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Reading through John's gospel is quite a different experience from reading any of the others.  

The action is more measured and the speeches are longer, for one thing.  Matthew, Mark and 

Luke use the selection and arrangement of material to tell their readers what they want to say 

about Jesus, who he is and why he is important.  John tells us in words.  He tells us that he is 

writing so that we may believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and believing, we may have 

life in his name. 

 

Life is a big theme in John.  One of the phrases that comes up over and over again is the phrase 

“Eternal Life.”  I thought that this morning we should look at what John's gospel teaches us 

about eternal life, since that is the great hope of our faith. 

 

Early in the gospel we see Jesus in his secret, midnight encounter with the Pharisee Nicodemus.  

They talk, a little obliquely at first, about who Jesus is, and Jesus talks to Nicodemus about the 

need to be born again, born of God's Spirit in order to enter God's kingdom.  And he ends that 

little homily by referring to his death and saying that “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.” (John 3:14-15).  The next sentence is perhaps the most famous one in the whole Bible, it is 

one which you see on billboards, and held up at sports fixtures, especially in America.  “For God 

so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not 

perish but have eternal life.”   

 

But who said it?   Different translations of Scripture will assign it to Jesus or to John, the writer.  

You see, the Greek doesn't use quotation marks as we do, so the translators have to work out 

when someone other than the writer is speaking.  Quite often it is obvious, as it is obvious that 

Jesus has been speaking up until now.  But does he keep speaking right till the end of the 

passage, or does John take over to explain what Jesus has meant in what he said?  We don't 

know.  As I say, different English translations will call it one way of another.  Maybe it doesn't 

matter.  Whoever said it, it is true.  God sent his Son to bring us eternal life, and all we need to 

do is believe, believe in him.   

 

The next time that the subject is mentioned is after Jesus' encounter with the woman at the well, 

when the disciples come back from looking for food and Jesus tells them that it is food and drink 

for him to do his Father's will.  He says that the fields are ripe for harvesting and that the reaper 

is gathering fruit for eternal life.  This surely is a reference to his own ministry and his aim in 

that ministry, to gather people into his kingdom and into life.   

 



Moving on, we find Jesus in dispute with the Jewish leaders, and being heckled by them because 

he is his own witness to the truth of what he teaches.  But Jesus claims that scriptures are his 

witnesses.  He says “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal 

life.”  This is a really interesting comment.  It shows us that this insistence on eternal life does 

not begin and end with Jesus, it is what people were thinking about, wondering about, looking 

for.   

 

The next bit of dispute with the Jewish leaders is on the subject of where Jesus comes from, what 

his parentage is, and all because he has named himself the bread of life.  In what must have been 

a most shocking and mysterious statement at the time, though we can see it clearly pointing 

forward to the Last Super and the Lord's Super which flowed from it, Jesus says “Very truly, (or 

Amen , Amen) I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have 

no life in you.  Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them 

up on the last day.”   All along we see Jesus linking eternal life very, very closely with himself, 

with our reaction to him, our believing of him, our sharing in his very life and death. 

 

When Jesus famously declared himself the Good Shepherd he said that his sheep hear his voice 

and he knows them and they follow him, and that he gives them eternal life.  That little statement 

almost got him stoned, though perhaps mainly because at the end of it he claimed that he and the 

Father are one. 

 

And then when it becomes clear that Jesus is going to go to Jerusalem, and that things might not 

be as triumphant and hopeful as the crowds have expected, there is a time when the larger crowd 

around Jesus melts away.  Jesus turns to his disciples and asks if they are going to go too.  

“Where should we go?” answers Peter, “You have the words of eternal life.”  The disciples have 

learned that there is one thing which is most important, and it is being with Jesus.  Compared 

with that, nothing else matters. 

 

There are two more references to eternal life in the gospel which we will look at, and both are 

significant in our understanding of what Jesus meant by it and how highly he valued it.  In the 

first of the two, as holy week progresses, some Greeks who have come to Jerusalem for the 

Passover come to Philip asking to see Jesus, and with his friend Andrew, Philip tells Jesus.  Jesus 

seems overcome at this, probably because here are Greeks, representative of the world outside 

Israel, representative in some way of the whole wide world, and they want to know about him - 

more, they want to see him.  And Jesus has a moment of joyful realisation that his ministry is 

almost accomplished.  He has almost finished everything he set out to do, and he exclaims  in 

painful joy that the hour has come for him to be glorified.  But he is not thinking of human glory.  

He goes on “Very truly (or Amen, Amen) I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth 

and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies it bears much fruit.  Those who love their 

life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.  Whoever serves 

me must follow me, and where I am there will my servant be also.  Whoever serves me the Father 

will honour.”  (John 12:24-26)   

 

Jesus it tying up physical death, his physical death with the gaining of eternal life.  He is tying up 

our attitude to the life we have with our hopes of eternal life.  He is saying something very hard 

for us to hear.  Just as he is ready to die to bring his ministry to fulfilment, just as his death will 

accomplish God's purposes for the world, so if we would gain his eternal life, we too must look 

beyond our own precious individual lives to the good of others, to living in Jesus' way, being 

where he would be, doing what he would do.  That is what he means by believing in him.  He 

means believing in himself as God's Son, and in showing it by the way we seek to live in his 



way.  It is not just a case of mental assent and then do nothing, it is a case of taking this belief 

into the core of our being so that it affects and changes how we live in the world. 

 

Life is important.  We know that life is important.  This is why we worry about our health, and 

we mourn when our friends die, or are horrified by the slaughter of war or the painful deaths 

caused by famine. Life is the greatest gift, and we do well to treasure it.  The irony and the 

difficult balance that is called of us is to  love life, but not attach to much importance to the 

things of life in this world.  It is to love life, but not live it selfishly.  It is to love life, and love it 

most of all in others.  It is in seeking to live with that balance, because of our faith in Jesus that 

the life we have becomes eternal. 

 

For finally, when talking to his Father before his arrest and crucifixion, when praying for his 

followers, Jesus tells us what eternal life is.  It is his to give to all who God sends his way and it 

is to know the only true God and Jesus Christ, who is sent by God.  Eternal life is knowing God.  

And knowing God brings us this life.  Eternal life is knowing Jesus and is brought to us by our 

knowledge of Jesus, as the Christ, the Messiah, the one anointed and appointed by God to do his 

will in the world, and to bring the world into his will. 

 

The prayer Jesus prays to his Father is very intimate, and in its first section can seem almost 

exclusive, as Jesus talks to his Father about their relationship and their purpose in sending him to 

the world.  But then Jesus opens up his prayer to show that his twelve disciples are included in 

this very personal relationship of Father and Son, and then, in the section we read, to show that 

we too are part of it.  Eternal life is life lived within the very personal relationship of the 

Godhead, of the Trinity.  We are invited right into the heart of God.  This is what we celebrate 

each time we take communion, as we did last week.  We celebrate our communion with God – 

our coming into union with God.  And so our coming into union with all who are in union with 

God.    

 

And this union with God is eternal life.  It is life lived in God's sphere, even while we live in the 

world, which continues when we die.  There is no dichotomy between the two, just a fluid 

continuity.  From all that John's gospel can teach us on the matter, eternal life begins and ends 

with our relationship with Jesus.  We take on his life as we eat the flesh of the Son of Man.  We 

believe in him in a way that makes us want to live in his way.  We come to know him more and 

more, as we turn our lives to living in God's kingdom, God's sphere, God's way of being, with his 

priorities.  It is the most wonderful offer that people were ever made, to be at one with God, to be 

allowed into the very being of God and live there for ever.  And it is what Jesus came to bring us. 

 

So how should we respond to this wonderful truth?  John has the answer for that.  At the first 

ending to his gospel, in chapter 20 (chapter 21 seems to be an additional story to show that he 

was not in fact going to live forever as some thought).  There John concludes by saying “Now 

Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book.  

But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, 

and that through believing you may have life in his name.”   Amen. 

 

--- ooo --- 


