Small Group Leader’s Notes for the Gospel According to John, Joe Morgan


Here are some of the most useful resources I have found for helping me to prepare small group studies on John:

· Serendipity New Testament for Groups:  has sometimes excellent, sometimes hoaky group questions in the margin

· Holman Bible Dictionary:  generally gives terrific background for particular subjects

· The Teachers’ Commentary by Lawrence O. Richards:  Has good background and teaching ideas
Small Group Notes, John 1:15-51

	Person
	What details seem most important about each testimony and encounter with Christ?

	John the Baptist 15-34
	

	Andrew 35-42
	

	Peter 41-42
	

	Philip 43-46
	

	Nathaniel 46-51
	


What are some positive principles of evangelism we see from these encounters?

If you could share just about anything about ______________ to _______________, what would you say?

John 3:1-21

Complete this chart in groups of 3-4 then share your findings together.

	Comparisons
	Synonyms; other words he could have used
	What is the significance of his use of this comparison for the overall message of the passage?

	3 “born again”


	
	

	5 “born of water and the Spirit”


	
	

	8 “wind”


	
	

	14 “snake in the desert”


	
	

	19 “light”


	
	


John 3:22-36

Some Teacher Notes from The Teacher’s Commentary that I find helpful for putting this in context:

We meet four people in these opening chapters of John’s Gospel. They are John the Baptist, Nathanael, Nicodemus, and the unnamed “woman at the well.”

John was Jesus’ forerunner, sent to prepare Israel for His coming. Nathanael represented the godly Israelite who responded at the very first evidence that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God. Nicodemus represented the religious leaders who realized from Christ’s miracles that Jesus is “a Teacher . . . come from God,” but whose spiritual blindness kept them from understanding the true message of the Old Testament, and whose spiritual deadness made them antagonistic to the Son of God. The woman at the well represents the myriad of human beings outside the chosen people who, when they meet Jesus, put their confidence in Israel’s Saviour.

The theme of these chapters is salvation—and the way three individuals who typify all humanity respond to the One who alone can bring life to a lost humankind.

Here is some background information from The Holman Bible Commentary about John which may or may not be relevant to your group’s discussion.

Mark 1:3-4 records that John was in the wilderness until the time of his public ministry. There he ate locusts and wild honey. He wore the dress of a prophet, camel’s hair and a leather girdle (Matt. 3:4; Mark 1:6; see 2 Kings 1:8). Because of his life in the wilderness, his priestly background, his preaching of repentance to Israel, and his practice of baptism, it is often suggested that John grew up among the Essenes at Qumran. This theory is attractive, but it cannot be confirmed. Neither can the origin of John’s practice of baptizing be traced with certainty. Washings had long been part of Jewish piety, and by the time of John, Gentile converts to Judaism washed themselves as a form of ceremonial cleansing. The Essenes at Qumran practiced ritual washings and had an elaborate procedure for admission to the community. John’s baptism may owe something to the Essene practices, but we cannot determine the extent of this influence.

How did your parents resolve arguments between your brother or sister?  At family reunions, what subject (such as politics or religion) is bound to start an argument?

What motivated John’s disciples to raise a question about Jesus’ ministry?  What really happened at the river; what do you think the “certain Jew” might have said?

SIDEBAR:  In Luke 7:16-23 we see further misconceptions about Jesus’ ministry from John and his disciples.  What made it hard for them to accept Jesus as the Messiah?

From 27-31, what does John say that shows he knew that Jesus’ ministry was superior to his?

From 31-35, list things John believes about Jesus’ ministry.

From 36, write in your own words one sentence definitions for:


Believes:


Rejects:


God’s wrath:

Review Nathaniel’s conversion from John 2:43-51

Ask your group members to form pairs to do a “before and after” analysis of the ideas of John the Baptist and Nathanael about the Son of God. 

	
	John
	Nathanael

	What did each look for before he discovered that Jesus was the One?
	
	

	How was Jesus different from what he had expected?
	
	


What ideas about God did you have before you became a Christian? How did these ideas later change? 

What would you be like today if you refused to change your views when you learned more of God’s truth and of His grace?

John’s humility and willingness to step aside when Jesus came is exemplary.  When are you tempted to not want to step aside?  How can John’s example help you in these situations?

John 4:1-38

4:1-3, Why might Jesus want to get out of Judea quick?

Go through Q’s 1-7 from IVP guide. 

Divide into teams of four or five to work together completing a comparisons/contrast chart on the message of John 3 and 4, and the lessons to be drawn from Jesus’ talks with first Nicodemus and then the Samaritan woman.

When each team has finished its studies, come together to compare results.

	
	Nicodemus (3:1-21)
	Woman at the Well

	THE LESSONS

Feelings about self

Feelings about God

Idea of God’s attitude toward him/her

Idea of what God wants from people

	
	

	THE MESSAGE

God’s goal

God’s gift

God’s attitude toward people

Man’s response to God

What grace is

	
	


John 4:39-54

Introduction:  We’ve been talking about people being confronted with Christ.  In particular, we have focused on the “woman at the well”, Nicodemus, John and his disciples, and Nathanael and other of Jesus’ disciples.  

Review:  What is one thing that was an obstacle for each of these people (or groups) in the way of their believing in Jesus?

A focus of tonight will be not obstacles but on reasons why people believe in Christ.  First, let’s each one of us share either an obstacle we’ve experienced or a reason why we personally came to belief in Christ.

Note:  Greek “believe”: ; from G4102; to believe, entrust:—believe (118), believed (73), believers (3), believes (29), believing (10), do (1), entrust (1), entrusted (6), 
entrusting (1), has faith (1).   This word is used 98 times in John’s gospel.

Read 4:28-30 & 39-54 together.  Fill in the following chart.

	Person or Group
	Reasons Given Why They Believed

	The Woman, 28-30, 39
	

	Samaritans, 39-42
	

	Galileans, 43-48
	

	The Royal Official & His Household, 46-54
	


Which of these reasons for belief does Jesus seem to value least?  Most?  Why?


From John 8:31,32 what is listed as crucial for our belief?

Think of someone you know who is not a believer.  Whose testimony of the people discussed tonight do you think would have the most impact on them?  Explain.

Whose testimony would have the biggest impact on you?  Why?

Prayer

Split into men & women’s subgroups and pray about:

1) The people you know that were mentioned and that God would reveal himself to them, perhaps through a special testimony.

2) Your own belief and that you would take Christ at his word as opposed to waiting for or requiring some flashy sign.

3) Other requests.

John 5:1-15

John has spent a lot of time showing us how different individuals and groups were confronted with Christ.  Some came to belief, some did not.  We have one more situation contrasting belief and disbelief before John launches into an amazing discourse where Jesus explains much about himself.  This study gets us ready for Jesus’ own discourse about himself in 5:16-71 by considering this last situation and asking us to consider our own spiritual pilgrimage.

Have the smartest person in the group read verse 4.  Comment on how careful God’s people have been to preserve the integrity of the Scriptures.

Why might the man not want to get well?

Imagine that Jesus is standing here and asking you this same question. What in your life would Jesus be talking about? How does that question make you feel?  What is your response to Jesus?
In their religious zeal to keep the Sabbath, what were the Jews failing to see?

When have you been more concerned with religious activity than the reality behind it?

Spiritual Pilgrimage, Sharing Activity

For sharing your own spiritual pilgrimage, consider following questions before drawing the graph as explained below.  Try to keep sharing limited to about 10 minutes.

· Were there any key events in your life that led you closer to or further from God?

· Were there any key people that led you closer to or further from God?  How did they do it?

· Compare your concept of Christ a long time ago verses now.  Have there been substantial changes?  If so, what led to them?

· How has your concept of God affected you in hard times and good times?

· When were you (are you) closest to God?  How do you know?

Draw a graph of your pilgrimage with time on one axis and your spiritual “strength” on the other.  Share with the group the graph and the reasons for its prominent points.

John 5:16-47

Introduction

John’s purpose for his gospel is that we would believe (this word is used 98 times in John) in Jesus and have life through him, John 20:31.  So far in Chapters 1-5, we have been discussing many different people and how they have either come to a belief or a rejection of Jesus.  At this point, John gives us an explanation from Jesus himself on why we ought to believe in him. Jesus is portrayed as not merely a popular figure and teacher, but as the divine source of life.

Context

Before:  Woman at the well, water, living water.

John 4:43–5:14 reports two miracles: one the restoration of a child near death, and the other the restoration of a long-term invalid to full health. These lead directly into one of Christ’s sermons on the source of life.

After this passage:  Feeds the multitudes, walks on water, bread of Life

Have someone read the following:

In the East great emphasis was placed by artisans on trade secrets. The metal worker, the glass worker, the maker of dyes—all guarded their processes and skills jealously. Typically these were family secrets, passed on from one generation to the next. While apprentices outside the family might be employed, even those who served loyally for years were unlikely to be taught all the family secrets, lest they leave and establish a competing establishment. In contrast the son works with his father from childhood. The son watches the father mix his compounds or add distinctive finishing touches to work done in his shop. As they work together day by day the father teaches his son all his secrets. Such a son can “do nothing by himself” but instead can do “only what he sees his father doing.” In time the work of the father and the son becomes indistinguishable, because the father “loves the son and shows him all he does.”

In the context of Jesus’ time, then, these verses serve as a powerful affirmation of Jesus’ unique position, and explain His right to give authoritative interpretation of Sabbath Law. As the Son of God, Jesus’ healings bear the unmistakable mark of being God’s Word—even as the work of an artisan bears his own unmistakable stamp, clear to all who examine his work closely!

[Victor Bible Background Commentary]

From 19-30, what works do we see Jesus doing that reflect His Father?

· 21 

· 22, 28-30 

· 26  

The Jews sought to kill him for blasphemy.  From 16-18, what reasons are given that Jesus thought he was divine?

Note:  Sabbath was ordained as holy: Exod. 20:8-11; 31:12-17; Deut. 5:12-14

Did God himself say He would not ever “work” on the sabbath?

The Greek verifies the Jew’s interpretation because both times the word for “God” is preceded by an article—so rendered literally “the God,” i.e., the very God or God himself.  [New Commentary on the Whole Bible]

Further affirmation of Jesus unique position is given in the form of testimonies.

Word Focus 

testify 

(Gk. ) (5:31, 32; 7:7; 8:13; 1 John 4:14; 5:9) G3140: This Greek 
word means “to bear witness.” According to Jewish law, a testimony to oneself is 
no testimony at all. Truth or validity had to be established by two or three 
witnesses (Deut. 17:7; 19:15). Therefore, Jesus’ witness to Himself would not 
validate His claims; He needed the witness of another. That other witness was not 
John the Baptist, but Jesus’ Father. In the following verses, Jesus called upon 
several witnesses to affirm His claims, but actually He needs only one witness, 
His Father’s. 

[Nelson Study Bible]

How did each of the following attest to Jesus’ authority?  Include other verses you know outside of this passage.

His Father(vv. 32, 37).  Matt 3:16,17.

John the Baptist (v. 33)

 His miracles (v. 36)

The Scriptures (v. 39)

Isa. 4:2; 7:14; 9:6-7; 11:1-5, 10; 32:1; 42:1-4; 49:1-7; 52:13-53:12; 61:1-3

Moses (v. 46)

Gen. 3:15; 22:18; 49:10;Deuteronomy 18:15-18; Num. 21:6-9; Num. 24:17

Moses wrote about Christ in the promises to the patriarchs, in the history of the deliverance from Egypt, in the symbolic institutions of the Law, and in the prediction of a Prophet like himself.

Later, John 12:41, Jesus claims that Isaiah spoke about him. 

If you or I were to make the claims Jesus makes in this passage, how would the your group respond to?  Why don’t we respond to Jesus this way?  Have someone in your group explain C.S. Lewis’ “Lord, Liar, or Lunatic” argument.

As a group, summarize the reasons from this passage that are given that we should honor the Son.

Complete this statement, “Jesus would be more honored in my life if I would …”

Faith is often set up as if in contrast or opposition to reason.  In this passage we see Jesus using reason to legitimize faith.  Spend some time in your group thanking God that He:

· Cares enough to even explain these things to us

· Doesn’t require blind, mindless, acceptance

· So thoughtfully planned and worked out His perfect will so carefully through all of the prophets and Jesus

Also pray that Jesus would be honored in your lives in specific ways.

Additional Notes:

· (v 27) SON OF MAN New Testament designation for Jesus as God incarnate in flesh and agent of divine judgment. It occurs some 84 times in the Gospels, all but one being Jesus’ self-description. [Holman Bible Dictionary]

· God, Trinity—This (Mtt 3:16,17) may well be the first passage in the Bible that points us definitely to a trinitarian understanding of God. No doctrinal teaching is more difficult for the human mind to understand than the doctrine of the Trinity, that is, that one God is known to us in three Persons. It is easy to become unitarian on the one hand, emphasizing the deity and unity of God the Father while playing down the separate divine character of the Holy Spirit and the Son. It is difficult for us not to so emphasize the separate deity of the three Persons—Father, Son, Holy Spirit—that we separate them into three distinct deities. This is called tritheism, belief in three Gods. The trinitarian understanding of God is more of a conclusion that we draw after careful biblical study than a direct statement of Scripture itself. No passage of Scripture discusses or explains the oneness and the threeness of God. Our doctrine of the Trinity is our attempt to do justice to the clear teaching of Scripture: on the one hand, there is only one God; on the other hand, Scripture recognizes three Persons as divine—God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. This is sometimes called a polarity, two pivot points of thought that must be held in relationship to each other. Just as a battery must have both positive and negative poles to function as a battery, so our idea of God must include both the oneness and the threeness to be a complete idea of God. The present passage gives us only a glimpse of the three Persons who make up the Trinity: the voice of God the Father from heaven, a visible manifestation of the Holy Spirit coming down upon Jesus, and Jesus Christ, the Son of God. This glimpse of the three Persons who make up the Trinity must be seen against the clear background of the Old Testament teaching of only one God. Perhaps that is the unique and most important teaching of the entire Old Testament. The present passage shows the apparent distinction of the three Persons of the Trinity. No attempt is made to explain how they are both three and yet one. Love is the key to their relationship, just as love is so fundamental to our very understanding of God. The voice of God from heaven speaks of the love that He has for His Son who is now on earth, while the Spirit of God comes down as the expression or bond of that love.  [Disciples’ Study Bible]

Which of the following themes do you see highlighted in this passage?

	THEOLOGICAL THEMES IN JOHN’S GOSPEL

	Jesus’ deity
John wants us to realize that Jesus Christ truly is one with the Father (1:1, 14), who in His own Person reveals the Father (1:18), and is Himself the only avenue through whom God can be approached (14:6). Jesus’ claim of deity is clearly seen in John 5:18, 9:35-37, 17:5, and other passages.

	Atonement 
John understands Jesus’ death as a sacrifice made to pay for mankind’s sins. As the Lamb of God, He takes away the sins of the world (1:29), is lifted up on the Cross that those who believe might have eternal life (3:14-15), and gives His life for the world (6:51; 10:10).

	Eternal life 
John sees life as more than mere earthly existence, but as a fulfillment of human destiny that extends on through eternity. As Creator Jesus is the source of all life (1:4). As Saviour Jesus gives the gift of eternal life to all believers (3:15-16; 10:10; 20:31).

	Belief/Faith 
Faith is our response to Jesus, a response marked by trust in Him and by trusting ourselves to Him. Because of who Jesus is, all who trust Him are secure


[The Bible Readers’ Companion]
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