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John, the Apostle.  John 21:21:  “When Peter saw him (John), he asked, `Lord, what about him?’”

Jesus had just told Peter something that is not bad for us hear--particularly those of us who have reached the latter days of life.  Jesus said, “When you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.”  The Gospel explains that in saying this Jesus indicated the kind of death Peter would die, by which Peter would glorify God.  Then Jesus said, “Follow me.”  I like the powerful thought and connection . . . even if you are being taken; life is leading you, where you don’t want to be, Jesus says, and “Follow me.”  The Gospel indicates that Peter had an idea that Jesus was referring to death.  Peter saw John and said, “What about him?”  Some commentators suggest that Peter wanted to know how soon John would die, or if he would die as Peter understood he would (tradition says that Peter was crucified, upside down, and that the term “stretch out your hands” was understood to mean crucifixion.)  Other commentators suggest that Peter was expressing concern for a close friend.  I like that idea because it is something I can use for the commemoration of John, the Apostle.  Today, following the Liturgical Church Calendar is John’s Day.  What about John?

I am going to think a little about who he was and then about some of the things he wrote with the idea that in thinking about John we can be very grateful for what he has written as directions and guides for us both in time when we are going where we want to be, and in times when we are led to places and events that are not our choices.

John, with his brother James, was among the first called to be a disciple of Jesus.  James and John worked with their father, Zebedee, who was a commercial fisherman, successful enough o have hired servants working with his sons.  They were called right after Andrew and Peter.  James and John knew Peter through their contact in the fishing business.  These three became what is called the inner circle of the disciples, close to Jesus and given chances to witness, to take part in, some things the other disciples did not see.  I find it interesting to know that these three were given names by Jesus.  Peter had been Simon.  James and John, sons of Zebedee, were renamed Son of Thunder . . . some suggest because of their fiery zeal.  They could get excited about what they were doing as disciples.

Peter, James, and John were eye witnesses to some powerful moments.  They were the three who went with Jesus when he raised the daughter of Jairus from death.  If I read correctly this was his first resurrection miracle.  Jesus took the three to his transfiguration when he talked to Moses and Elijah, and was declared by the voice from heaven to be the authorized representative of God to men.  They did not forget the voice that said, “Listen to him!”  Later Peter wrote, “We have followed cleverly devised tales.  We were with him on the holy mountain when the Voice came from glory that said, “This is my Son, the beloved . . .”  They never forgot!

Peter, James and John were especially invited to watch and pray with Jesus when he was in the Garden of Gethsemane prior to his arrest and crucifixion.  He wanted their support, asked for their prayers.

We also know that because of their close relationship with Jesus, James and John, along with their mother, were brave enough to ask Jesus for the places of highest honor in the kingdom.  When Jesus asked them if they were willing to drink the cup he would drink, and be baptized as he would be (referring to his suffering and death) they said they would.  About ten years after the crucifixion of Jesus, James was put to death by Herod Agrippa who persecuted the church.  John’s brother was the first of the disciples to suffer death because of their faith in Jesus.  John lived in exile during his last years.

A little more about John:  He was the only disciple at the cross of Jesus.  Jesus asked him to take care of his mother, Mary.  His written heritage in the Bible is the Gospel of John, Three Letters bearing his name, and the book of Revelation.  We know that Peter and John were leaders of the building of the Church of Jerusalem after the Ascension of Jesus.  I like to summarize their work in Jesus’ name with this early statement from the Book of the Acts of the Apostles:  “Day after day, in the temple courts and from house to house, they never stopped teaching and proclaiming the good news that Jesus is the Christ.”

Tradition holds that John outlived all the other Apostles, and that after exile on the Island of Patmos, he returned to Ephesus, where as an old man nearly 100, he was carried to the church, and too feeble to speak, would simply say to the congregation:  “Little children, love one another.”

So this is John, named in the Gospel as the Disciple whom Jesus loved—a man of courage, a man who was close to Jesus, who knew his humanity and his divinity.  John wrote verses in his first letter that we regularly use in our worship services.  He wrote the Gospel that Luther said, “Soars like an eagle . . .”

What about John?  He was very close to Jesus.  He was comfortable with Jesus.  He was the only disciple at the cross, and the first at the empty tomb.  In acknowledging the day chosen to be dedicated to John, I thank God for what we know about his person, his relationship with Jesus, and what he asks us to remember through his writing.

What about John?  He wrote so that we could learn and remember.  In preparation for this message I read his three letters.  I thought about the Revelation, about the fact that the message of the book is about enduring in the faith to the end, and its wonderful closing prayer, “Amen.  Come, Lord Jesus.”  And I thought about what I believe to be a quote from Luther, “My spirit cannot adapt itself to this book.”  So I decided, in honor of John, and in thanksgiving to our Lord for this Apostle, to talk about parts of the Gospel that are very important to my faith and my understanding of our God.  I thank God that we are touched by this power.

From the introduction to the Gospel which begins, “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”  This exciting statement:  “He came to his own home, and his own people received him not.  But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave the power to become the children of God; who were born not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.”  Born of God; God’s decision; God’s action; God’s choice.  God wants us to belong.  God wants us to be his own.  This is exciting.  John repeats the astounding reality in his letter:  “See [behold says the KJV—SHOUTS IT:  BEHOLD] what love the Father has given us (has bestowed upon us) that we should be called the children of God!  And so in fact we are!”  We are the children of God; we have the right; we have the power, because God wants us to be his children.  Be excited about that!  Wanted, chosen, purchased, won, redeemed, restored, forgiven.  God has done it and is doing it . . . and he keeps feeding your life, your faith, your family relationship.

John, chapter 6 tells about feeding of 5,000 with five barley loaves and two fish.  Later Jesus is talking about the event, Jesus says, “I am the bread of life.  I am the bread which came down from heaven.”  Your Father God keeps providing the bread of life.  These passages and expressions of Jesus changed my thinking about the prayer, “Give us this day our daily bread.”  I know all of the things that Luther puts into the petition in the Catechism that is summed up with “everything that belongs to needs and the wants of the body . . .”  I also think about the fact that Jesus says, “Don’t worry about these things, your heavenly Father knows . . .”  I think, what I really need, every day, every breath is the “bread of life. . .” every day, every day, give us Jesus Christ as Lord.

John, chapter 11 is the story of the death of Lazarus, and Jesus going to the grave of his friend.  I remember a Lutheran Hour sermon which Dr. Oswald Hofmann titled, “Good Grief.”  He spoke of the words from John at the grave, “Jesus wept.”  He said something to the effect that it may seem to be a small thing to some, but that it is a powerful realization to know that Jesus is involved in life, in our humanity, that he could weep at the grave of a friend.  He brings a power and a dignity to our tears and our sorrow. He brings us hope that will not disappoint.  I love the early part of the chapter when Martha comes to meet Jesus.  You know Martha.  She was the one who was too concerned with the dinner.  She complained that she had to do the work alone, no help from her sister (this from Luke) when Martha was told that Mary, choosing to hear the Word, had chosen what was needed.  John demonstrates; Martha learned.  She said, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  That is a faith statement.  Jesus said, “Your brother will rise again.”  Faith statement:  “I know that he will rise again, at the resurrection the last day.”  Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life, he who believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live; and whoever lives, and believes in me shall never die.  Do you believe this?”  Martha, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God.”  Faith grows.  Martha’s did.  So can ours.  I know that Martha did not stop serving when Jesus came to Bethany, six days before he went to Jerusalem before his death for the sins of the world . . . they made Jesus a supper . . . and Martha served.  I like that.  Her faith grew, and she kept on serving.

Two last thoughts from John’s writing:  A favorite chapter is John 15, in which Jesus tells us he is the Vine, and we are the branches.  What I love about the chapter is the fact that Jesus gives us the main task of our growing.  Over and over again he tells us that we have to stay attached.  The words are translated as “abide in me,” or “remain in union with me.”  J. B. Phillips translates, “share the life of the vine.”  Jesus says, this is how, “You have been made clean by the Word.”  Abide in the Word, stay attached through the Word.  Remember that Jesus said, “Continue in my Word, then you are my disciples, and you will know the truth and the truth will set you free.”  Free to be exactly what God declares you to be—his chosen, his children.

Final thought:  John presents Thomas, who was not afraid to ask questions.  John told them that he was going to prepare a place for them.  He said, “You know the place where I am going, and you know the way.”  Thomas said, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, how can we know the way?”  Thank God for the Thomases, for the questioners, for our own questions.  Jesus gives the answer:  “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life.  No one comes to the Father but by me.”  Thomas, after the resurrection, when Thomas wasn’t afraid of doubt questions, and through his struggles, we receive the promise:  Jesus said, to Thomas, and for us, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not see and yet have believed.”

Then John wrote this about what he has written for our learning:  “These are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.”

This is the day to honor John; to thank God that John was called and chosen; to thank God that through his message, we know that we belong.  Thank you for staying attached.  Amen.
