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Foreword

I sometimes think of John as the “inside-out and backwards 
gospel.” I think of it as the “inside-out gospel” because it speaks 
to the heart—the heart of love that Jesus had for John as his 
“beloved disciple” and the heart of love that John invites us to 
have for Jesus. By touching our hearts, John’s gospel has the 
power to change us from the inside out.

John is also the “backwards gospel” because of the way it opens 
and closes. Most writers—including many biblical authors—tell 
their readers why they are writing at the beginning. For example, 
Luke begins by telling his excellent friend Theophilus exactly 
why he wrote his gospel: “that you may have certainty concern-
ing the things you have been taught” (Luke 1:4). But John waits 
until the end. It is not until the end that he tells us he has written 
these things “so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, 
the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his 
name” (John 20:21).

John’s beginning is also backwards. Many writers—including 
some biblical authors—wait until the end of a book to summarize 
what they have said. For example, Mark keeps the full identity 
of Jesus Christ as the Son of God a secret until the end of his 
gospel. But John tells us what he wants us to know right from 
the start. His extraordinary prologue (John 1:1–18) states his 
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Foreword

thesis and opens up nearly all of the major themes in the gospel 
that follows.

These are all signs that John is unlike any other book that 
has ever been written. When people first explore the claims 
of Christ, they often hear recommendations to start with the 
gospel of John, and rightly so. This is the gospel where Jesus says 
“I am” this, and “I am” that, clarifying his true identity as the 
Son of God and Savior of the world. John is also the gospel in 
which Jesus performs seven “signs,” or representative miracles, 
which demonstrate the full range of his saving power, even to 
the extent of raising Lazarus from the dead (John 11).

But this is not the climax of the gospel. Starting in chapter 
13, John shows us the full extent of the love of Jesus, who went 
to the cross to die for our sins, before rising with life for the 
world. To read John by faith, therefore, is to know God’s full 
gift of salvation in Jesus.

This study guide—which is the latest in Kathleen Nielson’s 
exceptional series—is designed to take you deeper into John, 
deeper into the gospel, and deeper into Christ. It strikes an 
ideal balance between taking careful note of the details of the 
biblical text and capturing the broad sweep of John’s narrative. 
It is faithful to Scripture. It is simple and clear in its explana-
tions, thoughtful and provocative with its questions. Perhaps 
most helpfully of all, Dr. Nielson’s sensibilities as a poet enable 
her to convey the full meaning and express the true beauty of 
John’s many images (light and darkness, life and water, sheep 
and shepherd, etc.).

In short, this Bible study guide helps the gospel of John do 
what the Holy Spirit inspired it to do, which is to help you believe 
that Jesus is the Christ, and to have life in his name.

Philip Graham Ryken
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A Personal Word  
from Kathleen

I began to write these Bible studies for the women in my own 
church group at College Church in Wheaton, Illinois. Under 
the leadership of Kent and Barbara Hughes, the church and that 
Bible study aimed to proclaim without fail the good news of 
the Word of God. What a joy, in that study and in many since, 
to see lives changed by the work of the Word, by the Spirit, for 
the glory of Christ.

In our Bible study group, we were looking for curriculum 
that would lead us into the meat of the Word and teach us how 
to take it in, whole Bible books at a time—the way they are given 
to us in Scripture. Finally, one of our leaders said, “Kathleen—
how about if you just write it!” And so began one of the most 
joyful projects of my life: the writing of studies intended to help 
unleash the Word of God in people’s lives. The writing began 
during a busy stage of my life—with three lively young boys and 
always a couple of college English courses to teach—but through 
that stage and every busy one since, a serious attention to study-
ing the Bible has helped keep me focused, growing, and alive in 
the deepest ways. The Word of God will do that. If there’s life 
and power in these studies, it is simply the life and power of 
the Scriptures to which they point. It is ultimately the life and 
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A Personal Word from Kathleen

power of the Savior who shines through all the Scriptures from 
beginning to end. How we need this life, in the midst of every 
busy and non-busy stage of our lives!

I don’t think it is just the English teacher in me that leads me 
to this conclusion about our basic problem in Bible study these 
days: we’ve forgotten how to read! We’re so used to fast food that 
we think we should be able to drive by the Scriptures periodi-
cally and pick up some easily digestible truths that someone else 
has wrapped up neatly for us. We’ve disowned that process of 
careful reading . . . observing the words . . . seeing the shape of a 
book and a passage . . . asking questions that take us into the text 
rather than away from it . . . digging into the Word and letting it 
speak! Through such a process, guided by the Spirit, the Word 
of God truly feeds our souls. Here’s my prayer: that, by means 
of these studies, people would be further enabled to read the 
Scriptures profitably and thereby find life and nourishment in 
them, as we are each meant to do.

In all the busy stages of life and writing, I have been continu-
ally surrounded by pastors, teachers, and family who encourage 
and help me in this work, and for that I am grateful. The most 
wonderful guidance and encouragement come from my husband, 
Niel, whom I thank and for whom I thank God daily.

May God use these studies to lift up Christ and his Word, 
for his glory!
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Introduction

When I think of the gospel of John, a picture comes to my 
mind—a picture of Jesus standing there saying, “Here I am. 
What are you looking for? Here I am.” Whether he’s addressing 
a Jewish Pharisee or a Samaritan woman or a Roman official or 
a close companion, Jesus reveals himself as the divine answer to 
their need. “I am . . .” Jesus says repeatedly in this gospel. 

John opens with a remarkably beautiful, mind-stretching 
statement of who Jesus is, followed by John the Baptist ushering 
Jesus directly on to the stage—where Jesus proceeds to tell us 
and show us just who he is. John clearly reveals Jesus’ identity 
as the promised Christ, the Son of God, come to bring life to 
those who believe in his name (John 20:31). Jesus’ identity and 
mission control the narrative, as he moves relentlessly toward 
the cross and resurrection and ascension. In these climactic 
events, the glory of who Jesus is and what he came to do shines. 
John wants his readers to believe in this Jesus, so that they will 
live and not die, now and forever.

We can’t help but notice the differences between John and 
the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke). In John 
we find no birth account, no actual baptism of Jesus or calling 
of the disciples, no temptation in the wilderness, no parables, 
no demons, no transfiguration, no institution of the Lord’s 
Supper. The spotlight is a bit more focused. But only in the 
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focused light of John do we find that first miracle, Nicodemus, 
the Samaritan woman, and many discourses—all wound into 
John’s narrative to accomplish his aim of lighting up Jesus so 
that his reader will believe.

All the Gospels include Jesus’ use of imagery to commu-
nicate his message. Only in John, however, do we receive such 
a gallery full of pictures through which Jesus reveals himself 
to the world. Light, wind, water, bread, shepherds, vines and 
branches—such images open up our minds and hearts to Christ 
himself, the Lord who made all the stuff of life and the one 
who comes in the flesh to redeem it. Through these images 
Jesus weds the most exalted spiritual truth to the most concrete 
reality; this is the beauty of the Word made flesh. This is what 
John wants us to see and believe. I pray that in your study of 
John you will take time to absorb the pictures, to meditate on 
them, so that the beautiful truth of Jesus will shine into all the 
concrete reality of your life, both now and in the very real days 
of eternity to come.

Do spend your study time focusing on the Word, passage 
by passage, as this study leads you to do. Some of the questions 
may seem easier or harder; they do reflect the complexity of this 
beautiful, many-layered gospel. That said, I encourage you to 
use the questions flexibly. If one seems difficult, don’t let it halt 
you. There may be some questions, or parts of some, which you 
might want to wait on or come back to. The point is to spend 
the great majority of time taking in and musing on the Scripture 
itself. The Bible’s living and active words are the words that 
change our hearts and lives, by the power of the Spirit.

This study assumes that the apostle John wrote this gos-
pel. (Lesson 1 will treat John the writer in the biblical context.) 
There has been much critical discussion of authorship, which 
you can find summarized in several of the commentaries listed 
in the Notes. Most scholars date this gospel somewhere in the 
second half (and many in the last quarter) of the first century. 

Nielson_John_2018 printing_updated design.indd   14 9/5/18   4:54 PM



xv

Introduction

Many point to Ephesus as the place of writing, a center both of 
the church and of the Roman Empire. From such a point John’s 
call rings out far and wide. He clearly speaks to Jews, continu-
ally showing how Jesus comes as the fulfillment of all their Old 
Testament law. And yet John speaks to every person of flesh and 
blood; he presents a God made flesh so that the world might 
believe and be saved. This call to believe, clearly summarized 
in John 20:31, comes not only to those who do not yet believe, 
but also to those who do—that they might abide in the one they 
believe in, bearing fruit until he comes again.

Whoever and wherever we are, John’s gospel speaks to 
us. May it speak to you powerfully as you study and as the 
Spirit guides you to understand these words he led John to 
write. May you hear and believe Jesus’ powerful “I am.” May 
this Word live in your believing heart.
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Lesson 1 (John 1:1–18)
Beginnings

Day One—Start by Reading!

The best way to begin study of a book is to read it! Whether 
you’ve read the gospel of John multiple times or never, give your-
self this day to a rather quick read-through of chapters 1–10. 
Jot down initial thoughts and observations on the facing page.

Day Two—Read On!

Continue encountering this gospel in full, as you complete 
a quick read-through of chapters 11–21. Again, jot down initial 
thoughts and observations on the facing page.

Day Three—What and Who?

	 1.	 This is one book whose main idea we don’t have to 
guess. Toward the end, the author clearly states his 
aim. Read John 20:30–31. Memorize verse 31, and 
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Lesson 1 (John 1:1–18)

then write it out by memory. Underline words that 
stand out as key.

The gospel itself will open the meanings of these key words 
as we study. John’s aim in writing will be continually evident, 
as he draws his reader to believe in who Jesus is and so find life 
in his name. For now, stop to say and pray again the words of 
John 20:31, asking that its aim will be accomplished in you and 
in others who read these Spirit-inspired words.

For reflection: Consider this not as an aim accomplished in a moment, but 
rather as an aim whose accomplishment begins and then continues through a 
lifetime into eternity.

	 2.	 In general, what aspects of this gospel did you notice 
in your initial reading that seem to reflect the purpose 
statement found in John 20:31?
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Beginnings

	 3.	 Clear evidence has led many biblical scholars to  
conclude that it was the apostle John whom the  
Spirit led to establish this aim and develop a gospel 
around it, mentioning himself in this gospel only 
indirectly. If this is true (and so we shall assume in 
this study), what basic observations might you make  
about this author, from John 13:21–25; 19:26–27; 
20:1–9; 21:20–24? See also Mark 1:16–20, 1 John 
1:1–3, and Revelation 1:1–2.

	 4.	 Read or review the Introduction to this study, for other 
initial context.

Day Four—In the Beginning

As we open to the book’s prologue, it is important to acknowl-
edge that the whole book will unfold this prologue; at the start 
we will aim to understand it enough to be ready to understand 
it better and better.

	 1.	 This study’s Introduction mentions some of the ways in 
which this gospel differs, particularly in its opening, from 
the other gospels. Read John 1:1–18, the book’s prologue. 
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Lesson 1 (John 1:1–18)

How would you describe John’s method of introducing 
Jesus in this gospel? What is the general effect?

	 2.	 The prologue presents first and foremost the Word (Greek 
logos—which has many connotations, including the most 
basic one of expressing oneself through speech). 

	 a.	 Write down everything you can learn about this 
Word from John 1:1–5.
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Beginnings

	 b.	 What connections might you note between John 
1:1–5 and Genesis 1:1–5?

	 c.	 What understanding of the Word does the Old Tes-
tament bring to the New? Besides Genesis 1, see also 
Psalm 33:4, 6 and Psalm 107:17–20.

	 d.	 Considering the previous parts of this question, write 
down some thoughts on what it means that Jesus is 
the Word (as is finally clarified in John 1:14ff ).
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Lesson 1 (John 1:1–18)

	 e.	 John 1:14 tells us that this Word was made flesh. How 
does expressing the incarnation in these words help 
communicate its awesome meaning?

	 3.	 In Colossians 1:15–17 and Hebrews 1:1–3a, what similar 
claims do you find concerning who Jesus is?

	 4.	 In John 1:4–9, the image of light emerges—an image 
that reappears in this book and throughout Scripture. 
Trace the light through these verses. What does this 
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image show us, and how does it reveal Jesus to us? How, 
too, might this light take us back to Genesis 1?

	 5.	 Let us recall John 20:31 at this point, which tells us that 
this gospel is written so that the readers will believe in 
who Jesus is and so find life in his name. In light of these key 
elements of John’s theme, examine John 1:1–13.

	 a.	 How do the elements of John’s theme emerge right 
from the start?
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Lesson 1 (John 1:1–18)

	 b.	 In many ancient cultures, one’s name was not just 
a title; it represented the essence of one’s being or 
character. How does the prologue lay the foundation 
for true belief in Jesus’ name? 

	 c.	 How does John the Baptist in particular come on the 
stage bearing the message of John 20:31 (see vv. 6–8, 
15)? What is John the Baptist’s main role?

Day Five—Finishing with the Prologue

	 1.	 One can of course never “finish” with John’s prologue; 
it is deep and, in many ways, beyond our understand-
ing. Even in his profundity, however, John takes 
care to be as clear as possible. One way he does this 
throughout the book is by immediately clarifying his 
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positive statements with negative ones. For example, 
how do the negatives help clarify the positives in John 
1:3, 5, 7–8?

	 2.	 The prologue tells what happened when this Word 
came into the world. How does John 1:9–10 make 
vivid both his coming and the response to his coming? 
How does John 1:11 make the tragedy of the response 
even more vivid?
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	 3.	 In contrast, how does John 1:12–13 make vivid both the 
opposite response and then the result of that response? We 
shall see this result explained more fully throughout the 
gospel, but what do these verses tell us about the result?

	 4.	 The remaining verses of the prologue (John 1:14–18) 
stop to celebrate this Word’s coming into the world and 
what it accomplished from the perspective of those who 
have received him and believed in his name. Consider 
what Jesus enabled believers to see.

	 a.	 What Jesus lets us see had been glimpsed before. People 
saw the revelation of God’s very being (his glory) in the 
Old Testament as well—but not fully. His glory was 
glimpsed in a tabernacle. That glimpse pointed ahead 
to Jesus who, according to John 1:14, became flesh and 
dwelt (literally “tabernacled” or “pitched his tent”) among 
us. Read Exodus 25:8 and 40:34–38 and comment. 
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	 b.	 In John 1:14, 18, what kind of seeing is going on, and 
how does it depend completely on who Jesus is? Note: 
The phrase “the only Son from the Father” implies not a created 
being (recall vv. 1–3), but a unique member of the Godhead. See 
the same “only” in verse 18 as well.

	 5.	 Not only what we see but also what we receive through 
Jesus is crucial—and is also the completion of a process 
this God worked from the beginning, through the Old 
Testament, finally culminating in his Son. Read John 
1:14, 16–17.

	 a.	 What words repeatedly let us know the riches of what 
we receive through Christ? What do these words 
mean, and how are they exemplified in God’s reve-
lation of himself to us in Christ?
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Lesson 1 (John 1:1–18)

	 b.	 For background read Exodus 33:18–34:9. In what 
ways was the time of Moses and the law different 
from the time of Jesus’ appearing, and in what ways 
was it the same?

	 6.	 Conclude by rereading John 1:1–18, stopping often to 
meditate on and thank God for his amazing plan of 
salvation, accomplished fully in his Son, the Word 
made flesh. 
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