they had 
confirmed Mary's message that the tomb was empty and that she did not 
know "where they have laid him" (20:2). Then John wrote, "They 
returned to their homes" (20: 10). Where were their homes? The home of 
Peter, at least, was Bethsaida in Galilee (1:44). If this was the home to 
which they returned, that would take no little time. Moreover, they seem 
to have returned not simply to their homes, but to their earlier 
occupation-fishing. Their departure from Jerusalem had taken place prior 
to Jesus' first visit to the disciples; they had not even heard of Mary's 
encounter with Jesus. To support such a reading of the matter, John wrote 
quite clearly: "They did not yet understand the Scripture that he must rise 
from the dead" (20:9). This explains why they returned to their homes.

By contrast, John devoted chapter 21 primarily to these two disciples. 
This seems belied, since seven disciples are mentioned, yet by verse 14 
the others have quietly disappeared. The narrator had no independent 
interest in them; from the first, the two alone serve as their spokesmen. 
First comes the account of the renewed fishing in the Galilean lake. 
Interpreters are certainly right in taking this account as a symbol of their 
later success as Jesus' messengers. Frustrated throughout the long night, 
their efforts in the early morning yielded abundant results. That success, 
of course, was caused by Jesus, once the disciples obeyed his 
instructions. It was amazement at the huge catch of fish that prompted the 
beloved disciple to recognize the stranger as the ascended Lord. This 
identification prompted Peter, in turn, to leap into the sea and swim to 
shore.

If we listen to this account with the whole Gospel in mind, we hear the 
echoes of many promises of Jesus: "The hour is coming ... when you will 
be scattered, each one to his own home, and you will leave me alone" 
(16:32); "I will not leave you orphaned ... I am coming to you" (14:18); 
"I will reveal myself to them" (14:21); "My Father will love them, and 



we will come to them and make our home with them" (14:23); "The one 
who believes in me will also do the works that I do and, in fact, will do 
greater works than these, because I am going to the Father" (14:12). The 
fishing story fits smoothly into the world of John's thought as an 
anticipation of how the apostles would learn the truth of such assurances 
from their subsequent work.

Next comes the description of breakfast, with the ascended Lord 
presiding and providing bread and fish. Now all seven of his followers 
recognize the presence of the Lord (21:12). Again, interpreters have seen 
here a symbol of Jesus' later presence at table with disciples. The letters 
of Pliny remind us that, from early times, it was the custom of Christians, 
especially when subject to persecution, to meet very early in the morning 
for worship and a common meal. Here again, we should overhear echoes 
of earlier promises: "As you have sent me into the world, so I have sent 
them into the world" (17:18); "Work ... for the food that endures for 
eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you" (6:27); "Whoever eats 
of this bread will live forever" (6:51, 58); "Out of the believer's heart will 
flow rivers of living water" (7:38); and "Those who abide in me and I in 
them bear much fruit" (15:5). In John's mind, that breakfast was 
the anticipation of many such meals in which followers would receive 
from his hands nourishment for the day's tasks.

So evocative and dramatic were these stories of fishing and eating that 
readers often find the dialogue between Jesus and Peter to be 
anticlimactic. But such an impression is dispelled when we recognize that 
the narrator has arranged this final dialogue to illustrate the double 
promise of 11:25-26, and that in such a fulfillment the two apostles 
represented all followers of the ascended Lord. Since the two
represent all followers, the disappearance of the other disciples from the 
scene goes unnoticed.

It is clear that, to John, Simon Peter was an important figure, though we 
should not confuse his portrait with that which appears in the other 
Gospels. Earlier glimpses of this follower betray several characteristic 
weaknesses. For example, in the foot-washing scene, Peter at first refused 
to accept an action by Jesus that symbolically anticipated Jesus' final 
sacrifice: "You will never wash my feet" (13:8). He finally consented, 
when the price of refusal was repudiation by Jesus (an early harbinger of 
the martyrdom of both). Even so, at the time, Peter 



misunderstood the requirement that disciples must make a similar 
sacrifice. Soon after that, Jesus made a double prediction: "Where I am 
going you cannot follow me now; but you will follow afterward" (13:36). 
This made explicit what had only been implicit in the exchange over 
foot-washing. In any case, the disciple immediately rejected the first 
prediction: "I will lay down my life for you"; almost at once, however, 
the truth of Jesus' prediction was registered in Peter's fear-driven denials 
in the high priest's court. (The second brief prediction would find its 
intended confirmation only at the very end of Peter's story, in chapter 21.) 
Readers next glimpse Peter in the Garden during the arrest, when Peter 
drew his sword and severed the ear of the high priest's slave. Jesus 
explained this disobedient action as an effort to prevent Jesus from 
drinking the cup that the Father had placed in his hands, further evidence 
that Peter did not understand the scriptural necessity for that death. 

Without such an understanding, Peter's denial was entirely logical. Then, 
Peter is seen returning home after his visit to the empty tomb, again 
without understanding the Scripture (20:9-10). Apart from chapter 21, 
that was Peter's last appearance on the Johannine stage, and that would 
have been a very strange conclusion to a carefully planned scenario. 
Without chapter 21, John's readers would have read nothing about Peter's 
role in the church except for the brief prophecy in 13:36.

But in that final chapter John brought Peter back to center stage. After his 
return home to Galilee, Peter took the initiative in a return to fishing. 
After his fellow fisherman identified the stranger on the beach as Jesus, 
Peter responded impetuously by putting on his clothes by jumping into 
the water, and later by dragging ashore the net full of fish. All this was 
prelude to the final conversation with Jesus, a true climax not only to 
Peter's story but also to the Gospel (21:15-19).

Viewed in literary terms, this was a satisfactory ending. Peter's earlier 
desire to follow Jesus would at last be realized. He would prove his love 
for Jesus by feeding his sheep. That involved a ministry that would end in 
helplessness, captivity, and a martyr's dying (although Jesus' did not here 
label it as death; John did). By that dying, Peter would glorify God in 
ways similar to Jesus' glorification of his Father. John made the point so 
clearly that no reader could miss it: "He said this to indicate the kind of 
death by which he (Peter) would glorify God" (21:19). (This phrase had 
been used to refer to Jesus' death in 12:33 and again in 18:32.) "Hating 



his life in this world," Peter would keep it for eternal life. Peter had been 
the first to confess: "You have the words of eternal life" (6:68). Now he 
would become the representative of all those followers (shepherds, 
fishermen, etc.) whose confessions would lead to the same 
kind of dying. This was precisely the kind of death that was embraced in 
the first promise of 11:25: "those who believe in me, even though they 
die, will live."

In a similar fashion, the role of the beloved disciple throughout the 
Gospel is clarified when we consider his place in chapter 21. Here we 
find a fulfillment of the second promise in 11:26: "Those who live and 
believe in me will never die." Because the evidence for this hypothesis is 
less obvious, we must look at this text very closely:

  "When Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, 'Lord, what about him?' Jesus 
said to him, 'If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to 
you?  Follow me.' So the rumor spread in the community that this 
disciple would not die. Yet Jesus did not say to him that he would not 
die, but 'if it is my will   that he remain until I come, what is that to 
you? " (21:20-23)

The narrator used Peter's question to turn attention to the future role of 
the beloved disciple. Jesus' answer has baffled readers ever since, and the 
text shows that this bafflement began with the first readers. Everything is 
made to depend upon the meaning of Jesus' reply, which was repeated 
precisely because of the misunderstanding. "The brothers" (which in the 
NRSV becomes "the community") thought that Jesus had said that this 
disciple would not die; but Jesus had not said that. Again a 
misunderstanding, a misunderstanding over different perceptions of 
death, and a misunderstanding that is used to advance an insight 
into Jesus' will. The narrator skillfully used this misperception; he forced 
readers to ponder what Jesus had really intended by "if it is my will." If 
they understood that clause, they would understand the destiny of this 
representative and beloved disciple. 

Let us examine this clause carefully. The speaker who said "if it is my 
will" (literally, if I will) is the one who had declared "I am ... the life." 
That life was in the Word that had been in the beginning with God and 
that was God. This light was able to dispel the abysmal darkness of the 
world's sin. This Son of God was able to give life to anyone whom he 
wills (5:21). The I will of 21:22 is the same as the I will of 5:21. As 



we have seen, those to whom he wills to give life "do not come under 
judgment (the sin-death of Adam) but have passed from death to life" 
(5:24). So that clause "If I will" carried echoes of many promises that 
Jesus had made, and by which he had challenged universal human 
perceptions of death. In taking away the sin of the world (1:29), the 
Lamb of God had removed God's curse on Adam and could declare in 
effect, "Whoever lives in me will never inherit Adam's curse." 
The misunderstanding of the brothers in chapter 21 was the same as that 
of the two sisters in chapter 1 1: "If you had been here, our brother would 
not have died." The ultimate decision belonged to this One who is life:"If 
I will. . ."

John's use of the verb "to remain" (menein) also contributed to the 
misunderstanding. Did Jesus have in mind simply physical survival? The 
intertextual links of this verb help to remove the misunderstanding. 
Menein appears in John with many meanings that vary according to the 
context. Its weight is especially great when used to characterize the 
intimate, power-laden union of God as Father and Jesus as Son. Because 
the Father abides in the Son, the Son can be said to abide forever (8:35; 
12:34; 14:10). The Spirit that came from heaven was said to abide (meno) 
on the Son. The most telling analogy here is that of a vine with its 
branches. Their mutual abiding is an index of vitality and fruitfulness 
(15:1-5). Whenever that abiding ceased, a fiery judgment of the branches 
followed. This kind of abiding was best realized in sacrificial love:
  As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love. If 
you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have 
kept my Father's commandments and abide in his love. (15:9-10)
Abiding is loving; loving is abiding. We should not forget that the 
disciple in chapter 21 is the disciple whom Jesus loved; his abiding (or 
"remaining") was defined by the Master's will, by his love, and by 
keeping his commandments.
 
Elsewhere in the Gospel, such an abiding is defined by keeping the 
divine logos, dwelling in the Messiah's house, and eating his flesh, the 
food that endures (menein) to eternal life. The opposite of this life was to 
abide in God's wrath, to walk in darkness, to remain dead in sin under the 
condemnation of God. This is the linguistic habitat of this verb in this 
Gospel. It would be strange indeed if in 21:22 it denoted only the 
physical survival of disciples whom Jesus loves and who abide in him. It 
is such abiding that helps also to grasp the meaning of the phrase "until I 



come." We do not do justice to this phrase by applying it to some 
apocalyptic cosmic event. 

The basic force in this context surely derives from the same mutual bonds 
between the exalted Lord and those whom he loves, those whom he has 
sent into the world to love that world in his name. The "I" who comes is 
the Master who is "the life"; those to whom he comes become "his own" 
because they have received him and loved him. The best clue to the 
nature of this coming may be provided in 14:3: "If I go and prepare a 
place for you, I will come again and take you to myself, so that where I 
am, there you may be also." Both his going and his coming were the 
expression of love. The purpose of his coming is reunion, so that beloved 
disciples may be "where I am." Here space and time are being 
defined by the presence of the Father, by the vision and knowledge of 
God, by Jesus as "the way, and the truth, and the life." In that context, the 
disciples realized that the revelation of this coming was not made "to the 
world" but only to those whom he loved and to whom he gave the Spirit 
of truth (14:22). 

His going to the Father had become the basis for their rejoicing; it 
had also marked the coming of his antagonist, "the ruler of this world." 
By going he had obeyed his Father's command and had won a victory 
over that antagonist (14:30-31). So his coming to them would mark a 
similar love on their part, a similar obedience, struggle and victory 
(14:21). This way of understanding his coming identified that advent with 
their own action of obedient self-sacrifice for others. The words "until I 
come" are virtually the equivalent of "until you have fulfilled your 
mission," since their mission was only an extension of his. After all, he 
had equipped them with authority to forgive or to retain sins (20:21-23), 
the sins that marked the participation in Adam's rebellion.

So when we read that the community misunderstood the prophecy of 
Jesus in 21:23, we should remember the long chain of such 
misunderstandings: Nicodemus' misunderstanding of "being born from 
above"; the failure of the Samaritan woman to recognize the time of the 
Messiah's advent; Martha's conception of the resurrection simply as a 
future event; and Peter's repeated miscalculations of his own faithfulness. 
"Until I come" did not mean until some date on the 
calendar of the world or until the date of a disciple's death as measured 
by human obituaries; rather, it referred to the successful completion of a 



disciple's vocation as judged by the will of the one whose going and 
coming determined the motivation for that vocation. His statement "if I 
will that he remain until I come" did not mean that this beloved disciple 
would not die; rather it meant that "everyone who lives and believes in 
me will never die" (11:26). In the design of the Gospel as this narrator 
planned it, the story could end only when readers understood that they, 
too, could count on the fulfilment of Jesus' double promise to Martha. 
Some disciples, like Peter, would be martyred; some like the beloved 
disciple would not. But to all faithful followers Jesus would fulfill his 
assigned mission as "the resurrection and the life."


