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INTRODUCTION

John’s gospel is full of symbolism. An early Christian
named Clement of Alexandria, writing about A.D. 200,
called John a “spiritual” gospel and thought that John had
written in such a way as to give a different perspective on
Jesus than the other gospel writers had already captured. 

Take time to compare the gospel of John with the other
three gospels (called the Synoptic Gospels), and you will
find a host of distinct characteristics and themes. Jesus
regularly cast out demons in the Synoptics, but John does
not tell of a single exorcism. Parables were Jesus’ normal
mode of preaching in the Synoptics, but we do not find a
single Synoptic-type parable in John. John’s Jesus was
almost in the face of his opponents, while Jesus was much
more secretive about his identity and mission in the



Synoptics, including a number of clear “I am” statements
in which Jesus expressed his identity by way of powerful
symbols.

The gospel of John thus presents Jesus in a way that
is much clearer about what we are to believe about him.
It states its bottom line in a purpose statement: “Jesus
performed many other signs in the presence of his dis-
ciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are
written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the
Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in
his name” (John 20:30–31). After observing all the dif-
ferences between John and the other gospels, the most
obvious conclusion is that John’s goal was not so much
to portray Jesus as you might have seen him on a video,
but Jesus as he truly was and is in his divine identity.

John also wrote to speak into the life of his commu-
nity, a community that had likely undergone a split, with
some individuals following a teaching called Docetism
leaving (1 John 2:19). John’s Christian community had
likely been kicked out of the synagogues of Ephesus and
may even not have been in complete fellowship with
some other Christian groups. We will see evidence for
such a situation as we read John.

This book presents six weeks of Bible studies that
walk through the main symbols John used to present the
significance of Jesus to his community. Each week, we
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follow one set of these symbols through the key passages
in John where they appear, symbols that portray Jesus as
the Bread of Life, the Good Shepherd, and the Resurrec-
tion. Within each week, we have five days of reflection
on these texts, looking at a few verses each day. Our aim
is to experience life transformation by hearing God speak
to us through the words he revealed to the audience of
John’s gospel. We want to hear God speak to us through
Scripture and then live faithfully to his Word through the
power of the Holy Spirit.
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Week 1

THE LIVING WATER
John 2–4

Whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst.
Indeed, the water I give them will become in them 

a spring of water welling up to eternal life.
—JOHN 4:14



Day 1

PURIFYING WATER
John 2:1–12

INTRODUCTION
Turning water into wine was the first miracle Jesus did

in the gospel of John, the first of several signs. Each of
his signs seem to have revealed more and more of Jesus’
glory, a glory that would become fully evident after Jesus
rose from the dead.

ENGAGE
Jesus and his mother were at a wedding in Cana, not

far from Nazareth. It is possible that the groom was a
close friend of Jesus’ family, perhaps even someone from
his extended family. We could understand, then, why
Jesus’ mother Mary involved herself in what was going
on behind the scenes. Jesus had not planned to reveal his
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glory yet, but his mother prevailed upon him. He created
the wine, the wine that symbolized the wine he would
reveal three years later on the cross. It was the best wine
of the wedding feast. Indeed, Jesus’ blood is better than
any of the blood that came before. It is a blood that can
truly make a person clean.

EXAMINE
The water Jesus turned into wine was stored in jars of

purification. This water was used to make individuals
“outwardly clean” (Heb. 9:13). The way the NIV puts it
is that this was water used for “ceremonial washing”
(John 2:6). It is possible to see this water as a symbol of
the previous age, before Jesus came. The water represents
the cleansing that was possible in the Old Testament. By
contrast, the wine represents Jesus’ blood. The wine
replaces the water, just as Jesus’ blood replaces the need

I tell you, I will not drink from this fruit of
the vine from now on until that day when I drink 

it new with you in my Father’s kingdom.
—MATTHEW 26:29
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for ceremonial washing. Although John does not use
covenant language, the new covenant replaces the old
covenant. There is no need for ceremonial water any-
more. Now there is wine.

EXPLORE
We do not live at the turning of the ages. We are not

Jewish believers trying to figure out whether we still
need the ceremonial purifications of the Old Testament.
By the time of John’s gospel, the temple had been
destroyed, and believers were increasingly realizing the
totality of Jesus’ sacrificial death. John tells this story
with more than one layer. There is the surface story of
Jesus’ first miracle, a first taste of his glory. But there is
a second layer, the symbolic one, that gives us a foretaste
of how marvelous his sacrificial blood is. O taste and
see that the Lord is good. His mercy endures forever.

PRAYER
Jesus, thank you for turning the water into wine. I

rejoice to drink the fruit of the vine with you in the
kingdom.
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Day 2

A NEW TEMPLE
John 2:13–25

INTRODUCTION
The miracle of Jesus turning water into wine gave us

a symbolic hint that he would provide the wine to end all
wine. The story that immediately follows makes that hint
even more obvious.

ENGAGE
Passover was the time of year when the Jews celebrated

their miraculous exodus from Egypt. It remembered the
night when the angel of death “passed over” the firstborn
of the Israelites if they had blood on the doorpost of their
houses. But the angel did not pass over the homes of the
Egyptians, whose firstborn sons died that night. Two
years after Jesus turned water into wine, he crucified at
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the time of Passover. In John’s gospel, Jesus died on the
cross at noon, right when the Passover lambs were being
slaughtered to eat that night. Paul said it explicitly:
“Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed” (1 Cor.
5:7). He is not only the wine, but also the lamb.

EXAMINE
The audience of John knew that the temple had

already been destroyed. One of the features of John’s
gospel is irony, where the readers know more than the
people in the story itself. In this instance, John’s audi-
ence knew the Romans had already destroyed the tem-
ple. They also knew Jesus had already died and risen
from the dead. They could smile at the ignorance of
those criticizing Jesus and revel in his foresight. This
story happens during the last week of Jesus’ ministry in

Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened,
and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you 
and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble 
in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 
For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.

—MATTHEW 11:28–30
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the other gospels. But John likely moved it here in part
to connect it to the story of the turning of water into
wine. Spiritually, we can see that the two stories go
together.

EXPLORE
Buying and selling was a necessary part of the tem-

ple’s operations. It would not have been practical for
those who came from long distances to bring sheep and
other sacrificial animals with them. But Jesus showed
that he has authority to change the system. He has the
authority to change the way things work. And he had the
authority to replace the temple. Do we recognize that
authority Jesus has over our lives? Have you given him
permission to overthrow the parts of your life he wants
to change? Have you set up temples to things in your
life that he needs to replace? Let Jesus drive them from
your life.

PRAYER
Jesus, drive out from my life all the substitutes for

you. I submit to your power and authority.
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Day 3

SPIRIT BIRTH
John 3:1–8

INTRODUCTION
As the wine replaced the water, so Spirit-birth is more

important than water-birth. We are born of water when we
are born to our mothers. But we are born from above when
we are born from the Spirit. 

ENGAGE
Jesus compared the person who has trusted in him to

someone who has been born a second time with a spiritual
birth. You will not gain eternal life, John was telling his
audience, simply by being born an Israelite. As a teacher
of Israel, Nicodemus should have known that. Since God
is Spirit, his true children are born of the Spirit. So also
John’s audience needs to be born of the Spirit. If they

16



believe that Jesus is the Christ, they can have eternal life
(3:16). If they receive God’s Word come from above,
God will give them the right to become the children of
God (1:12). If they believe in the power of his name,
they can have life in his name (20:31).

EXAMINE
John may have intended a double meaning to his

phrase “born again,” a double meaning that we cannot
translate very well into English. The word anōthen in
Greek can mean “again,” but it can also mean “from
above.” To be born of the Spirit is indeed to be born a
second time, so it makes sense to think Jesus was saying
that Nicodemus needed to be born again. Yet at the same
time, spirit is the stuff of heaven, where God dwells.
God is Spirit, as we will see in John 4. So to be born of
the Spirit is to be born from above. John put Jesus’

Prevenient grace brings the first desire to 
please God, the first dawning of light about 

his will, and the first slight and passing 
conviction that we have sinned against him.

—PARAPHRASE OF JOHN WESLEY
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words in a way that would help his audience see both
meanings.

EXPLORE
The Spirit blows where he wants. In natural birth, it

is easy to see who the parent is. You knew a child was
an Israelite child because you knew the parents. Spirit-
birth is not like that. God has no “grandchildren” in that
respect. It is those who believe who experience a birth
from above, and earthly parentage is no certain indicator.
Repeatedly, John urged us to believe that Jesus is God
come to earth. John urged us to drink the wine of Jesus’
blood and be born again. Where does the Spirit want to
blow? He wants to blow into our lives. He wants to make
us his children. He wants to give birth to a life in us that
will never end.

PRAYER
Spirit, blow into my life today, whether to give me

birth for the first time or to give me strength to face
another day.
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