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C H A P T E R  1 6

JESUS’ DEATH IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN,  

1 JOHN, AND REVELATION

In the Gospel of John, 1 John, and the book of Revelation we find the same 
kind of formulaic allusions to the salvific significance of Jesus’ death that are 
common elsewhere in the New Testament. In the case of the Fourth Gospel, 
those allusions appear in the context of a narrative that provides a background 
against which they can and should be read. Given that the First Letter of John 
is so closely related to the Gospel of John in its language and style, there is 
good reason to look to that Gospel as well for the general background and 
ideas necessary to interpret the letter’s formulaic allusions to Jesus’ death. For 
the sake of convenience, in this chapter we will look at the relatively few allu-
sions to Jesus’ death in the book of Revelation as well, even though its relation 
to the Gospel of John and the Johannine epistles is not entirely clear.1

JESUS’ DEATH IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

Reconstructing the original context of the Fourth Gospel is complicated due 
to the uncertainty that exists regarding the relation of this Gospel and the 
Johannine epistles to the other writings that make up the New Testament, 
including not only the Synoptic Gospels but the Pauline epistles. Because 
the Johannine writings are unique in many ways, reflecting certain ideas and 
using a style and language that set them apart from the other New Testament 
writings, and because the Fourth Gospel is so different from the Synoptic 
Gospels, it has been common for scholars to maintain that the Fourth Gospel 
and Johannine epistles derive from a context that is distinct and to some 
degree even disconnected from the contexts in which those other writings 
arose.2 It is generally agreed that the Johannine writings were composed 

1. On the question of the authorship of the book of Revelation and the relation of the author to the 
authors of the Gospel of John and the three Johannine epistles, see especially Urban C. von Wahlde,  e Gospel 
and Letters of John (ECC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 1:2-7; 3:6-9. 1is question is also explored by Ian 
Boxall, “From the Apocalypse of John to the Johannine ‘Apocalypse in Reverse’: Intimations of Apocalyptic 
and the Quest for a Relationship,” in John’s Gospel and Intimations of Apocalyptic (ed. Catrin H. Williams and 
Christopher Rowland; London: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2013), 58-78.

2. On the background of the Fourth Gospel and the Johannine epistles and the relation among them, see 
especially James H. Charlesworth, “From Old to New: Paradigm Shifts concerning Judaism, the Gospel of 
John, Jesus, and the Advent of ‘Christianity’,” in Jesus Research: An International Perspective.  e First Princeton-
Prague Symposium on Jesus Research, Prague 2005 (ed. James H. Charlesworth and Petr Pokorný; PPSHJ 1; 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 59-66; Andreas J. Köstenberger, “1e Destruction of the Second Temple and 
the Composition of the Fourth Gospel,” in Challenging Perspectives on the Gospel of John (ed. John Lierman; 
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toward the end of the first century CE, probably during the last decade.3 
1ere are also certain indications that the Fourth Gospel as it now stands is 
the product of a process of redaction that took place in various stages.4 All of 
this makes it difficult not only to reconstruct the original context but even 
to speak of an original context of the Gospel, since if it was composed over a 
period of time, it responds to a number of different contexts.

For the same reason, it is problematic to speak of the “author” of the Fourth 
Gospel or the “fourth evangelist.” If the Gospel is as it now stands is the result 
of a series of redactions, then there is no single author. Whoever wrote the 
Gospel in its earliest form may also have simply transmitted material received 
from one particular source rather than composing something entirely original. 
Furthermore, it is not clear what relation the Gospel has to Jesus’ disciple, 
John the son of Zebedee.5 For our purposes here, it is not necessary to enter 
into any discussion regarding the complex question of the authorship of the 
Fourth Gospel. In spite of the many uncertainties with regard to the Gospel’s 
authorship and the possibility that it is not the product of a single author, here 
I will speak of the author or evangelist in the singular and, following tradition, 
also refer to the author as “John.” 

Although material from the Gospel may respond to a variety of contexts, 
certain aspects of the original context or contexts in which it was written are 
clear from the Gospel itself. First, it was composed in a context of conflict 
and, second, the conflict revolved primarily around the claims being made 

WUNT 2/219; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006), 72-76. For the view that the Fourth Gospel is the product of 
a Johannine community, see John Ashton, Understanding the Fourth Gospel, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2007), 22-33, 100-133. On the problems involved in positing that a Johannine community was behind 
the Fourth Gospel, see Edward W. Klink III,  e Sheep of the Fold:  e Audience and Origin of the Gospel of 
John (SNTSMS 141; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 1-41, 64-87. Klink notes, “1ere is 
no widespread agreement on the origin of the Johannine literature; neither the order of the writings nor 
their shared or distinct authorship has been determined” (38). Toan Do argues that, on the basis of the “style, 
language, and theological perspective” of 1 John, “the author of 1 John is not identical with the author of the 
Gospel of John” (Re- inking the Death of Jesus: An Exegetical and  eological Study of Hilasmos and Agapē in 1 
John 2:1-2 and 4:7-10; CBET; Leuven: Peeters, 2014, 22; see 12-22).

3. On the problems of dating the Gospel of John and the three epistles of John, see Martinus C. de Boer, 
“Johannine History and Johannine 1eology: 1e Death of Jesus and the Glorification of the Son of Man,” in 
 e Death of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel (ed. G. Van Belle; BETL 200; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2007), 
293-304; D. Moody Smith, John (ANTC; Nashville: Abingdon, 1999), 39-43; Ruth B. Edwards,  e Johannine 
Epistles (NTG; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 47-56. Raimo Hakola rightly points out that the 
question of “the sequence in which the Gospel and Epistles were written... is all the more complicated if we 
reckon that the Gospel itself was composed in different stages. In this case, it could be argued that an early 
version of the Gospel predates the Epistles which are, however, contemporary or prior to the final redaction 
of the Gospel (especially John 21 and especially John 15-17)” (Reconsidering Johannine Christianity: A Social 
Identity Approach; BW; New York: Routledge, 2015, 67; see 67-95).

4. On the idea that John was composed over a period of time in a number of different stages, see Stephen 
S. Smalley, John: Evangelist and Interpreter (Nashville: T. Nelson, 1984), 114-17. 1is idea has particularly 
been developed by scholars such as Rudolf Bultmann ( e Gospel of John: A Commentary, trans. G. R. Beasley-
Murray, R. W. N. Hoare, and J. K. Riches; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971) and Raymond E. Brown ( e 
Community of the Beloved Disciple; New York: Paulist, 1979). More recently, in the first of the three volumes 
of his commentary on the Gospel and Epistles attributed to John, von Wahlde has argued that these writings 
were composed in three stages or editions (Gospel and Letters of John, Vol. 1; see especially 1-56).

5. Regarding the possible relation of the fourth evangelist to John the son of Zebedee, see Francis J. 
Moloney and Daniel J. Harrington,  e Gospel of John (SP 4; Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1998), 6-9.
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with regard to Jesus’ messiahship and his relation to God. 1is conflict is par-
ticularly evident from the three passages that speak of those believing in Jesus 
being expelled from the synagogues ( John 9:22; 12:42; 16:2), which evidently 
refer to what was taking place in the contexts in which the Gospel was writ-
ten.6 Although several of the conflicts between Jesus and his adversaries in the 
Gospel have to do with questions related to the law of Moses and worship at 
the Jerusalem temple, ultimately they all revolve around the question of Jesus’ 
divine authority and his identity as Messiah and Son of God (2:13-22; 5:16-
19, 30-47; 7:14-32, 44-52; 8:3-59; 9:14-16, 28-29; 10:22-39; cf. 6:32). 

In reality, at the heart of these conflicts are soteriological questions. 1e 
main question is whether the salvation promised by Israel’s God is to come 
through Jesus. 1e author refers to those opposing Jesus either as Pharisees 
or Ioudaioi. For the most part, the latter term seems to refer to a particular 
group of Jews rather than the Jewish people in general or collectively.7 1is 
group may be composed of certain Jewish authorities and those who sub-
mit to their leadership. Numerous scholars have suggested that in the Fourth 
Gospel the term Ioudaioi is best translated “Judeans,” since this group appears 
to be associated with certain Jews in Jerusalem and the region of Judea sur-
rounding Jerusalem. Because of the unique manner in which John uses the 
term throughout the Gospel, here I will use quotation marks to speak of the 
“Jews” when referring to those whom John calls the Ioudaioi. 

For the most part, those who oppose Jesus in the Gospel insist that he is 
not the Messiah or God’s Son and therefore that salvation depends not on fol-
lowing Jesus but on observance of the law given through Moses. Jesus’ oppo-
nents therefore set Jesus and Moses at odds with one another.8 In contrast, the 
Fourth Gospel repeatedly presents Jesus as the one to whom Moses pointed 
as well as the one through whom all that Moses and the other prophets wrote 
is fulfilled. Naturally, these beliefs had important practical implications for 
the members of the communities that were in conflict with one another.

Salvation and Belief in Jesus in the Fourth Gospel

In John 20:31, the author of John states explicitly the purpose for which he 
wrote his Gospel: “these things are written so that you may (come to) believe 

6. On this possibility, see Claudia Setzer, Jewish Responses to Early Christians: History and Polemics, 30-150 
C.E. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994), 91-93, 96-98. On the social makeup of the Johannine groups, see Wayne 
A. Meeks, “Breaking Away: 1ree New Testament Pictures of Christianity’s Separation from the Jewish 
Communities,” in “To See Ourselves as Others See Us”: Christians, Jews, “Others” in Late Antiquity (ed. Jacob 
Neusner and Ernest S. Frerichs; SPSH 9; Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1984), 94-104.

7. On this discussion, see Urban C. von Wahlde, “1e Jews in the Gospel of John: Fifteen Years of Research 
(1983-1998),” ETL 76 (2000): 30-55; Cornelius Bennema, “1e Identity and Composition of  in 
the Gospel of John,” TynB 60 (2009): 239-63. For the argument against translating Ioudaioi as “Jews,” see James 
H. Charlesworth, “1e Gospel of John: Exclusivism Caused by a Social Setting Different from 1at of Jesus 
( John 11:54 and 14:6),” in Anti-Judaism and the Fourth Gospel (ed. Reimund Bieringer, Didier Pollefeyt, and 
Frederique Vandecasteele-Vanneuville; Louisville, KY: Westerminster John Knox, 2001), 249-59.

8. On the comparison between Jesus and Moses in the Fourth Gospel, see James F. McGrath, John’s 
Apologetic Christology: Legitimation and Development in Johannine Christology (SNTSMS 111; Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press), 2001.
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that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you 
may have life in his name.” It is not entirely clear whether these words are 
addressed primarily to believers or non-believers. Even if the preferred read-
ing is the aorist subjunctive pisteusēte (come to believe) rather than the present 
subjunctive pisteuēte (continue believing), it seems doubtful that the author 
was writing exclusively to non-believers with the goal of bringing them to 
believe in Jesus. It would also be a mistake to reduce the author’s purpose 
entirely to what is stated in 20:31, since the Gospel’s length and complexity 
point to a variety of objectives. Nevertheless, it can hardly be doubted that 
the central theme running throughout the Gospel is that Jesus is truly the 
Messiah and Son of God and thus that those who believe in him obtain life 
and salvation. Reflecting the author’s consistent use of the verb pisteuein and 
his avoidance of the noun pistis throughout the Gospel, here we will generally 
speak of “believing” rather than “faith” when discussing his thought.

In order to understand why life and salvation result from believing in Jesus, 
it is necessary to examine the activity on behalf of others that the Gospel 
ascribes to Jesus. While the author mentions Jesus’ teaching activity, for the 
most part the content of that teaching has to do with Jesus himself and his 
divine identity. In fact, Jesus does not pronounce any type of ethical impera-
tive in the Gospel until chapter 13, the Last Supper scene, where he tells his 
disciples to wash each other’s feet as he has done and to love one another as 
he has loved them (13:14-15, 34-35). Outside of this, the imperatives running 
throughout the Gospel consist almost exclusively of exhortations to believe in 
and identify with Jesus. 1e author’s ethical imperative, therefore, is extremely 
general: what is necessary is to believe in Jesus and practice the same love for 
God and others that Jesus embodies. Concrete explanations of what forms 
that love is to take in the everyday life of believers are virtually non-existent.

To speak of how Jesus saves others, the author ascribes to Jesus a variety 
of images, symbols, and metaphors that are similarly quite vague in meaning 
and do little more than present Jesus as the source of life for those who believe 
in and follow him.9 1e notion that Jesus gives life to others appears at the 
very start of the Gospel, where John writes that “in him was life, and the life 
was the light of all people” (1:4). 1e theme of Jesus as the one through whom 
God gives life then appears repeatedly throughout the rest of the Gospel 
(3:15-16, 36; 4:14; 5:21-29, 40; 6:27-68; 8:12; 10:10, 28; 11:25; 14:6; 17:2; 
20:31), as does the imagery of Jesus being the “true light” that “enlightens 
everyone” (1:4, 9; 3:19; 8:12; 9:5; 12:35-36, 46).10 Jesus fulfills this role by 

9. On John’s use of symbols and metaphors, see Craig R. Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel: Meaning, 
Mystery, Community, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 4-17.

10. Commenting on John 1:4-5, von Wahlde affirms that the allusion to Jesus as the true light “would 
evoke a plethora of associations for the educated Jewish reader of the first century” and “a series of simpler 
contrasts in the Old Testament” (Gospel and Letters of John, 2:29). In particular, the imagery of Jesus as the 
light would remind the readers of the association of light with wisdom, the dualism between good and evil, 
and the dualism between darkness and daylight, in which the daylight is always “‘vanquished’ by darkness 
every evening” (29). Warren Carter notes that in Roman literature the image of light “frequently appears to 
symbolize Roman rule and beneficence” and on that basis argues that “the Prologue’s claim that Jesus, not 
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sharing his “fullness” and “grace upon grace” with others (1:16-18) and mak-
ing God known to others by speaking God’s word to them (3:34; 8:26-28, 
37-38; 12:49; 14:10-11, 24; 17:8, 14, 26). His act of turning water into wine 
seems to point forward to the new life of joy and salvation that is offered 
through him (2:1-11).11 By constituting himself or his body as a new temple, 
Jesus enables believers to attain access to God and experience God’s presence 
in a new way (2:19-21; 14:6; cf. 1:51). As he tells the Samaritan woman, he 
gives “living water” that gushes up to eternal life (4:10-14; cf. 7:38). 

Jesus is also the means by which God gives the Spirit (1:33; 3:34; 7:37-39; 
14:16-18, 26; 15:26; 16:7, 13-15; 20:22). As the “bread of life,” he enables those 
who eat his flesh and drink his blood to abide in him and live forever (6:48-
63). His word makes those who continue in it free (8:31-32). Jesus shepherds 
his followers as sheep and leads them to eternal life (10:1-16, 25-28). He also 
gives his disciples his joy and peace (14:27; 15:11; 16:33; 17:13; 20:19-21). As 
the true vine, he abides in his disciples and, together with his Father, comes 
to make his home in them (14:23; 15:1-8; 17:21). He grants them whatever 
they ask God in his name (16:24-27; cf. 15:7). Above all, however, Jesus gives 
to those who believe in him life both in this world and the world to come 
(3:14-16, 36; 5:21-22, 39-40; 10:10, 28; 17:2; 20:31). While to some extent 
they attain that life in the present world, it will only be theirs definitively 
when Jesus comes to raise the dead and to judge all, not in order to condemn 
but to save (3:17-21; 5:25-30; 6:44, 54; 11:25-26; 12:47-48). 

In most of these passages, it is clear that the author’s allusion is not merely 
to that which Jesus did during his earthly life, but also to that which he does 
in the present and will do in the future. Although the images used are vague in 
their meaning, it is clear that in some way they involve Jesus’ giving of himself 
to believers in order to bring about their salvation. 1is means that for John, 
Jesus’ saving activity is not confined to the past but continues in the present 
from God’s side in heaven, from where he continues to give of himself to oth-
ers until the day in which he will return to consummate their salvation.12 All 
of this makes it clear that, for John, God raised Jesus from the dead and glori-
fied him so that he might continue to be active on behalf of his followers in 
his risen condition and some day bring about the world’s salvation definitively. 

Rome, brings life and inextinguishable ‘light for people’ (1:4b-5) also imitates and contests common Roman 
claims to bless the world” (John and Empire: Initial Explorations; New York: T & T Clark, 2008, 152).

11. Richard Horsley and Tom 1atcher point to the social, political, and religious significance of Jesus’ first 
“sign” in John 2:1-11, which they see as “highly symbolic of the new life in fulfillment of Israelite tradition that 
Jesus is bringing.... [I]n appropriating the stone jars dedicated to ‘the Judeans’ rites of purification,’ Jesus clearly 
signals the arrival of a new political-economic-religious order alternative to the one headed by ‘the Judeans,’ 
an order that operates for the family and community life of the people in the villages” (John, Jesus, and the 
Renewal of Israel; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013, 111). According to John A. Dennis, by means of this account 
the fourth evangelist “intended to symbolize Jesus’ fulfillment of the Jewish expectation of an abundance of 
flowing wine in the messianic era” (Jesus’ Death and the Gathering of True Israel:  e Johannine Appropriation of 
Restoration  eology in the Light of John 11.47-52; WUNT 2/217; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006, 166).

12. 1is idea of Jesus’ ongoing activity from heaven is closely related to John’s presentation of Jesus’ death 
as his ascension into heaven, from where he continues to be active among his disciples; see de Boer, “Johannine 
History,” 308-26.



1048 JESUS’ DEATH IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN, 1 JOHN, AND REVELATION 

In the present, of course, God is also active among Jesus’ followers through the 
Holy Spirit, whom God has now given them through Jesus. 1us even though 
the Gospel often uses the language of realized eschatology, it also views salva-
tion and the giving of life as something that still lies in the future. 

Many of the images used in the Gospel stress the intimacy of the relation-
ship between Jesus and his followers. 1ey “eat” of him and “drink” of him and 
his blood, follow his voice as their shepherd, and abide in him as the branches 
in a vine. Such images indicate that, for the author, believing in Jesus involves 
not merely believing in his divine origin or identity but attaching oneself 
personally to him as his follower, disciple, and even “friend” ( John 15:13-15).

All of this means that John conceives of believing in Jesus as God’s Son 
not primarily in terms of assenting intellectually to the claims of messiahship 
and divine sonship made regarding Jesus, but rather as living in an intimate 
relationship with him and adhering in a metaphorical sense to Jesus and to 
God through him. Because the Gospel is addressed to people who did not 
know Jesus during his earthly ministry, the Jesus in whom they are called to 
believe and to attach themselves is the risen, glorified Jesus. It is in the present 
that he enlightens them, offers them living water and the bread of life, abides 
in them, cares for them as their shepherd, gives them life, joy, and peace, and 
intercedes on their behalf to God. In John’s thought, however, Jesus does all of 
these things on the basis of what he did during his earthly life. He transforms 
his followers not only by what he does in the present and will do in the future 
but by what he did in the past as well.

At the same time, the Gospel’s repeated emphasis on Jesus’ unity with 
the Father makes it clear that, for the author, it is not merely Jesus who gives 
himself to his followers in various ways but God who gives himself to the 
world through Jesus. 1e Son and the Father are so closely identified with one 
another and inseparable from one another that when one of them speaks or 
acts, the other does so as well. Unlike Paul, John stresses not only the union 
between believers and Jesus but between believers and God as well. 1is idea 
appears both in the Gospel and in 1 John.

In the Fourth Gospel, the culmination and ultimate expression of this 
self-giving of Jesus and his Father is Jesus’ death for others on the cross. Jesus’ 
death on the cross is the consequence of the giving of himself to others during 
his ministry and the conflicts this self-giving generates, yet in giving up his 
life Jesus also seeks to continue to give of himself to his followers in the ways 
described above following his resurrection. Because Jesus’ Father is active in 
all that Jesus does in his ministry and, after giving his Son over to death, sub-
sequently glorifies him so that he may continue to give himself to others, the 
self-giving of Jesus also represents the self-giving of God his Father. For John, 
this self-giving defines what love is and constitutes its essence. 

It is this same love that is to be reproduced in Jesus’ disciples and follow-
ers. As just noted above, the ethical teaching of the Gospel can virtually be 
reduced to loving God and others as Jesus has done and as God has done 
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through Jesus. It is important to stress, however, that for the fourth evangelist 
such love is inseparable from believing in Jesus and the God he proclaims and 
represents. In fact, believing in God and Jesus and obeying God and Jesus are 
essentially the same thing. 1is means that there is an intrinsic relationship 
between believing in Jesus and attaining salvation. Believing in Jesus as the 
Messiah and Son of God does not lead to salvation merely because God has 
arbitrarily established that belief as a condition or requirement in order to 
grant people salvation. Rather, believing in Jesus results in salvation because 
it enables one to live in the way that God desires and demands for one’s own 
good and that of others. 

1e fact that for John believing in Jesus is inseparable from living in love 
according to God’s will is evident from the key concepts and images that 
John associates with believing in Jesus throughout the Gospel. For example, 
as noted above, John repeatedly associates Jesus with the light as the one 
who enlightens all (1:4-9; 3:19-21; 8:12; 9:5; 11:9-10; 12:35-36, 46).13 While 
these passages repeatedly call on people to believe in Jesus as the light of the 
world, above all they insist on the need to walk in the light by following Jesus. 
To believe in Jesus is therefore to walk in him and let him illuminate one’s 
life. 1ese passages also draw a strong contrast between walking in the light 
associated with Jesus and walking in the darkness. To walk in darkness is 
not simply to be ignorant or to stumble but to practice evil (11:9-10; 12:35). 
Jesus tells Nicodemus, for example, “And this is the judgment, that the light 
has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because 
their deeds were evil. For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to 
the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. But those who do what is 
true come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been 
done in God” (3:19-21). Here it is evident that to believe in Jesus as the light 
of the world is to reject evil and do what is pleasing to God.

Jesus’ words to Nicodemus in this passage also relate the notion of truth 
to believing in Jesus and following him in doing what is right. In the Fourth 
Gospel, truth is not an abstract concept or a collection of doctrines to be 
believed but a way of acting and living. For that reason, in the passage just 
cited, Jesus refers to “those who do what is true.” Further on in the Gospel, 
after affirming that to continue in his word is to know the truth and be free 
(8:31-32), Jesus calls the devil a “murderer” and a “liar and the father of lies” 
because he “does not stand in the truth” and “there is no truth in him” (8:44). 
At the same time, Jesus accuses those who refuse to accept his word and 
believe him of having the devil as their father rather than God, and thus of 
being children of the devil rather than children of Abraham and of God, as 
they claim (8:39-47). Truth is associated with Jesus as “the way, the truth and 
the life” (14:6) as well as with the Spirit he will give the disciples, who as the 

13. As McGrath points out, “John presents Jesus as the embodiment, as the appearance in human history, 
of that which ‘the Jews’ claimed was to be found in the Torah, namely Wisdom and light” (John’s Apologetic 
Christology, 153-54).
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“Spirit of truth” guides believers “into all the truth” (14:17; 16:13). In his high 
priestly prayer in John 17, Jesus prays to the Father for his disciples, “Sanctify 
them in truth; your word is truth.... I sanctify myself so they may be sancti-
fied in truth” (17:17, 19). Later on, he tells a skeptical Pilate, “For this I was 
born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who 
belongs to the truth listens to my voice” (18:37). 1ese passages all indicate 
that to believe in Jesus and what he teaches as the truth involves not merely 
an intellectual assent to his teaching but living in the way he commands and 
embodies.

As several of these passages indicate, for the fourth evangelist the notion of 
truth is intimately related to believing in Jesus’ word and listening to his voice. 
John repeatedly insists that Jesus’ word is not merely something to be heard or 
believed but to be kept or observed (8:51; 12:46-50; 14:23-24; 15:20: 17:6). 1e 
word Jesus speaks to his disciples concerns living as servants (15:20). 1ose 
in whom Jesus’ word abides bear much fruit and abide not only in Jesus but 
in his love (15:7-10). To hear Jesus’ voice is to follow him as one’s shepherd 
(10:3-5, 16, 27). When Jesus says that it is those who refuse to accept his word 
who have the devil as their father, what he is condemning as demonic is not 
so much the lack of belief in himself but the way of life that results from that 
lack of belief, which is characterized by lies and murder in both a literal and 
figurative sense. It is therefore not merely unbelief that Jesus condemns but 
refusing to live as the Father desires and has revealed through Jesus (8:38-47). 
1e problem with those who do not accept the word of truth spoken by Jesus 
is that they live in sin as its slaves and cannot be liberated from that slavery 
by Jesus because they do not believe in him as the one through whom God 
speaks (8:31-35). As Jesus tells his adversaries in 5:38-42, “you do not have 
his word abiding in you, because you do not believe him whom [the Father] 
has sent. You search the scriptures because you think that in them you have 
eternal life; and it is they that testify on my behalf. Yet you refuse to come to 
me to have life.... I know that you do not have the love of God in you.” Here 
to believe and to have Jesus’ word abiding in one is contrasted not only with 
refusing to draw near to Jesus to receive the life he offers but failing to live 
according to the love of God. 

In other passages, Jesus also relates the lack of belief in him to the practice 
of sin and evil. Jesus’ own works, which are the works given him to do by God 
and the works of God himself, are contrasted with those of his adversaries, 
which are evil and result from a failure to believe in him and acknowledge that 
he comes from God (5:36-42; 10:37-39; 15:22-24). Jesus especially accuses 
those who claim to be followers of Moses yet refuse to believe in him of not 
actually obeying Moses but instead seeking their own glory, just like those 
who claim to be children of Abraham but reject Jesus are not truly Abraham’s 
children (5:44-47; 7:19-24; 8:33-40). 1ose who refuse to believe in Jesus will 
die in their sins, since their disbelief means that they are not living and acting 
in the way God desires (8:21-24; cf. 9:41; 15:22-24; 16:9).
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Although John speaks of the world as the object of God’s love and often 
uses the term world in a neutral sense, in many passages he presents the world 
as being opposed both to Jesus and to his disciples. Once again, while the sin 
of the world consists of not believing in Jesus, it also involves practicing sin, 
hatred, and injustice and persecuting the righteous (7:7; 8:23-24; 15:18-19; 
16:33; 17:14-16). 1is is because the world is ruled by the evil one (12:31; 
14:30; 16:11; 17:15). 1e fact that those who refuse to believe in Jesus are 
condemned not simply because of their lack of belief but because of the evil 
they do as a result of their not knowing Jesus or the God who sent him is 
evident from 5:24-29, where the basis upon which all people will be judged is 
not faith in Jesus but whether they have done good or evil.

All of this underscores the fact that, for the fourth evangelist, the failure to 
believe in Jesus leads to condemnation not because God has arbitrarily made 
such faith the condition for salvation, but because Jesus is the one who defines 
God’s will and enables others to live according to that will. In other words, it 
is not disbelief in Jesus itself that brings divine condemnation but the practice of sin 
and evil that is associated with that disbelief. In the thought of John, in order to 
obey God, one must know and understand God’s will; and since that will is 
revealed through Jesus, one can only obey God fully if one believes in Jesus as 
the Son of God and the one who speaks and acts for God and as God. 

Conversely, believing in Jesus leads to life and salvation because it enables 
one to live according to God’s will. 1is does not mean, however, that one is 
saved on account of one’s works. On the contrary, as in Paul and the rest of 
the New Testament, in the Fourth Gospel one is saved by faith alone. 1at 
faith saves, however, precisely because it is the means by which people are brought 
to live in conformity with God’s will. In the Fourth Gospel, believers do not 
produce the life of obedience to God in themselves. Rather, it is God who 
produces that life in them as they “eat” and “drink” of Jesus, listen to his voice, 
follow him as their shepherd, receive the living water he gives them, remain 
attached to him like branches in a vine, walk in him as the light and the way, 
hear his words, and have those words abide in them. It is also through the 
Spirit given through Jesus that both God and Jesus bring about in believers 
the new life of obedience necessary to attain salvation. 1at Spirit teaches 
believers all things, guides them into the truth, reminds them of what Jesus 
said, and enables them to understand Jesus’ words. 1e diverse images the 
Gospel uses regarding the way in which Jesus saves others, therefore, have to 
do not only with Jesus giving himself to believers as light, bread, blood, water, 
shepherd, and vine, but especially with the new way of living that they receive 
through Jesus.

Although the one commandment Jesus gives to his disciples is simply to 
love God and one another, the Gospel repeatedly stresses that this love is not 
something produced by believers themselves but by God and Jesus in them 
as they receive the love of the Father and the Son. When Jesus commands 
them to love, he adds that they are to love in the same way that he has loved 
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them (13:34-35; 15:9-14); and because Jesus’ love is that of God himself, the 
disciples are able to love because of the love of God that they have received 
through Jesus (14:21-23; 15:9; 16:27; 17:23, 26).

1ese ideas are stated even more explicitly in the First Epistle of John. 
Believers are enabled to love as God commands only because they abide in 
God and in Jesus and because, as they do so, the love of God and of Jesus 
abides in them (1 John 2:4-6, 15; 3:14-18, 23-24; 4:7-12, 16). As the author 
of the epistle stresses, those who believe are able to live in love and thereby 
attain true life only because they have first been loved by God: “In this is love, 
not that we loved God but that he loved us.... We love because he first loved 
us” (1 John 4:10, 19).

1e idea that believers are saved not by their own works but solely by 
believing in Jesus is perhaps stated most explicitly in John 6:29, where Jesus 
tells the crowd, “1is is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he 
has sent.” 1e idea is not that faith in Jesus is the one work that God has 
established as a condition or requirement in order to save people. As Jesus 
has stated in the previous section of the Gospel, the condition for salvation 
is that one do good rather than evil (5:29). Rather, believing in Jesus is the 
one “work” or act that God commands because, as Paul teaches, once a person 
comes to believe in Jesus and the God he represents, the new life of obedi-
ence and love that God demands follows naturally as a consequence. 1is is 
not only because God remains active through Jesus and the Spirit to bring 
about that new life, but also because, by definition, truly believing and trust-
ing in Jesus means following him wherever he leads and doing all that he 
commands. 

In summary, then, there is an intrinsic relation between believing in Jesus 
and attaining the life and salvation of which the Fourth Gospel speaks. 1e 
reason why believing and abiding in Jesus and following him leads to life and 
salvation is that it brings one to live in accordance with God’s will as it has 
been revealed most fully through Jesus, practicing the same love seen not only 
in Jesus but in the God who sent him.

Jesus’ Death in the Fourth Gospel

Like the Synoptics, the Fourth Gospel sees Jesus’ death as the consequence 
of the conflicts generated by Jesus’ teaching and ministry as well as Jesus’ 
faithfulness to his mission. Discussing the central plot of the Gospel, Warren 
Carter proposes that

John’s story of Jesus enacts Jesus’ claim to be God’s chosen agent, authorized by 
God to make a definitive revelation of God’s life-giving purposes and to take 
away the sin of the Roman ruled world. In living out this claim in his words and 
works, Jesus conflicts with the Rome allied Jerusalem elite and their Roman ally, 
the provincial governor Pilate, confronting and challenging their power over, and 
vision of, an unjust societal order, which is contrary to God’s life-giving purposes. 
1e Jerusalem elite reject Jesus’ claim and revelation of God’s purposes of life, 
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preferring to defend the status quo by putting him to death. But surprisingly his 
death is not the end. God raises him, thereby revealing the limit of their power 
and the error of their societal order.14 

Almost from the very start of the Gospel, the author of John mentions 
the rejection of Jesus by his own and begins to present the Jewish leaders in 
negative terms (1:10-11, 19-28). 1e first open conflict between Jesus and 
the “Jews” takes place when Jesus enters the temple during the Passover and 
drives out those selling and changing money there (2:13-25). John may have 
put this account toward the beginning of the Gospel rather than associating 
it with Jesus’ final trip to Jerusalem because he wanted to present Jesus as the 
one who takes the initiative in denouncing the injustices and oppressive ways 
of the Jewish religious leaders.15

In the following chapters, the author repeatedly mentions the desire of 
Jesus’ adversaries to arrest him and put him to death in the context of the 
conflicts that arise as a result of his teaching regarding his relation to God and 
the signs he performs. After Jesus heals a man on the Sabbath in Jerusalem, 
the “Jews” begin to persecute Jesus and seek to kill him (5:16-18).16 When 
Jesus returns to Jerusalem, once again some look to arrest him and put him 
to death (7:19-32, 44-45; 8:37, 59; 10:31-39). Ultimately, it is his raising of 
Lazarus that leads Caiaphas and the Jewish authorities to take action against 
Jesus definitively (11:47-53). While the reason that the author gives for the 
desire of Jesus’ adversaries to kill him has to do with the claims that Jesus is 
the Messiah and the Son of God, it is significant that the conflicts that lead 
to his death also take place following his activity of healing others and raising 
Lazarus from the dead. 1us it is not only the claims regarding Jesus’ identity 
that lead to his death but the works he performs on behalf of others out of 
love for them as well.

1e idea that Jesus’ death fulfills the Scriptures is also prominent in the 
Fourth Gospel. In his account of Jesus’ passion and crucifixion, the author 
regards a number of things that happen to Jesus as having been foretold in the 
Scriptures, including his betrayal by Judas, his experiencing of thirst, and the 
casting of lots over his clothes (13:18; 17:12; 19:28, 35). Likewise, Jesus’ resur-
rection is said to have been announced beforehand in the Scripture (20:9). In 

14. Carter, John and Empire, 148.
15. According to many scholars, in John’s thought, Jesus in some sense replaces the temple, 

becoming the place of God’s presence; see Udo Schnelle, “Die Tempelreinigung und die Christologie des 
Johannesevangeliums,” NTS 42 (1996): 359-73; Paul M. Hoskins, Jesus as the Fulfillment of the Temple in the 
Gospel of John (PBM; Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2006), 118-93; Beate Kowalski, “Anticipations of Jesus’ 
Death in the Gospel of John,” in Death of Jesus, ed. Van Belle 603-4, 608; Mary L. Coloe, “1e Nazarene 
King: Pilate’s Title as the Key to John’s Crucifixion,” in Death of Jesus, ed. Van Belle, 839-48. Käre Fuglseth, 
however, argues that we must not confuse fulfillment with replacement (Johannine Sectarianism in Perspective: 
A Sociological, Historical, and Comparative Analysis of Temple and Social Relationships in the Gospel of John; 
NovTSup 119; Leiden: Brill, 2005, 137; see 136-43).

16. As Severino Pancaro notes, John’s presentation of Jesus’ healing activity on the Sabbath implies that he 
is “the Son of God, who shares in the divine prerogatives of giving life (zōopoiein) and judging (krinein)” ( e 
Law in the Fourth Gospel:  e Torah and the Gospel, Moses and Jesus, Judaism and Christianity according to John; 
NovTSup 42; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975, 14).
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3:14-15, Moses’ lifting up of the serpent in the wilderness is seen as prefigur-
ing typologically the manner in which Jesus would be lifted up on the cross. 
Most interpreters also agree that the fourth evangelist presents the sacrifice 
of the Passover lamb as pointing forward to Jesus’ death. Pilate hands Jesus 
over to be crucified at the hour in which the Passover lambs were sacrificed 
and, following Jesus’ death, the author affirms that none of Jesus’ bones were 
broken, apparently alluding to Exod. 12:46 ( John 19:14-16, 36).17 Other pas-
sages from the Gospel present Jesus as the fulfillment of the Scriptures in 
general terms (1:45; 5:45-47; 6:14, 31-32, 44-45; 7:40-42; 8:53-58; 12:37-38; 
15:25). John follows the other New Testament writings, then, in presenting 
Jesus’ ministry and subsequent death as part of a divine plan aimed at the 
redemption of others. 

Some of the language and imagery that John uses to allude to Jesus’ death 
is unique to his Gospel. He sees Jesus’ death and resurrection or glorification 
as inseparable from one another. 1ey constitute a single “hour” (7:30; 8:20; 
12:23-28; 13:1; 17:1; cf. 13:31-32).18 Jesus’ death is at the same time his glo-
rification (12:23-24; 13:31-32; 17:1, 5). 1e author repeatedly speaks of Jesus’ 
death as the means by which he departs from the present world in order to 
go to the Father; this idea appears over twenty-five times in the Gospel (see 
especially 7:33-36; 13:1, 3; 14:2-4, 12, 28; 16:5-10, 17, 28). John also contrasts 
Jesus’ descent with his ascent (3:13; 6:62), implying that the latter takes place 
not only through Jesus’ resurrection but through his death as well.

John’s allusion in 3:14-15 to Jesus being “lifted up” like Moses lifted up the 
serpent on a bronze pole should be seen as referring not only to the way Jesus 
is lifted up on the cross but also to his ascension into heaven.19 1ere all can 
look to him for salvation, just as the Israelites looked up to the bronze serpent 
raised high on the pole in order to be healed. 1e preceding verse makes this 
clear: “No one has ascended into heaven except the one who descended from 
heaven, the Son of Man” (3:13). In chapter 8, in the context of an argument 
with the Pharisees, after Jesus tells the “Jews” that he is “going away,” he con-
tinues: “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will realize that I 
am he” (8:38). 1e fact that it is Jesus’ adversaries who will lift him up leaves 
no doubt that the author has Jesus’ death on a Roman cross in mind, yet only 
after he has been glorified will it become fully clear who he is. As in numerous 
other passages from the Gospel, here in 8:38 Jesus’ affirmation “I am” seems to 

17. On the idea that John presents Jesus as a Passover lamb in John 19, see Jesper Tang Nielsen, “1e 
Lamb of God: 1e Cognitive Structure of a Johannine Metaphor,” in Imagery in the Gospel of John: Terms, 
Forms,  emes, and  eology of Johannine Figurative Language (ed. Jörg Frey, Jan G. van der Watt, and Ruben 
Zimmermann; WUNT 200; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006), 252-54.

18. As J. Nielsen writes, in the Fourth Gospel, “1e moment of glorification is the appointed hour of Jesus 
(12:23; 17:1), which is the time of his passion (7:30; 8:30) and his departure to the Father (13:1).” 1us the 
“hour of Jesus... constitutes a chain of events from the coming of the Greeks to Jesus, to the footwashing, the 
passion, resurrection appearances, and giving of the spirit” (“Lamb of God,” 248).

19. Raymond E. Brown, for example, compares John 3:14 with Acts 2:33 and 5:31, which refer to Jesus’ 
ascension, observing that all of these passages use the same verb hupsoun ( e Gospel according to John; AB 29; 
Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966, 1:145-46).
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point to his divine status, given the fact that Israel’s God originally revealed 
his name to Moses as “I am” (Exod. 3:14).

1e most explicit affirmation of the idea that Jesus’ death is the means by 
which he ascends to heaven and is glorified is found in 12:31-34. After Jesus 
announces that “the hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified” and 
states that only when a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies can it bear 
fruit, the author speaks of Jesus’ anguish over his death as well as his glorifica-
tion of his Father’s name (12:23-30). 1e author then has Jesus affirm: “Now 
is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out. 
And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” 1e 
author immediately adds his own comment: “He said this to indicate the kind 
of death he was to die” (12:31-33). Following this, the crowd asks how Jesus 
can say that the Son of Man must be “lifted up” if the law affirms that “the 
Messiah remains forever” (12:34). In this passage, then, Jesus’ lifting up from 
the earth on the cross is at the same time the means by which he is glorified 
so as to be able to draw all people to himself. 20

1e symbolic significance of this form of death is mentioned again in 
18:31-32, where the “Jews” insist that Pilate put Jesus to death and the author 
then adds: “1is was to fulfill what Jesus had said when he indicated the kind 
of death he was to die.” 1e idea is that, if the Romans put Jesus to death, it 
will be on a cross rather than by having him stoned. For the author, therefore, 
here as in 3:14-15 and 12:31-33, Jesus must be lifted up on a cross because of 
the deeper significance of such a death as not just a death but a means of exal-
tation to heaven. In fact, the author may have in mind not only Jesus’ being 
taken up to heaven but also his being enthroned as king through the way that 
he is exalted in his death.21

It must be stressed, however, that for the author of the Fourth Gospel 
Jesus’ death is not merely a stepping-stone or precondition for his glorifica-
tion, as if the need were merely for Jesus to die in order that he might then be 
raised from the dead. On the contrary, Jesus’ death is the result and ultimate 
expression of his commitment to giving himself to others in loving service 
and bringing them into conformity with God’s will. For John, the precondi-
tion to Jesus’ glorification is not so much his death but his carrying out the 
work of the Father during his time on earth, glorifying his Father through 
his words and deeds so that others may come to know him. Jesus dies and is 
subsequently raised by his Father because he dedicates himself entirely to the 
salvation of others by making his Father known to them and bringing them 
to believe in himself as the one who speaks and acts for God. On that basis, 
he enables them to live in the way God desires and commands.

20. See de Boer, “Johannine History,” 304-20; J. Nielsen, “Lamb of God,” 244-47.
21. On this point, see Judith Kovacs, “‘Now Shall the Ruler of 1is World Be Driven Out’: Jesus’ Death 

as Cosmic Battle in John 12:20-36,” JBL 114 (1995): 244-46. On the Johannine passages that present Jesus’ 
crucifixion as his exaltation and glorification in general, see especially Hanjo-Christoph Kollmann, Die 
Kreuzigung Jesu nach Joh 19,16-22: Ein Beitrag zur Kreuzestheologie des Johannes im Vergleich mit den Synoptikern 
(EH 23/701; Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2000), 159-85.
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In his passion narrative, John follows the Synoptics in presenting Jesus as 
an alternative king who is ironically crowned and enthroned by those mocking 
him and putting him to death.22 More than the Synoptics, John particularly 
stresses Jesus’ dignity and authority in relation to the high priests and Pilate. 
He also seems to contrast Jesus with the Roman emperor when he presents 
the mob before Pilate claiming that they have no king but Caesar and insist-
ing that, if Pilate does not crucify Jesus, he is not Caesar’s friend (19:12-15).23

1e principal and overriding idea running throughout John’s allusions to 
Jesus’ death, however, is that it is the ultimate expression of Jesus’ love for 
others, as well as the love of the Father for the world. While John 3:16 does 
not mention Jesus’ death explicitly, the affirmation that “God so loved the 
world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may 
not perish but may have eternal life” seems to imply that this “giving” of the 
Son embraces not only the Father’s sending of the Son but also the Father’s 
giving him over to death. 

1e most explicit association of Jesus’ death with Jesus’ love for others 
appears in the Last Supper scene in John 13. 1e chapter begins with the 
author affirming, “Now before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew that his 
hour had come to depart from this world and go to the Father. Having loved 
his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end” (13:1). Immediately, 
after reflecting on his death, Jesus gets up from the table and prepares himself 
to wash the feet of his disciples (13:3-5). After he has done so, he tells them: 
“Do you know what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord—
and you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have 
washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set 
you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you. Very truly, I 
tell you, servants are not greater than their master, nor are messengers greater 
than the one who sent them” (13:12-16). Here Jesus defines what it means for 
him to be the Lord and Teacher of others: it is to love them and give himself 
fully to them. In this same context, Jesus tells the disciples: “I give you a new 
commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also 
should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, 
if you have love for one another” (13:34-35).

Later on in the Last Supper account, Jesus repeats again that to love him is 
to keep his commandments and his word, evidently referring to his command 
to love one another (14:15, 21-24). Subsequently he adds: 

22. In his passion narrative, John follows the Synoptics in presenting Jesus as an alternative king who is 
ironically crowned and enthroned by those mocking him and putting him to death. On this point, see Jerome 
H. Neyrey, “‘Despising the Shame of the Cross’: Honor and Shame in the Johannine Passion Narrative,” in 
Social-Scientific Approaches to New Testament Interpretation (ed. David G. Horrell; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 
1999), 151-76; Gilbert Van Belle, “1e Death of Jesus and the Literary Unity of the Fourth Gospel,” in Death 
of Jesus, ed. Van Belle, 33-34. For an in-depth comparison of John’s understanding of Jesus’ death and the 
understanding of the Synoptics, see Kollmann, Die Kreuzigung Jesu, 237-339.

23. On this point, see especially Lance Byron Richey, Roman Imperial Ideology and the Gospel of John 
(CBPMS 43; Washington, DC: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 2007), 166-83.
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“As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love. If you keep my 
commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s com-
mandments and abide in his love. I have said these things to you so that my joy 
may be in you, and that your joy may be complete. 1is is my commandment, that 
you love one another as I have loved you. No one has greater love than this, to lay 
down one’s life for one’s friends. You are my friends if you do what I command 
you. I do not call you servants any longer, because the servant does not know what 
the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to 
you everything that I have heard from my Father. You did not choose me but I 
chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that 
the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name. I am giving you these 
commands so that you may love one another” (15:9-17).

Several aspects of this passage should be noted here. First, the love that 
Jesus brings about in the disciples and commands them to practice is his same 
love, which “abides” in the disciples as they abide in him. Second, Jesus stresses 
that his death is the ultimate expression of his love and love in general: there 
is no greater love in the world than that which he is showing by laying down 
his life for his disciples, whom he calls his “friends.” And third, the passage 
speaks of the disciples bearing “fruit that will last.” 1is echoes Jesus’ words 
not only in the preceding verses, in which he tells the disciples that if they 
abide in him as branches in a vine, they will bear much fruit (15:1-8), but also 
in John 12:24, where he affirms: “Very truly, 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.” Although in this latter case the “fruit” seems to be believers who 
live in love rather than the acts of love they perform, Jesus here defines his 
purpose in giving up his life in terms of producing “much fruit.” 

All of this indicates that, while for John Jesus’ death is the ultimate 
expression of his love for others as well as God’s love for the world, it also 
impels those who believe in him to practice the same kind of love for others. 
1is brings us to the question of how Jesus’ death is “for others” in the Fourth 
Gospel. 

Jesus’ Death “for Others”

On the basis of the ideas we have examined above, we can now begin to 
grasp the sense in which Jesus’ death is “for others” in the Gospel of John. 1e 
author of the Gospel uses the Greek preposition huper in several passages to 
speak of Jesus dying “for” others. In 10:11, 15, Jesus refers to himself as the 
good shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep. 1e high priest Caiaphas 
unwittingly prophesies that Jesus will die for the people or nation in 11:50-52 
(cf. 18:14). As already noted, during the Last Supper Jesus himself is pre-
sented as telling his disciples that no one has greater love for others than the 
one who “lays down one’s life for one’s friends” (15:13). 

1ese passages have often been interpreted on the basis of the notion of 
penal substitution. 1e good shepherd is seen as dying in the place of the 
sheep, thereby saving them from the death they would otherwise suffer at the 
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hands of the attacking wolf (10:12-13).24 Similarly, it is claimed that Caiaphas 
predicts that Jesus will die in the place of the people or nation as their sub-
stitute. Leon Morris, for example, affirms regarding the words attributed to 
Caiaphas that “this way of putting it means a definitely substitutionary death. 
Either the nation dies or Jesus dies. But if he dies the nation lives. It is his life 
instead of theirs.”25 Morris also finds the idea of substitution in John 15:13: 
“when Jesus spoke on the eve of the crucifixion of laying down his life for his 
friends, there can be little doubt but that he meant that he died in order that 
they might not die. In other words, he took their place. 1e language is not 
unambiguously substitutionary, but the thought of the passage, I think, is.”26

In reality, however, such interpretations involve reading back into the text 
ideas that are not present there. Above all, none of these passages present 
Jesus in his death suffering any type of penalty for others as their substitute. 
In John 10:11-18, the imagery is not that of a wolf inflicting some type of 
penalty on the sheep by attacking them for their wrongdoings. Nor does the 
shepherd offer his life to the wolf in exchange for the sheep. Rather, the idea 
is that the shepherd risks his life to kill the wolf so that it can do no harm to 
the sheep. In fact, if the wolf is able to kill the shepherd, it will no doubt then 
turn on the unprotected sheep to kill some of them as well. Numerous schol-
ars have pointed out that, in ancient Greek literature, the phrase tithenai tēn 
psuchēn, generally translated “to lay down one’s life,” does not necessarily mean 
to die, but rather to be willing to die.27 1is interpretation makes good sense 
here, since in itself the death of a shepherd does not accomplish anything 
on behalf of the sheep. Instead, they are saved by the shepherd’s willingness 
to risk his life to save the sheep from the wolf. It is precisely this disposition 
to which Jesus’ words allude. In any case, to see in this passage an example 
of substitutionary death would involve equating the wolf that seeks to kill 
and eat the sheep with either God or God’s justice, making God the preda-
tor, unless the wolf is seen as symbolizing the devil. In that case, rather than 
involving penal substitution, the passage would be affirming a Christus Victor 
view according to which the devil agreed to take Jesus’ life instead of the life 
of others, the “sheep.” As we have noted previously, this interpretation is just 
as problematic as the penal substitution view, if not more so.

24. For this interpretation, see D. Moody Smith,  e  eology of the Gospel of John (NTT; Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995), 118-19; Urban C. von Wahlde, “1e Interpretation of the Death of Jesus 
in John Against the Background of First-Century Jewish Eschatological Expectations,” in Death of Jesus, ed. 
Van Belle, 561.

25. Leon Morris,  e Gospel According to John:  e English Text with Introduction, Exposition, and Notes 
(NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), 568. See also Jan G. van der Watt, “Salvation in the Gospel 
According to John,” in Salvation in the New Testament: Perspectives on Soteriology (ed. van der Watt; NovTSup 
121; Leiden: Brill, 2005), 115.

26. Leon Morris,  e Cross in the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), 174. Cf. Helge 
Kjær Nielsen, “John’s Understanding of the Death of Jesus,” in New Readings in John: Literary and  eological 
Perspectives. Essays from the Scandinavian Conference on the Fourth Gospel in Århus 1997 (ed. Johannes Nissen 
and Sigfred Pedersen; JSNTS 182; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 246.

27. H. Nielsen notes, “1e expression tithenai psuchēn huper tinos is—with regard to 10.11, 15—occasionally 
translated by ‘set his life at risk for someone’, that is, ‘risking his life for someone’” (“John’s Understanding,” 
244). Nielsen himself, however, does not favor that translation.
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Likewise, the words ascribed to Caiaphas in John 11:50-52 should not be 
taken as implying that Jesus was to die as the nation’s substitute. 1e idea is 
not that Rome—much less God—was demanding the death of someone as 
punishment for the people’s sins and thus accepted the death of Jesus rather 
than that of the people who had sinned. Rather, the logic behind the pas-
sage is that if many people came to believe in and follow Jesus as Israel’s 
Messiah, the Romans would be concerned that an uprising or rebellion was 
brewing among the Jewish people and would respond by coming to Jerusalem 
to destroy the city and its temple. It seems obvious that the author has in 
mind the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 CE as a result of the 
Jewish revolt. 

While Caiaphas’s words can be taken in the sense that a choice had to be 
made between having Jesus die and seeing the people as a whole destroyed, 
Jesus is not seen as dying in the people’s stead. Caiaphas is not offering Jesus 
up to Rome in exchange for Rome not attacking Jerusalem; much less is 
Caiaphas offering Jesus’ life up to God in exchange for God preventing a 
Roman attack. Rather, the idea is that Jesus’ death would put an end to the 
formation and consolidation of any type of group under Jesus that might rise 
up in opposition to Rome and thus incur Rome’s wrath. In fact, if Jesus was 
not put to death and as a result a rebellion took place, when the Romans came 
to destroy the rebels, they would especially look for Jesus to arrest and execute 
him as the one inciting the rebellion. 1us he would be the cause of the death 
of many, rather than the one saving others from death by dying as their sub-
stitute. Obviously, John’s thought here is ironic in that, from his perspective, 
in the end Rome will destroy the nation anyway, so that Jesus’ death did not 
actually deliver the nation from destruction at the hands of Rome. On the 
contrary, if John interpreted the destruction of Jerusalem as divine punish-
ment for Israel’s sins, including above all the people’s failure to accept Jesus 
as their Messiah, then the execution of Jesus indirectly led to that destruction 
rather than serving to prevent it. 1e reader of the Gospel understands that, 
in one sense, Caiaphas was wrong in that ultimately Jesus’ death would not 
prevent the Romans from destroying Jerusalem. In another sense, however, 
Jesus’ death would result in the salvation of many from within Israel, namely, 
those who would come to believe in Jesus.28

For the same reasons, there is no need to interpret Jesus’ allusion in John 
15:13 to laying down his life for his friends as involving any type of substi-
tution, much less penal substitution. While in the arrest scene in John 18:8, 

28. John A. Dennis has observed that “what is anticipatory and proleptic in the Temple pericope [in John 
2:13-22] becomes more concrete (though still yet to be fully realized) in 11.47-52. In the Temple pericope, the 
implicit signal to the reader that the Ioudaioi, Jesus’ opponents, will ‘tear down’ his body now becomes a concrete 
plan in 11.49-50. But what is most interesting is that in both passages, the actions and plans of the Ioudaioi 
will unwittingly bring about God’s restoration plans for Israel.... 1us, the two most widespread aspects of the 
restoration hopes of Israel, namely, a renewed or rebuilt Temple and the return of the exiles to that Temple, are 
specifically connected to the results of Jesus’ death and resurrection” (Jesus’ Death and the Gathering of True Israel: 
 e Johannine Appropriation of Restoration  eology in the Light of John 11.47-52; WUNT 2/217; Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2006, 186).
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Jesus tells the soldiers to take him and let his disciples go, he is not offering his 
life in exchange for theirs.29 1e alternative is not that either the soldiers will 
arrest Jesus and let the disciples go or else that they will arrest the disciples 
and let Jesus go. Either way, whether the disciples are arrested or not, Jesus 
himself will be arrested and ultimately put to death. For the same reason, John 
15:13 must not be read in the sense that Jesus takes upon himself something 
such as the “messianic tribulation” in order to deliver his disciples from that 
wrath or tribulation. Independently of what happens to the disciples, Jesus 
will himself suffer and die and therefore cannot be seen as offering to suffer 
and die in the place of others, as if his disciples would have suffered and died 
instead of Jesus had he not substituted himself for them. Once again, the idea 
in 15:13 is that Jesus’ death will benefit those he calls his friends in other ways.

1e fact that the author’s use of huper in these passages that refer to Jesus’ 
death should not be understood in the sense of substitution is also evident 
from his use of the same preposition in John 13:37-38, where Peter tells Jesus, 
“I will lay down my life for you” (tēn psuchēn mou huper sou thēsō). Here Peter is 
not offering to die as Jesus’ substitute. It was Jesus whom the “Jews” sought to 
kill, and neither they nor the Romans would consider accepting Peter’s death 
in the place of Jesus’ death. Peter’s offer is also obviously not substitutionary in 
a theological sense, in that he is not offering to undergo the punishment for 
human sins in Jesus’ place, much less offering to die for Jesus’ sins. 1e idea is 
rather that Peter is willing to fight on behalf of Jesus in order to save Jesus’ life. 
While in Peter’s mind this involves risking his life and perhaps even dying in 
order that Jesus may live and not be put to death, the idea is that of dying as 
a result of a struggle to defend Jesus from those seeking his death rather than 
offering himself up to someone as Jesus’ substitute.

If we look to the ideas developed previously in this chapter rather than 
to penal substitution views to interpret John’s language about Jesus dying 
for others, it becomes clear that Jesus’ death benefits others because it is the 
means by which he gives himself to and for them and at the same time brings 
them to give of themselves to God and others so as to attain eternal life. As we 
have seen above, for the fourth evangelist Jesus dies because he has dedicated 
his life to giving himself to and for others as God’s Son and, when confronted 
with the threat of death, he continues to seek to give himself to and for oth-
ers rather than to save his own life. At the same time, as Jesus affirms in John 
10:17-18, he gives up his life in death so that he can then take that life up 
again in order to continue and consummate his salvific activity on behalf of 
others. 1is salvific activity includes not only living in an intimate, loving 
union with his disciples in his glorified condition and returning some day to 
bring about their salvation definitively, but enabling them to love one another 
and give of themselves as Jesus has given of himself. For the author, these 
ideas are intimately and inseparably linked to one another: Jesus’ death is sal-
vific for others not only because it is the means by which he gives himself to 

29. For this interpretaton, see Moody Smith,  eology, 118.
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and for them and is subsequently glorified to a condition from which he will 
grant them eternal life, but also because together with his life of service it is 
the means by which he brings about in them the same love and commitment 
to others that is characteristic of Jesus himself and the God he calls “Father.” 
1is means that the condition upon which others are saved and obtain eternal 
life is not Jesus’ death per se, but the new life of obedience to God and to Jesus 
that results from Jesus’ giving of himself to and for them in life and death and 
from God giving of himself to them through Jesus.

Undoubtedly, for the fourth evangelist Jesus’ death brings about in his 
disciples the same type of love for others through the example it provides to 
them. After Jesus washes his disciples’ feet, he tells them explicitly that he 
has done so to set them an example of how they should treat others, though 
the idea is more that of a model or pattern to be followed (hupodeigma) than 
simply an example to be imitated ( John 13:15). In this case, of course, it is not 
Jesus’ death per se that provides the model but Jesus’ act of service, although 
the passage does appear to allude to Jesus’ death indirectly, as von Wahlde has 
noted.30 However, it would be a mistake to affirm that for John the purpose 
of Jesus’ death is simply to set an example or establish a model or pattern for 
others to follow. What Jesus commands his disciples to do is not to suffer or 
die but to love one another and others, no matter what the consequences. And 
the reason that they are to do this is not simply that Jesus loved them and was 
willing to give up his life for them and others, but that Jesus is their Lord, 
master, and savior whom they are to follow, love, and obey. 

In other words, John’s Jesus cannot expect his disciples to love others fully 
as he has commanded if he himself is ultimately concerned more for his own 
life than that of others and is not willing to love others up until the moment 
he gives up his spirit in death: “Having loved his own who were in the world, 
he loved them to the end” (13:1; cf. 19:30). From the perspective of Jesus as 
well as God, the giving up of Jesus’ life is the only way to create a community 
of disciples willing to dedicate themselves fully to giving themselves to and 
for others in love. At the same time, by creating such a community, Jesus will 
enable his disciples to experience among themselves on a constant basis the 
love of God, of Jesus, and of one another. 1is is what his death will accom-
plish and, in that sense, his death will be “for” them.

Jesus’ objective in giving up his life in love “for” others, then, is that of 
establishing a community in which all will live in love for their own good 
and that of others. By nature, truly to love others involves seeking to bring 
about in them the same type of love as well. Because love seeks the well-being 
and wholeness of others, true love is not just about giving oneself to and for 
others, but desiring and demanding that those who receive that love give of 

30. Von Wahlde reads John 13:15 in the light of 13:1, where Jesus is said to have loved his disciples “to the 
end”: “the footwashing of Jesus symbolizes the depth of Jesus’ love for the disciples even though the passage 
does not use the word ‘love’ itself. 1e love of Jesus that he is about to demonstrate in the Passion has a specific 
quality to it: it is a love ‘to the end’” (Gospel and Epistles of John, 2:597).
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themselves in the same way for their own good and the good of others. For 
this reason, Jesus could not truly love his disciples without insisting that they 
practice that same type of love themselves. 1is is why, throughout the Last 
Supper account in the Fourth Gospel, Jesus not only expresses his love for his 
disciples as well as God’s love for them, but also gives the disciples the “new 
commandment” that they love one another in the same way that he has loved 
them (13:34-35). For the same reason, Jesus stresses that those who experi-
ence the love of God and of Jesus himself must respond by loving God and 
Jesus in return and that this love must take the form of keeping Jesus’ words 
or commandments, which should be understood in terms of loving others 
(14:15, 21-26; 15:9-17; 17:24-26). Just as Jesus’ love for God is inseparable 
from Jesus’ love for others and God’s love for Jesus is inseparable from God’s 
love for the world, so also the disciples’ love for God and Jesus is inseparable 
from their love of one another. If Jesus asks and demands that the disciples 
love him, his Father, and one another, it is not for Jesus’ own sake or for God’s 
sake, but for the sake of the disciples themselves.

On the basis of these ideas, therefore, we can affirm that for the fourth 
evangelist Jesus’ death is “for others” primarily in that it constitutes the means 
by which he gives himself to and for them so that they will be enabled to give 
of themselves to and for one another and others and thus attain true life both 
for themselves and others. For John, this self-giving of Jesus to and for others, 
which is also the self-giving of God to and for others, begins with God’s send-
ing his Son into the world to accomplish the task or “work” of bringing others 
to live in the same love by giving themselves to and for others as well. 1is is 
something that God and God’s Son desire for all people, that is, the entire 
“world.” 1e way in which this task or “work” will be accomplished is by Jesus 
giving himself to and for others both in life and death, as well as calling on oth-
ers to do the same together with him. At the same time that he calls on others 
to give of themselves as he has and even commands them to do so for their own 
well-being and happiness, however, he also enables them to do so through his 
instruction, the example he provides, and the love he abundantly shows them: 
people can only come to love themselves and others if they are first loved. 

However, Jesus cannot expect others to live in love in the way he desires 
and commands if he is not willing to commit himself fully to loving them in 
the same way, no matter what the cost. He cannot command them to love in a 
way in which he himself is not willing to love. 1us, for the fourth evangelist, 
in order to complete his task, Jesus must be willing to give up his life “for” 
others. As he gives up his life, he not only seeks to be faithful to his mission 
but also asks God that he may be glorified following his death so that he may 
continue his efforts to bring about that love in his disciples by continuing to 
give of himself to and for them from heaven. He does this by giving them the 
Holy Spirit and guiding them by means of that Spirit as well as by interced-
ing to God on their behalf. His glorification also makes it possible for him 
to return some day to bring about their definitive salvation. Yet in order for 
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God to glorify him “for others,” Jesus must first be willing to give up his life 
“for others,” since he cannot be fully “for others” from heaven if he is not first 
fully “for others” in life and death. Had he shrunk from death or refused to 
drink the “cup” his Father had given him (18:11), he would have ceased to be 
“for others.” He could hardly be fully consecrated “for others” after he had 
been glorified had he failed to consecrate himself “for others” up until his very 
last breath. For that same reason, God gave his Son over to death rather than 
sparing him death, because only in that way could Jesus be fully consecrated 
to the salvation of others and bring about a community of people who also 
consecrate themselves to loving others.

Several of these ideas are stated explicitly in John’s Gospel. In John 17, 
Jesus asks the Father to glorify him so that he may give eternal life to oth-
ers and explicitly states that he is praying not merely on his own behalf but 
on behalf of his followers (17:1-10). In other words, he seeks to be glori-
fied not merely for his own sake but for theirs. Similarly, Jesus’ affirmation “for 
their sakes I sanctify (or consecrate) myself ” (huper autōn egō hagiazō emauton, 
17:19) can be understood, not only in a sacrificial sense,31 but in the sense 
that in his death he is consecrating himself fully to God by offering himself 
up in death so that, once glorified, he may be able to continue to give himself 
to others.32 Here Jesus states the purpose of consecrating himself for others 
in terms of their becoming sanctified or consecrated in truth like him and 
together with him (hina ōsin kai autoi hēgiasmenoi en alētheia). As we have 
noted above, “truth” for John involves a way of living and acting rather than 
merely a collection of ideas to which people are to give intellectual assent.33 

After he speaks of consecrating himself for others in 17:19, Jesus then 
continues his prayer interceding not only for those who had already become 
his disciples but for those who would later come to believe in him as well. 
Concretely, he seeks not only their salvation and glorification but also their 
union with the Father and with himself as well as with one another in love 
(17:20-26). 1us while Jesus’ death is the ultimate consequence and expres-
sion of his love for God and others and has as its objective his ongoing giving 
of himself to and for his followers subsequent to his glorification, it also has 
the objective of bringing about that same love and self-giving in those follow-
ers. As he has loved them in life and above all in giving himself up to death for 
them, so also they will come to love God, Jesus, and one another. 

31. Ernst Haenchen notes that “to sanctify” in John 17:19 “is used as a technical term of sacrificial 
discourse....” (John: A Commentary on the Gospel of John, trans. Robert W. Funk; ed. Funk and Ulrich Busse; 
Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984, 2:155). See also van der Watt, “Salvation,” 116. On the translation 
of hagiazein as “consecrate,” see Harold W. Attridge, “How Priestly is the ‘High Priestly’ Prayer in John 17?,” 
CBQ 75 (2013): 10-11.

32. As Rudolf Schnackenburg observes, Jesus’ petition to be glorified is in effect a prayer on behalf of 
others ( e Gospel According to St. John, trans. Kevin Smyth; New York: Seabury, 1980, 2:403).

33. Von Wahlde comments that Jesus’ petition that God sanctify or consecrate (hagiazein) his disciples in 
truth in John 17:19 “has both the connotation of ‘setting aside for a specific purpose’ and also of ‘making holy.’ 
1us, the disciples are being set aside from the ways of the world and dedicated to the service of God” (Gospel 
and Epistles of John, 2:730).
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In order to describe the task the Father gives to Jesus, which consists of 
enabling others to live in love and dedicate themselves to God and others, 
John speaks in terms of Jesus’ “work.” While this word is used in both the sin-
gular and the plural and cannot be reduced to a single meaning, it often seems 
to refer to the work of Jesus in gathering disciples and bringing about in them 
the life of love and obedience that his Father commands. In John 4:34, for 
example, in the context of the account of Jesus’ dialogue with the Samaritan 
woman, Jesus tells his disciples, “My food is to do the will of him who sent 
me and to complete his work.” In the following verses, the author has Jesus 
speak of the “fruit” that is to be reaped and notes that many Samaritans came 
to believe in Jesus (4:35-42). In the following chapter, Jesus also speaks of the 
works that the Father gave him to complete (5:36). Although these works 
involve healings and other acts in favor of others, they also involve speaking 
God’s word and are in fact the works of Jesus’ Father himself (14:10-12). In 
his prayer in John 17, Jesus tells the Father, “I glorified you on earth by finish-
ing the work that you gave me to do” (17:4). 1e context makes it clear that 
he is referring to his activity of forming his group of disciples, making God’s 
name known to them, and then sending them out into the world so that 
others may believe (17:6-19). After praying as well for those who will come 
to believe through the word of his disciples, asking that they may all be one, 
Jesus concludes the prayer saying: “I made your name known to them, and I 
will make it known, so that the love with which you have loved me may be in 
them, and I in them” (17:20-26). 

1ese passages should be seen as providing the background necessary to 
understand Jesus’ final word on the cross before his death: “It is finished” (tete-
lestai, 19:30). Due to the brevity and ambiguity of this saying, it has lent itself 
to all sorts of interpretations. Many have even read the idea of penal substitu-
tion back into the word, as if Jesus were affirming that the debt or penalty for 
human sins has been paid in full.34 In the context of what we have just seen, 
however, it is best to understand the word as referring to the work of forming 
disciples and doing what was necessary to bring them to live in God’s love. 
John uses the same root tel- to refer not only to Jesus completing the work 
given him by the Father in 4:34, 5:36, and 17:4, but also to Jesus having loved 
his disciples to the end (13:1). In other words, in order to establish a commu-
nity of followers who would be fully committed to loving others in the same 
way that Jesus and God himself love all, it was necessary for Jesus to remain 
faithful to that task to his very last breath. Had he sought his own salvation or 
renounced that task in the face of the cross, such a community would not have 
been created, since if their Lord had not loved them to the end, his followers 
could hardly be expected to love others fully and completely, no matter what 
the cost. Instead, they could back down from their love for others when facing 
hardships or persecutions, as Jesus had.

34. See, for example, Raymond E. Brown,  e Death of the Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave. A 
Commentary on the Passion Narratives in the Four Gospels (ABRL; New York: Doubleday, 1994), 2:1078.
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1is interpretation of John 19:30 is also borne out by several passages in 
1 John. 1ere the author of the epistle, which is clearly related to the Gospel, 
uses the same tel- root to speak of the love of God being “perfected” in believ-
ers who obey his word, abide in him, walk as he did, and love one another (1 
John 2:4-6; 4:12, 17-18). 1is suggests that what is perfected, completed, or 
finished in Jesus’ death is precisely the work of forming disciples who will live 
in the same love seen in Jesus himself.

In a sense, of course, for the fourth evangelist the work of God commended 
to Jesus is not finished when Jesus dies. Following his death, for example, 
Jesus will still need to pour out the Holy Spirit on his followers. John may be 
alluding to this idea in 19:30, where after Jesus pronounces his final word tete-
lestai, the evangelist affirms that Jesus bowed his head and “gave up the spirit” 
(paredōken to pneuma). Since the verb paradidonai can be understood in terms 
of transmitting something to others and not just giving something up, the 
allusion may be to Jesus’ giving his disciples the Spirit, whose task is to teach 
and guide believers and remind them of Jesus’ words (14:26; 16:13-14).35 1is 
is something that Jesus will do once he is risen (20:22). 1rough the Spirit 
Jesus will also continue to speak to his disciples after he is risen (16:12). In 
fact, when Jesus gives the disciples “another advocate” or “helper” in the “Spirit 
of truth” to be with them forever after he has gone away, in reality it is Jesus 
himself returning to them: “I will not leave you orphaned; I will come to you” 
(14:16-18). Jesus also must prepare a place for his followers and remain active 
from heaven in other ways until he returns to raise the dead and give life to 
believers (5:21-30; 6:39-40, 44, 54; 14:2-3; 17:24). For this reason, it is for 
their benefit that he goes to the Father through his death (16:7).

Nevertheless, when Jesus dies, in another sense the work God gave Jesus 
to accomplish can be said to be finished in that, since he was faithful to the 
task given him until his last breath, there can be no question that God will 
glorify him and enable him to bring about definitively the salvation of others 
to which he has dedicated himself fully. It might be said that the completion 
of his work on earth ensures that he will be raised so as to complete the heav-
enly work that must still be done in order for the salvation of his disciples to 
become a reality.

Another passage that points to the idea that Jesus’ death is “for others” 
in the sense that it is the means by which he gives himself to and for others 
in order to bring about in his followers the same type of commitment to the 
well-being of others is John 12:23-33, which reads:

12:23 Jesus answered them, “1e hour has come for the Son of Man to be glori-
fied.  24 Very truly, 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.  25 1ose who love 
their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal 
life.  26 Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my servant 
be also. Whoever serves me, the Father will honor.  27 Now my soul is troubled. 

35. See, for example, von Wahlde, Gospel and Epistles of John, 2:807.
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And what should I say—‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it is for this reason 
that I have come to this hour.  28 Father, glorify your name.” 1en a voice came 
from heaven, “I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again.”  29 1e crowd stand-
ing there heard it and said that it was thunder. Others said, “An angel has spoken 
to him.”  30 Jesus answered, “1is voice has come for your sake, not for mine.  31 
Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out.  
32 And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.”  33 
He said this to indicate the kind of death he was to die. 

Here again Jesus seeks to be glorified through his death, not merely for his 
own sake but for the sake of others. By being “lifted up from the earth” he will 
be able to draw all people to himself (v. 32). 1is drawing others or attracting 
them to himself should not be understood as referring simply to bringing all 
people to heaven by raising them from the dead, but rather as the result of his 
word and his sharing of God’s love with him. 1e same verb elkuein appears 
in 6:44, where Jesus affirms: “No one can come to me unless drawn by the 
Father who sent me.” Even though Jesus immediately promises to raise those 
coming to him on the last day, the allusion there is clearly to the Father’s 
drawing people to Jesus in the sense of bringing them to believe in him rather 
than uniting them to him in some ontological or mystical fashion. 1e verb 
should be understood in the same way here. Once Jesus has been “lifted up,” 
the extent of his love for all and that of his Father will become evident to all 
and many will come to believe in him (3:14-16). Because the Gospel else-
where repeatedly links salvation with believing in Jesus and affirms that not 
all will attain salvation, the phrase “all people” here should be understood as 
hyperbolic rather than in a universal sense.

While the passage does not speak explicitly of Jesus’ death being “for oth-
ers,” this idea is clearly implied by the notion that, by being “glorified” and 
“lifted up” through his death, Jesus will be able to bring about the salvation 
of others. However, it will also be “for others” through the fruit it will bear 
(12:24). As Jesus faces his death, even though his soul is troubled and he con-
templates the possibility of asking his Father to save him from the cross, he 
realizes that if he is not willing to give up his life, the “fruit” that he has sought 
throughout his ministry will not become a reality. 1e only other passages 
that refer to fruit in the Gospel are 4:36, where the imagery is that of others 
coming to believe in him, and 15:1-16, where the fruit is associated with the 
love that will be brought about in those who abide in him as branches in a 
vine. 1is makes it clear that for John Jesus’ death will be “for others” in that 
the result of his giving up his life will be the existence of a community of dis-
ciples who will love others and give of themselves like Jesus himself. As Jesus 
himself affirms in 12:25, they will attain eternal life as they “hate their life” 
rather than attempting to save or preserve it.36 1is “hating,” however, should 

36. On the parallels between John 12:25-26 and the similar sayings found in the Synoptics, see von 
Wahlde, Gospel and Epistles of John, 2:549-51. I would question, however, von Wahlde’s suggestion that John 
understands the “fruit” in John 12:24 as the forgiveness of sin (2:555).
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not be understood in the sense of despising their life but of dedicating it to 
others as Jesus does.

1ese ideas are developed further in the following verse, where Jesus says 
that whoever serves him must follow him (12:26). 1e idea is that only those 
who follow Jesus in dedicating their life to loving others can truly be called his 
servants. However, Jesus can only affirm this if he himself is willing to give up 
his own life. If when faced with death he seeks to save his own life rather than 
“hating” it in the sense of giving it up for others, he has no basis for demand-
ing that those who identify themselves as his servants do the same. If he seeks 
to be saved from death rather than assuming the consequences of his com-
mitment to the salvation of others, then he can only expect that his followers 
will follow him in seeking to save their own lives when confronted with the 
consequences of having dedicated themselves to loving others. Furthermore, 
if Jesus refuses to love others to the end and instead seeks to be spared death, 
he can hardly expect the Father to glorify him, because in that way he has 
failed to glorify the Father; and if the Father does not glorify him, then he can 
hardly hope to save others some day by returning from heaven.

Although the phrase “for this reason” (dia touto) in 12:27 is somewhat 
ambiguous, its meaning can be deduced from the context. In the mind of the 
evangelist, when Jesus affirms that it is “for this reason” that he has come to 
this hour, he must be referring to Jesus’ objective of bringing about in others 
the fruit he desires to see, establishing a community of followers who will 
serve others and “hate their lives” in the same sense that he has. He will glorify 
his Father through his faithfulness to the task of bringing about in others the 
same love for others; in that sense, he will be glorified by the Father for the 
sake of others and their salvation, since only by loving others as he has can 
they attain that salvation. Only by being willing to give up his life rather than 
attempting to save it can Jesus accomplish what he has sought up to that point 
and what his Father has sought to bring about through him.

Jesus’ affirmation in 12:31 must also be seen in the context of the verses 
immediately preceding and following it: “Now is the judgment of this world; 
now the ruler of this world will be driven out.” 1is verse has commonly been 
understood on the basis of Christus Victor ideas, particularly those associated 
with an ontological view of Christ’s work. In this case, some type of actual 
judgment of the world is said to take place in Jesus’ death, along with the 
actual defeat of Satan following a struggle between Jesus and Satan in some 
spiritual realm that ends with Jesus overpowering Satan so as to defeat him.37 
1is divorces the passage from its context and introduces ideas taken from 
later theological thought into the text.

Although the devil or Satan is mentioned a number of times in the Fourth 
Gospel, he is not a central figure either in the Gospel as a whole or in the 

37. See, for example, Dale C. Allison Jr.,  e End of the Ages Has Come: An Early Interpretation of the Passion 
and Resurrection of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 54; Kovacs, “‘Now Shall the Ruler’,” 228, 246; Dennis, 
Jesus’ Death, 206-12.
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passion narrative. 1e devil is mentioned in 8:44, where Jesus affirms that the 
devil is the “father” of his adversaries. In the passion narrative, the devil enters 
into Judas’s heart, leading Judas to betray Jesus (13:2, 27). Jesus also tells his 
disciples during the Last Supper that, though the devil is “coming,” he has 
no power over Jesus (14:30). 1e context makes it clear that Jesus is referring 
to the devil tempting Jesus in his last hours prior to his death, attempting to 
dissuade him from his purpose and his willingness to offer up his life in obe-
dience to his Father. In 16:11, Jesus affirms that “the ruler of this world has 
been condemned.” Here, while the devil will be overcome in the future, in the 
present he is only “condemned.” Further on, Jesus affirms that he has “con-
quered the world” after mentioning that his disciples will face persecution in 
the world (16:33). 1is implies that the sense in which Jesus has conquered 
the world is that, when he has been persecuted, he has not backed down from 
his mission. 1e devil is also mentioned in Jesus’ prayer in John 17:15, where 
Jesus asks his Father to protect his disciples from the evil one in the context of 
allusions to the hatred and opposition they will face in the world. 1is passage 
is significant in that, even though according to 12:31 the devil is “driven out” 
of the world when Jesus dies and is raised, according to John, following Jesus’ 
resurrection it will still be necessary for God to protect the disciples from the 
devil. 1is indicates that the fourth evangelist is not referring to some type of 
actual expulsion of the devil from the world in 12:31.38

1e allusion to the devil’s being driven out in 12:31 should instead be 
understood in a proleptic, non-ontological sense. As is evident from the con-
text of the passages just cited, the devil’s power consists of using persecution 
and threats of violence to dissuade Jesus and his disciples from being faithful 
and obedient to God’s will. 1us the sense in which the devil will be driven 
out is that, by refusing to back down from his mission in the face of the vio-
lent death he is facing, not only will Jesus be “lifted up” so that others may be 
drawn to him and thus attain salvation through him, but also his faithfulness 
and obedience to God will enable his followers after him to resist the devil 
and the world when they face threats and persecution. As they see not only 
how Jesus overcame temptation and resisted persecution but how the Father 
glorified him as a result of his faithfulness, they too will be empowered to 
resist persecution and remain faithful to God and Jesus when they encounter 
opposition and hatred, and when they are threatened with violence and death 
as a result of their believing in and following Jesus. It is in this sense that the 
world will be “judged” in Jesus’ death and the devil will be driven out: both the 
world and the devil will lose their power not only over Jesus, but over those 
who will be drawn to him as his followers as well, because neither the world 
nor the devil will be able to conquer Jesus’ followers any longer by instilling 
fear in them. 1eir boldness in hostile situations will also inspire others to be 
bold and thus lead to the strengthening and the expansion of the community 

38. 1ere is also nothing in the text to support von Wahlde’s assertion that in John 12:31-36, the author 
has suddenly introduced an apocalyptic perspective into this passage (Gospel and Epistles of John, 2:556-58).
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of believers. Nevertheless, it will still be necessary for the Father to protect 
Jesus’ followers from the world and the devil since, when they face hatred and 
persecution, they will still need to be strengthened and reminded of the way 
in which Jesus resisted persecution and was consequently raised by his Father 
after he had remained faithful and obedient to his Father’s will in the last 
hours of his own life (17:12-16). 

In John 12:23-33, then, we find the same understanding of the way in 
which others are benefited through Jesus’ death that is present elsewhere in 
the Gospel. Jesus’ faithfulness to the Father’s will and his total commitment 
to the salvation of others out of love for them all the way to his death leads 
the Father to raise and glorify Jesus so that he can consummate the salvation 
of others to which he dedicated himself fully in life and death. 1at faithful-
ness also makes it possible for the same type of commitment to God’s will 
and dedication to others in love to be brought about in those who will become 
Jesus’ followers. 1is is not simply because Jesus’ death is exemplary in nature 
but because it draws and constrains all who would claim to be his followers 
to love others in the same way. Jesus’ self-giving unto death for others makes 
it impossible by definition for anyone to truly follow Jesus without also fol-
lowing him in loving God and others in the way that he does. 1is should not 
be understood, however, in the sense that Jesus’ death compels or obliges his 
followers to live in a way that is contrary to their own will. Rather, they are 
“drawn” to Jesus in that they become convinced that true life is to be found, 
not in following the ways of the devil or the world, but in believing in and 
following Jesus and loving others as he loved others and as he, together with 
his Father, has loved them.

1ese ideas provide the background necessary for grasping the passages 
mentioned above that speak of Jesus dying or giving up his life for (huper) 
others. In the case of John 11:47-53, we have already seen above the origi-
nal sense in which the words ascribed to Caiaphas by John were supposedly 
intended: Jesus would die “for the nation” in the sense that, by having him 
put to death, the Jewish leadership would avoid any possible problems with 
the Romans that could arise if Jesus and his followers came to be suspected 
of fomenting an uprising against Rome. Obviously, however, John regards 
Caiaphas’s words as ironic in that there is another sense in which they were 
true. For this reason, he affirms that Caiaphas “did not say this on his own, 
but being high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus was about to die for 
the nation, and not for the nation only, but to gather into one the dispersed 
children of God” (11:51-52).

In this passage, John himself affirms explicitly the sense in which Jesus’ 
death was to be “for the nation” (huper tou ethnous) as well as for the “dis-
persed children of God”: it would lead to their being “gathered into one.” 1is 
seems to refer to the eschatological hope of many Jews that, when the new 
age arrived, God would gather together all the members of his people Israel, 
including especially those in the diaspora, so that they might live as one in 
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the land he had given them. It is not entirely clear to whom John is referring 
when he speaks of the “dispersed children of God” or even the “nation” (eth-
nos). Obviously, by the time the Fourth Gospel was written, many non-Jewish 
believers had come to form part of the community of Jesus’ followers. While 
he may have in mind those who identified themselves as members of God’s 
people Israel when he refers to the “nation,” it is doubtful that for John the 
“dispersed children of God” refers only to believers of Jewish origin. 1e nega-
tive sense in which he speaks of “the Jews” in many passages throughout the 
Gospel also suggests that he sees the community of believers as transcending 
the Jewish community. It is also likely that the “dispersed children of God” 
here refers to the same group as the “sheep of another fold” that need to be 
joined together with the other sheep under Jesus as a single flock under a 
single shepherd in 10:16.

No matter who the “dispersed children of God” are for John, it seems 
beyond doubt that he has in mind the eschatological ingathering of God’s 
people, among whom Jesus’ followers are included. Whether this nation or 
people of God includes others in addition to those who believe in Jesus, of 
course, is a question for debate. In whatever way that question is answered, 
however, it appears that Jesus’ death is “for the nation” as well as “the dispersed 
children of God” in that, as a result of his offering up his life to God seeking 
the salvation of others, including especially all those who would become his 
followers, Jesus will in effect attain that salvation when God raises him from 
the dead. For the fourth evangelist, Jesus’ faithfulness unto death to the task 
of seeking to bring others to live as members of God’s people will therefore 
bring God to glorify him so that he might complete that task once glorified; 
and now that he has offered up his life for others and been glorified, there can 
be no doubt that he will indeed complete that task. In that sense, then, Jesus’ 
death was “for” them: he gave up his life seeking their salvation and, by doing 
so, attained that salvation, which will now come through him.

1e same basic ideas seem to be present in John 10:11-18. 1is passage 
not only refers to the “other sheep” who will be gathered in, but also presents 
Jesus as affirming explicitly, “I lay down my life in order to take it up again. No 
one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay 
it down, and I have power to take it up again. I have received this command 
from my Father” (vv. 17-18). In other words, for John, as Jesus offers up his 
life, he seeks to be raised up once more. As noted above, Jesus explicitly asks 
to be glorified in the Gospel, yet he seeks this not simply for himself but for 
others, so that he may consummate their salvation.

In contrast to 11:47-53, in 10:11-18 the sheep who will be gathered 
together under Jesus as their shepherd are clearly those who will listen to 
his voice, that is, believers (10:16). Once more, however, Jesus’ death benefits 
them in that it is the means by which he will be glorified so as to bring his 
followers together and attain their salvation. As noted previously, this is not 
simply because, in order to rise, he must first die. Rather, as this passage makes 
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clear, for John Jesus has a task to accomplish in life and death, namely, that of 
forming his flock of “sheep” who will follow him and leading them in the way 
they should go. If the sheep listen to Jesus’ voice, obviously it is Jesus’ words 
that indicate to them where they are to go and what they are to do in obedi-
ence to him and to his Father, whose command Jesus himself is also obeying 
(10:18). 1e allusion here also seems to be to Jesus not merely during his 
ministry but following his resurrection as well. It is as risen and glorified that 
he leads his followers as their shepherd.

If we understand the analogy of the shepherd and the sheep that the 
fourth evangelist employs here on the basis of the ideas we have seen else-
where in the Gospel and those found in the immediate context, the basic idea 
is that, like a shepherd leading sheep, Jesus’ task is to lead believers to life. In 
fact, this idea appears explicitly in the verses immediately preceding the first 
allusion to Jesus’ giving his life for the sheep in 10:11. 1ere, Jesus is presented 
as affirming: “I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will 
come in and go out and find pasture. 1e thief comes only to steal and kill 
and destroy. I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly” (10:9-10). 
1ese affirmations echo Psalm 23, where the Psalmist speaks of the Lord as 
the shepherd who leads him into peaceful pastures and waters, restores his 
soul, comforts and protects him, and fills his life with blessings, goodness, and 
lovingkindness. Of course, this view of the relation between shepherd and 
sheep is somewhat idealized, since generally the purpose of keeping sheep was 
not to grant life and happiness to the sheep themselves, but to meet human 
needs for food and clothing. However, it is important not to take the analogy 
too far, just as it is important not to question how Jesus can be both the gate 
to the sheepfold and the shepherd of the sheep at the same time. 1e basic 
idea is that Jesus seeks to give “life in abundance” and salvation to his follow-
ers by leading them to good pastures, protecting them from harm, and taking 
care of them with love and affection. 1e same idea is repeated further on in 
the same chapter, where Jesus affirms: “My sheep hear my voice. I know them, 
and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one 
will snatch them out of my hand” (10:27-28).

What must not be overlooked in this analogy is that, in order for Jesus to 
give life and salvation to the sheep, it is necessary for him to lead them and 
for them to follow him. 1is means that, in order for believers to attain the life 
in abundance Jesus desires for them, they must listen to his voice or word and 
obey him. 1ere is thus an intrinsic connection between their attaining life 
and salvation and their following and obeying Jesus: only as they live in the 
way he commands and embodies can they obtain what Jesus seeks for them. 
As the Gospel makes clear further on, following and obeying Jesus involves 
loving God and others as he does and dedicating one’s life to the well-being 
of others in loving service, like Jesus.

As shepherd, then, Jesus’ task is to instruct the sheep with his voice or 
word and guide them in the way they are to go in order to attain the desired 
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objective. In the thought of the fourth evangelist, it is to this that Jesus dedi-
cates himself during his ministry, since it constitutes the purpose for which 
he was sent into the world by his Father. His dedication to this task, however, 
led to opposition and conflict. According to the analogy presented in John 10, 
there are “thieves,” “bandits,” and a “wolf,” all of whom seek to steal, kill, and 
destroy by snatching the sheep away from their shepherd and scattering them 
so that they become easy prey (10:1-17, 29-31). 1ere are also strangers who 
attempt to get the sheep to follow them rather than the shepherd (10:5) and 
hirelings who do not truly care for the sheep; for that reason, when danger 
approaches, they flee rather than seeking to protect the sheep (10:12-13). 
Precisely to whom all of these figures refer is not entirely clear. John may have 
in mind the Jewish authorities, as Richard Horsley and Tom 1atcher claim,39 
insurrectionists who seek a new order through force and violence, unfaithful 
leaders within the community of believers, or the devil together with those 
who ally themselves with him.

In response to those who wish to harm the sheep, particularly the attack-
ing wolf, Jesus does not run away like the hireling but stands his ground and 
fights to protect the sheep. 1is analogy points to the truth that, in the face 
of the conflict and opposition that his activity on behalf of believers aroused 
and the threat of death to which it led, Jesus did not back down from his task 
of instructing and leading the sheep, but remained faithful to that task. He 
chose the consequences of his dedication to that task, namely death, rather 
than seeking to save his own life by abandoning that task and the community 
of followers he had begun to form around himself. For John, it is in this sense 
that he lays down his life for the sheep. Here we find no ideas of satisfying 
divine justice, appeasing divine wrath, or negotiating an arrangement with 
Satan involving the exchange of one life for that of others. Rather, the idea 
is simply that Jesus’ dedication to his task of guiding the sheep given to him 
by the Father and leading them to salvation results in his death at the hands 
of those who oppose him and his Father. Jesus chooses death over life, not 
because his death is an end in itself or because his death in itself will accom-
plish some objective, but simply because of his commitment and dedication to 
his followers. 1e only two alternatives he faces are to abandon his followers 
and no longer seek to instruct and guide them, or else to remain committed to 
their salvation by enduring the consequences of that commitment. Obviously, 
he chooses the latter alternative.

According to John, however, by choosing the latter alternative, Jesus 
attains the salvation of the sheep when he subsequently takes up his life again 
through his resurrection. Once risen, he can continue to instruct them in the 
way they should walk and guide them to life in abundance until all reach 
their final destiny, which is the life of the age to come. Jesus’ willingness to 
give up his life in order to attain that objective, therefore, leads to their sal-
vation in two ways that are intimately related to one another. First, it leads 

39. See Horsley and 1atcher, John, 169-70.
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the Father to raise Jesus, since the Father desires the same thing that Jesus 
desires. Had Jesus fled like a hireling, he would not have offered up his life 
and subsequently been raised to bring about the salvation of his followers. 
Second, however, Jesus’ willingness to give up his life in love for others leads 
those who follow him to commit themselves to the same objective by obeying 
Jesus and loving others as he has loved them. 1is too is vital to their salvation. 
As they experience the love of Jesus and the extent of that love manifested in 
his willingness to die for them, they are drawn to Jesus and at the same time 
drawn to live in the same love for others that they see in their shepherd, Lord, 
teacher, and friend. 1is enables them to live in the way that makes their sal-
vation possible, since for John by definition one can only attain true life and 
salvation by living in the same love found in Jesus and his Father.

Once these ideas are clear, it becomes evident that the same ideas are 
also present in John 15:13, where Jesus speaks of laying down his life for his 
friends. In the context of this verse, Jesus expresses his desire that his followers 
find true joy: “I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, 
and that your joy may be complete” (15:11). While here the language is that 
of finding complete joy rather than the life in abundance mentioned in 10:10, 
the basic idea is the same. However, as the verses immediately preceding and 
following 15:11 stress, Jesus’ followers will attain this joy in its fullness only 
when they abide in him and his love, bearing fruit as his disciples and obey-
ing his commandment to love one another as he has loved them (15:1-17). In 
other words, here we see once more the intrinsic connection between living 
in love in the way Jesus commanded and embodied and attaining salvation, 
described here as joy in its fullness.

When Jesus is presented in 15:13 as affirming that “no one has greater 
love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends,” therefore, his words 
should be understood in the sense that his commitment to seeking the joy and 
salvation of his followers, which is possible only when they love one another 
as he has loved them, makes it necessary for him to give up his life. Once 
again, this is because of the conflict and opposition that his dedication to this 
task has aroused. Several verses later, he refers to this explicitly, mentioning 
how the world has come to hate and persecute him because of the words he 
has spoken and the works he has done (15:18-25). As noted above, these 
words and works had to do with Jesus’ goal of bringing about in others the 
life of love and commitment to others reflected in Jesus’ own life and in all 
that the Father had done and would continue to do through Jesus. Because he 
remained fully committed to bringing about that reality, rather than seeking 
to save his own life in some way, he can be said to have laid down his life for 
his friends, namely, the disciples along with all those who would become his 
followers.

Here Jesus’ death is for his “friends,” therefore, in the same two ways that 
the shepherd’s willingness to give up his life attains the salvation of the sheep. 
His commitment to their attaining the joy he desires for them by living in 
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love for God and one another will lead God to raise him up so that he can 
remain united to his followers, like a vine to its branches, yet it will also bring 
about in his followers the same commitment to the same cause. Jesus himself 
affirms that the disciples are truly his friends only if they live according to his 
commandment to love one another as he has loved them (15:14). In saying 
this, however, Jesus is not laying down a condition for loving his disciples, as if 
he will cease to love them if they do not live according to his commandment 
to love one another. His words should not be taken as a threat, as if this com-
mandment were something imposed on his followers by force or contrary to 
their will. Rather, Jesus’ words simply represent the observation that his dis-
ciples will only be living as his friends if they love one another as he has com-
manded them for their own good and for their own joy. As the context makes 
clear, what leads the disciples to live in love as Jesus desires and commands is 
not fear of being rejected or condemned by Jesus, but the immense love he has 
shown for them, together with his Father, and the extent of that love which 
will become clear when he actually lays down his life so that the objective he 
has sought among them for their own good can become a reality, namely, their 
living in love so as to attain salvation and joy in its fullness.

At the same time, Jesus’ laying down his life for his friends is also related 
to his allusion to the hatred and persecution from the world that his disciples 
will face on account of their commitment to following him (15:18-25). Jesus 
would have no basis for exhorting his disciples to remain faithful and obedi-
ent to his command to love one another as he has loved them in the midst 
of the hatred and persecution that such love generates if he himself did not 
remain dedicated to loving them and seeking their salvation in spite of the 
hatred and persecution resulting from his work on behalf of others. Once 
again, therefore, Jesus’ own commitment to seeking the salvation of others in 
love will lead his followers into that same commitment. While that commit-
ment will entail suffering on their part in this world, it will also lead to joy, as 
Jesus stresses both here and in 16:20-22, where he tells them that in the pres-
ent they will have pain, but when he returns for them, they will experience joy 
in all of its fullness. Jesus’ willingness to give up his life for his followers, then, 
benefits them in that it brings them to be faithful and constant in love as his 
friends so that they can attain the joy he desires for them. 1is joy results not 
only from Jesus’ returning to save them, which will be possible once he has 
been raised as a result of his faithfulness unto death to the task given him by 
his Father, but also from the disciples’ living in love and bearing fruit, which is 
the consequence of abiding faithfully in Jesus and his Father, no matter what 
the cost in this world may be.

On the basis of these ideas, it should be stressed once more that, just like 
the images of the vine and the branches and the shepherd who cares for the 
sheep, the images found earlier in the Gospel should be seen as referring 
not only to Jesus’ giving of himself to and for others, but also to his work of 
enabling others to find life and joy by giving of themselves to and for others 
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in love as well. To be enlightened by Jesus and walk in his light is to live in 
the love of which the Gospel speaks and not merely to receive salvation from 
Jesus. 1e same must be said of eating of Jesus as the bread of life, eating his 
flesh and drinking his blood, receiving the living water he gives, being born 
of the Spirit from above, and looking to Jesus for salvation as the Israelites 
looked to the bronze serpent raised up by Moses. 1ese images all have to do, 
not only with the idea that Jesus is the source of life and salvation for others, 
but also with the idea that he gives life and salvation by bringing others to live 
in conformity with God’s will for their own well-being by calling on them to 
believe in him, follow him, and live as members of the community established 
through him and his death. 

A similar observation must be made regarding the various “signs” that 
Jesus performs throughout the Gospel. 1ese signs point not only to Jesus 
as God’s Son, but also to the fact that he leads others to salvation by bring-
ing them to follow him and live in the way he commands. In other words, as 
people see and hear how Jesus turns water into wine (2:1-11), heals the sick 
(4:46-52; 6:2), miraculously feeds the multitudes (6:5-14), restores sight to 
the blind (9:1-14), and raises the dead (11:1-47; 12:17-18), they are brought 
not only to believe in Jesus, but also to live under his guidance and direction. 
1e works Jesus performs are signs of his love and the love of his Father and, 
for that reason, evoke the same love in those who observe those signs as well.

Jesus’ Body as a New Temple

1e fourth evangelist’s affirmation that Jesus will destroy the temple and then 
raise up the “temple of his body” in John 2:19-22 also seems to present Jesus’ 
death as benefiting others. Precisely how this imagery is to be understood 
is not entirely clear, since it is not developed elsewhere in the Gospel. 1e 
idea is different from that found in Paul, who speaks of believers themselves 
or their own bodies constituting a new temple (1 Cor. 3:16-17; 6:19; 2 Cor. 
6:16). John’s imagery here may be related to the affirmation attributed to Jesus 
in John 4:20-24, where Jesus tells the Samaritan woman that the “true wor-
shipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth” rather than in Jerusalem 
or Samaria. Even in this passage, however, it is not clear what this worship 
involves and how it might be related to the notion that Jesus’ own body 
becomes the temple once he has been raised. It seems difficult to conceive 
of the manner in which Jesus’ risen body might serve as a temple for others 
to worship God and present sacrifices, even if they are “spiritual” sacrifices in 
some sense. 

In whatever way the imagery of Jesus’ risen body as a new or second tem-
ple is understood, it implies that believers gain access to God through the 
risen Jesus and perhaps that, through Jesus’ heavenly intercession, they receive 
the forgiveness of sins and other blessings from God. 1e ideas that Jesus 
intercedes for believers before God in heaven and obtains forgiveness of sins 
for them appear both in John’s Gospel and in 1 John. As noted above, in John 
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17:19 Jesus also speaks of “sanctifying” or “consecrating” himself on account 
of believers, which implies that through his death he dedicates himself to 
their salvation. Believers, therefore, are benefited through Jesus’ resurrection, 
since it makes it possible for him to continue to be active on their behalf 
from heaven. However, Jesus is raised “for others” only because he has first 
offered up his life “for others” after dedicating that life to the salvation of oth-
ers. Once again, then, for John Jesus’ death is salvific and vicarious in nature 
because it enables him to complete the task on behalf of others that he began 
during his life on earth.

At the same time, the temple imagery also conveys the idea that not only 
Jesus but believers as well offer themselves up to God in worship and sacrifice. 
Perhaps in John’s thought they do this through Jesus as the temple of God or 
by virtue of their identification and union with him. In either case, if by means 
of his death Jesus enables believers to approach and worship God through 
himself by presenting themselves to God through Jesus in some way, then 
what Jesus sought in death was not only that he be raised so as to consummate 
the salvation of others, but also that others might come to offer themselves 
up to God through him and together with him. Once more, then, we see the 
inseparable relationship between Jesus attaining salvation for others through 
his death and his bringing about in his followers a way of being that enables 
them to attain that salvation through him.

Jesus’ Death “for Others” in John’s Passion Narrative

Several scenes from John’s passion account also point to the idea that, through 
his death, Jesus seeks and attains the salvation of others. In his process before 
Pilate and his crucifixion, Jesus is repeatedly presented as the king of the 
Jews ( John 18:33-39; 19:2-3, 12, 14-15, 19-22). Like the other Gospels, 
John stresses the irony of what might be called Jesus’ “coronation through 
crucifixion.”40 At the same time, John goes further than the Synoptics in 
underlining the truth of the claim that Jesus is king. First, in his interrogation 
before Pilate, Jesus implicitly acknowledges that he is a king by responding 
that his kingdom is not of this world (18:33-36). Second, when the chief 
priests want Pilate to change the placard he has had placed over the cross so 
that it affirms, not that Jesus is the king of the Jews, but only that he said he 
was the king of the Jews, Pilate refuses to do so, thus implicitly bearing wit-
ness to the truth of what he had written (19:19-22). 

John also presents Jesus as king elsewhere in his Gospel. Nathanael calls 
Jesus the “king of Israel” rather than “king of the Jews” in 1:49, while in 6:15 
Jesus withdraws from the crowd when he realizes that they want to crown him 
king following his feeding of the multitude. 1is latter passage, like 18:33-36, 
implies that Jesus refuses to be the type of king that many Jews wanted and 
expected. 1is rejection of the way in which the phrase “king of the Jews” 

40. See Schnackenburg, John, 2:400.
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might be understood may be behind Nathanael’s use of the title “king of 
Israel.” John also ascribes this latter title to Jesus rather than that of “king of 
the Jews” in his account of Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem (12:12-16).

Although John does not explicitly relate the theme of Jesus’ kingship 
with the notion that the cross ironically represents Jesus’ being lifted up and 
ascending into heaven by means of his death, his emphasis on Jesus’ identity 
as king in his passion narrative may perhaps be seen as affirming the idea 
that, through his death and resurrection, Jesus becomes the true king of Israel 
or the “Jews.” In this case, once again Jesus’ death can be seen as “for others” 
in the sense that, through his death, Jesus seeks to be raised to a position 
of power as king so that he may bring about the awaited salvation of God’s 
people. In other words, as he offers his life up to God, he seeks to be king not 
for his own sake but for that of others. 1e fact that, as king of Israel, Jesus dies 
as a result of his dedication to others also sets him apart not only from the 
type of king that many of the “Jews” in John’s story expected, but also from the 
emperor, whom John mentions in 19:12-15. When the Jewish crowd rejects 
Jesus’ kingship and affirms that they have no king but the Roman emperor, 
they reject not only Jesus himself but the way of being king that he represents. 
While other kings reigned for their own sake and thus sought to avoid suffer-
ing and death, Jesus accepts suffering and death, since only in that way can he 
truly serve others as their king.

A second passage in the passion narrative in which Jesus’ death appears to 
be of benefit to others in some way is 19:31-37, where the fourth evangelist 
affirms that blood and water flowed out of Jesus’ side when a soldier pierced 
his dead body with a spear rather than breaking the bones of his legs to ensure 
that he was dead. Once again, scholars have debated the meaning of the blood 
and water, which clearly seem to be symbolic in some sense.41 1e fact that 
the author emphasizes that blood and water truly did flow from Jesus’ side 
also suggests that he ascribed a symbolic meaning to this event. Elsewhere in 
the Gospel, Jesus’ blood and the water he gives is associated with life and the 
Spirit (4:10-15; 6:53-57; 7:37-39; cf. 1 John 5:6-8). As mentioned above, the 
author’s affirmation in 19:30 that when Jesus died he “gave up the spirit” can 
also be understood in the sense that, through his death, he confers the Holy 
Spirit. In 7:37-39, the author has already stated that Jesus would not give the 

41. Scot McKnight, for example, claims that the language of water and blood in John 19:34 “functions 
as either an anti-docetic notion or a symbol for purification” (Jesus and His Death: Historiography, the Historical 
Jesus, and Atonement  eory; Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2005, 369). For Donald Senior, “the flow of 
blood and water from the pierced side of Jesus signifies the salvific effects of Jesus’ death. 1e death of Jesus, 
in John’s perspective, has an immediate impact: the Spirit of God flows out into the world” ( e Passion of Jesus 
in the Gospel of John; Pass 4; Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1991, 126). Hoskins relates John 19:34 to the 
idea that Jesus fulfills the Jewish temple and festivals (Jesus, 178-80). While acknowledging the possibility 
that the blood and water have symbolic significance, however, von Wahlde also comments: “Various medical 
theories have been proposed to account for the flow of both blood and water (serum)” (Gospel and Epistles of 
John, 2:817; see 817-19). Von Wahlde himself argues that “the passage is built on the foundation of a historical 
fact (separation of blood and serum) but that symbolism is drawn from it” (2:818). For von Wahlde, the blood 
represents Jesus’ death, while the water alludes to his gift of the Spirit (2:819).
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Spirit until he had been glorified. If his glorification is seen as comprehend-
ing not only his resurrection but also his death as part of a single hour, the 
allusion to the blood and the water may therefore have something to do with 
Jesus’ conferring the Spirit as well. Some interpreters have seen the blood 
and water flowing from Jesus’ side symbolizing the sacraments of baptism 
and the Eucharist.42

Without attempting to determine which if any of these interpretations of 
the blood and water represents faithfully the thought of the author, we may 
simply observe that if a symbolic meaning is ascribed to this event, it probably 
has something to do with believers obtaining some type of benefit or blessing 
through Jesus’ death. 1is should not, however, be understood in the sense 
that Jesus’ death itself produces some salvific effect automatically. Rather, by 
offering up his life to God for others, Jesus himself or his “body” (as in 2:21) 
becomes the means by which God communicates some blessing or benefit to 
believers, such as life or the Spirit. If Jesus died as a result of his dedication 
to giving himself to and for others and sought to continue to give himself to 
and for others by offering up his life, then the blood and water may represent 
some manner in which Jesus continues to give himself to and for others fol-
lowing his death.

1is same passage seems to present Jesus as the Passover lamb who has 
been put to death. We have already noted above that the allusion to Jesus’ 
bones not being broken seems to point to this idea (19:36). 1e affirmation 
that Pilate handed Jesus over to be crucified on the day of preparation for 
the Passover at noon, which was the time at which the Passover lambs were 
sacrificed (19:14), as well as the rather unlikely use of a hyssop branch to give 
Jesus wine to drink in a sponge (19:29; cf. Exod. 12:22), may also point to the 
imagery of a Passover lamb.43 It is possible that the allusion to eating of Jesus’ 
flesh in 6:53-58 has something to do with Jesus’ followers “eating” of him like 
the participants in the Passover meal ate of the lamb’s flesh, though the fact 
that the participants did not drink of the lamb’s blood may tell against such 
an interpretation. In any case, the Passover lambs were sacrificed not merely 
as a gift to God, but in order that the people might then eat the flesh of the 
lambs as they recalled the way in which God had saved their ancestors from 
their slavery in Egypt.

42. William R. G. Loader suggests that “the sacraments or the eucharist and the Spirit [are] represented 
in the blood and water flowing from the side of Jesus” (“What is ‘Finished’? Revisiting Tensions in the 
Structure of Johannine Christology,” in Death of Jesus, ed. Van Belle, 466). According to Hans-Ruedi Weber, 
“It is usually assumed that blood and water are a symbolic reference to Holy Communion and baptism, or to 
the atoning power of the blood and the living water of the Spirit that flow from Jesus” ( e Cross: Tradition 
and Interpretation of the Crucifixion of Jesus in the World of the New Testament, trans. Elke Jessett; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1979, 129). Naturally, I would question that there is any reference to the “atoning power” of Jesus’ 
death in this passage.

43. Adela Yarbro Collins comments that the ninth hour “was the time of the afternoon Tamid, the second 
daily sacrifice of a lamb in the temple” (Mark: A Commentary; Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007, 752). 
On the elements in the Fourth Gospel that suggest that the evangelist presents Jesus as a Passover lamb, see 
Fuglseth, Johannine Sectarianism, 270-74. On the improbability of the soldiers using a hyssop branch to raise a 
soaked sponge up to Jesus’ mouth, see Brown, Death, 2:1075-77.
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It may be, of course, that the fourth evangelist simply wished to present 
the sacrifice of the Passover lamb as a type that prefigured what would later 
take place in Jesus’ death. If so, the evangelist is not presenting Jesus’ death 
as benefiting others here in any way, except perhaps by allowing them to see 
that what was promised and foreshadowed earlier in the life and Scriptures 
of Israel finds its fulfillment in Jesus. However, if for John the death of the 
Passover lamb was closely tied to the consumption of the lamb in the Passover 
meal, then he may have seen Jesus’ death as benefiting others in the sense that 
believers are now able to “eat” of Jesus or his flesh in a spiritual sense, as in 
John 6:53-58. In that case, John is once again affirming not only that Jesus 
laid down his life as a result of his commitment to giving himself to and for 
others but also that, as he went to his death, he sought to be able to continue 
to give himself to and for others by being glorified by his Father.

In its account of Jesus’ crucifixion, the Fourth Gospel also presents Jesus 
telling his mother, “Woman, behold your son,” and then telling the disciple 
whom he loved, “Behold your mother.” Immediately after this, the beloved dis-
ciple takes Jesus’ mother into his own home (19:26-27). Once again, it appears 
that there may be some symbolic significance to this event.44 Numerous schol-
ars regard this passage as symbolizing some aspect of the establishment of 
the church.45 Although this is by no means certain, if some such symbolism is 
present here, the idea would be that in his death Jesus sought to consolidate 
or give shape to the community of followers who would live under him once 
he had risen. At the very least, John presents the dying Jesus as acting out of 
love and compassion for his mother and perhaps the disciple as well. As he 
dies, his attention is focused not on himself or his own sufferings but on those 
whom he loves and what they are suffering. For the fourth evangelist, however, 
this scene may also represent in some way Jesus’ command to his followers to 
love and care for one another as he has loved them. Just as he commends his 
mother to the beloved disciple and perhaps the beloved disciple to his mother 
as well, so also Jesus from the cross commends the followers whom he loves 
and calls his “friends” to one another so that within the community they may 
provide one another with the affection, help, and support that they all need.

Jesus as the Lamb of God

Due to the significant role it has played in the history of Christian thought 
and its apparent allusion to the atoning nature of Jesus’ death, special atten-
tion must be given to the Fourth Gospel’s allusion to Jesus as the “Lamb 
of God who takes away the sin of the world” ( John 1:29). 1ese words are 
ascribed to John the Baptist, who again calls Jesus the “Lamb of God” several 
verses later (1:36). 1e context in which these affirmations appear, however, 
is of virtually no help in determining how the author intended them to be 
understood. 1e Fourth Gospel uses very little sacrificial terminology to refer 

44. On this point, see Brown, Death, 2:1023-26; von Wahlde, Gospel and Epistles of John, 2:806.
45. So, for example, Senior, Passion, 114.
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to Jesus’ death and nowhere else speaks of Jesus as a lamb. 1e imagery of 
Jesus as a lamb is also absent from the Johannine epistles. While the book of 
Revelation refers frequently to Jesus as a lamb, it uses a different term (arnion 
rather than amnos) and the relationships between the two books and the two 
presentations of Jesus as a lamb are not clear.

Although interpreters have generally understood John 1:29 as an allusion 
to Jesus’ death, in reality his death is not mentioned explicitly in the verse. 
1e use of the present participle airōn can even be read in the sense that Jesus’ 
activity of taking away the sin of the world is an ongoing activity rather than 
something he will do in the future when he is crucified.46 However, the com-
bination of the imagery of a lamb with the reference to taking away sin does 
seem to suggest that the author may have in mind sacrificial ideas.

Curiously, this allusion occurs at the outset of the Gospel rather than 
toward the end, as one would expect if the author has Jesus’ death in mind. 1e 
reason for this may be that the author wishes to present Jesus’ sacrificial giving 
of himself as something that is not only contemplated at the very start of his 
ministry but actually begins from the moment Jesus initiates that ministry. In 
this case, for the author, not only Jesus’ death but all that he will do during his 
ministry is in some sense sacrificial and serves to take away sin. Even if the 
author does not see Jesus’ entire ministry as sacrificial or as taking away “the 
sin of the world,” however, he must at least have in mind the idea that what 
Jesus will do during his ministry will make it possible for him to take away the 
world’s sin as the lamb of God by means of his suffering and death, together 
with his resurrection and glorification. Otherwise, there would seem to be no 
point in making such an affirmation at the outset of the Gospel. 

1e author’s purpose in referring to Jesus in this way toward the beginning 
of the Gospel may be related to his presentation of Jesus’ action in the temple, 
which also appears at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry rather than during his 
last days in Jerusalem, as the Synoptics report. As noted above, in his presen-
tation of Jesus’ action in the temple, the author also anticipates Jesus’ death 
and resurrection as the means by which a new temple, the temple of Jesus’ 
body, will be raised up. 1e placement of these affirmations toward the begin-
ning of the Gospel seems to have the purpose of framing Jesus’ ministry in 
the context of the new reality that will be brought about through Jesus’ death 
and subsequent glorification, as well as what Jesus will continue to do once 
raised from the dead. 1e activity that Jesus will carry out during his ministry 
will not only lead to his death and resurrection because it will stir up conflict 
and opposition, but also because it will lay the foundation for a new people or 
community who will serve and worship God in a new way under Jesus by liv-
ing according to what God has revealed through Jesus’ words and actions. 1e 
author may also have placed the account of Jesus’ transformation of water into 

46. Loren L. Johns notes a variety of symbolism regarding lambs in rabbinic literature, many of which are 
not related to the idea of sacrifice ( e Lamb Christology of the Apocalypse of John: An Investigation into Its Origins 
and Rhetorical Force; WUNT 2/167; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003, 98-106).
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wine toward the beginning of his Gospel (2:1-11) for the same reason: from 
the outset, he wishes to define and anticipate the new reality to which Jesus 
will dedicate himself in life and death and which will come about through his 
death and resurrection.

If understood on the basis of sacrificial imagery, the allusion to Jesus as 
the “lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” is problematic on sev-
eral accounts. First, if the author has in mind a sacrificial lamb, it is not clear 
which sacrificial rite involving a lamb he has in mind.47 Lambs were used in 
sacrifices for sin or guilt (Lev. 4:32; 5:6), yet in these cases the sacrifice was 
offered for particular sins that had been committed and acknowledged by 
individuals and groups rather than for the sins of the people in general. No 
lamb, for example, was used in the Day of Atonement rites, which were for all 
different types of sins that had been committed collectively. Lambs were also 
used in the daily sacrifices offered every morning and evening at the temple.48 
In contrast to the sacrifices for sin and guilt, these daily sacrifices were for 
the people at large and were accompanied by petitions for general well-being 
both for the people and for other figures, such as the Roman emperor. 1ese 
petitions, however, were not primarily petitions for the forgiveness of sins and 
the purpose of the daily sacrifices was not that of obtaining divine forgive-
ness. Nevertheless, because those who approached God through sacrifice and 
prayer invariably needed to acknowledge their sinfulness and unworthiness, 
the morning and evening offerings could be understood as expiatory to some 
degree, even though no act of confession of sins or expression of repentance 
appears to have been associated with the rites involved.49

Lambs were also used in the Passover sacrifice. As noted above, the Fourth 
Gospel seems clearly to apply to Jesus the imagery of a Passover lamb in its 
account of his crucifixion by affirming that he was sentenced to death on the 
day and hour in which the Passover lambs were sacrificed and that no bones 
of his were broken.50 However, the sacrifice of the Passover lamb was not 
associated with the forgiveness of sins.51 No rite of repentance or confession 
of sins, for example, is prescribed for it. 

If the author has a sacrificial rite involving a lamb in mind, therefore, 
it is most likely that he has in mind the lambs used in the morning and 

47. On the different Jewish sacrificial rites involving a lamb, see Johns, Lamb Christology, 128-30.
48. See Roland de Vaux, Ancient Israel: Its Life and Institutions, Vol. 2: Religious Institutions, trans. John 

McHugh (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1965), 468-69.
49. On this point, see Jostein Ådna, “Jesus’ Symbolic Act in the Temple (Mark 11:15-17): 1e Replacement 

of the Sacrificial Cult by his Atoning Death,” in Gemeinde ohne Tempel = Community without Temple: zur 
Substituierung und Transformation des Jerusalemer Tempels und seines Kults im Alten Testament, antiken Judentum 
und frühen Christentum (ed. Beate Ego, Armin Lange, Peter Pilhofer, and Kathrin Ehlers; WUNT 118; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), 468.

50. For the argument that John has a Passover lamb in mind in John 1:29, see Alan R. Kerr,  e Temple of 
Jesus’ Body:  e Temple  eme in the Gospel of John ( JSNTSup 220; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), 
207-26; von Wahlde, Gospel and Epistles of John, 2:39-41.

51. Joachim Jeremias notes that “the passover of later times was not an expiatory but an ordinary sacrifice; 
its blood was not sprinkled on the horns of the altar of burnt-offering, but poured out at its base” ( e Eucharistic 
Words of Jesus, trans. Norman Perrin; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977, 225).
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evening sacrifices, since these were universal in scope. It is also possible, how-
ever, that the allusion is to Isa. 53:7, which describes the way in which the 
servant of YHWH was “oppressed and afflicted” and did not open his mouth 
“like a lamb that is led to slaughter and like a sheep that is silent before 
its shearers.”52 While there is in principle nothing sacrificial about shearing 
sheep, the slaughtering of a lamb might be understood as involving sacrifice. 
Although Isa. 53:7 does not specifically mention the offering up of a sacri-
ficial lamb for sins, elsewhere in Isaiah 53 there are allusions to the servant’s 
dying on account of the iniquities and transgressions of others, which he bore, 
and sacrificial imagery is used (53:5-6, 11-12). 1e problem with seeing John 
1:29, 36 as an allusion to Isaiah 53, however, is that Isaiah 53 stresses the ser-
vant’s suffering more than his death, whereas in the Fourth Gospel it is not 
clear why the author would begin by referring particularly to Jesus’ suffering.

To understand the allusion to Jesus as the “lamb of God” in sacrificial 
terms also raises the problem of defining who is thought to present Jesus’ 
life as an offering to God. Obviously, in the sacrificial rites carried out at the 
Jerusalem temple, those who offered up the lambs were the people them-
selves, although the fact that the priests served as their intermediaries means 
that the priests could also be seen as the ones offering up the lambs. In the 
early Christian tradition, of course, both the high priests and many of the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem were considered to have been responsible for Jesus’ 
death. However, this was not seen as an act of sacrificial worship on their part, 
but as an injustice perpetrated against an innocent victim. Similar difficulties 
arise if either the devil or the Roman authorities are seen as ultimately bear-
ing the responsibility for his death, since they were attempting to do away 
with Jesus and in no sense offering him up to God sacrificially together with 
a petition for divine forgiveness or blessing. Because Jesus’ disciples were not 
responsible for his death and did not want him to die, they can hardly be said 
to have offered him up to God in any sense. 

1erefore, if Jesus’ death as the “lamb of God” was regarded as sacrificial, 
it seems that either God or Jesus himself must be seen as the one offering 
up Jesus’ life. Both of these ideas are problematic, however. To view God as 
the one who offers Jesus up as a sacrificial lamb would involve affirming that 
God was thought to have presented a sacrificial offering to himself, while 
at the same time offering up to himself a petition to forgive the sins of the 
people. While some proponents of penal substitution views might find such 
ideas acceptable, this type of interpretation overlooks the fact that, in ancient 
Hebrew and Jewish thought, to offer up a sacrifice and to execute some type of 
punishment in retribution for sins committed were two different things. 1e 

52. J. Nielsen argues that the fourth evangelist’s presentation of Jesus as the lamb of God is a construction 
that blends together a variety of ideas and biblical passages, including Isaiah 53 (“1e Lamb of God,” 228-
31, 242-43, 252-54). In contrast, Michel Gourgues offers a number of arguments against the notion that the 
designation “lamb of God” in John 1:29 is derived from Isaiah 53 (“«Mort pour nos péchés selon les Écritures»: 
Que reste-t-il chez Jean du Credo des origines? Jn 1,29, Chaînon unique de continuité,” in Death of Jesus, ed. 
Van Belle, 192).
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notion that Jesus offered himself up to God as a sacrificial lamb thus seems 
somewhat less problematic, yet it still does not offer a satisfactory response to 
the question of why his sacrificial death should be necessary in order for God 
to forgive the world’s sin.

Another difficulty with the sacrificial interpretation of John 1:29 is that, 
according to Jewish and biblical thought, sacrificial offerings for sin only 
obtained forgiveness for those who acknowledged their sin, repented of it, 
and committed themselves to living according to God’s will. 1is could hardly 
be said of “the world” in general. 1us it is not clear how Jesus could be said to 
have taken away the “sin of the world” through his death as a sacrificial lamb.

If the phrase “lamb of God” is instead understood as an allusion to Isaiah 
53, the difficulties associated with the sacrificial interpretation can be avoided 
to some extent. In that case, just as the servant was led to his death like a lamb 
to his slaughter without opening his mouth, so Jesus went to his death at the 
hands of his enemies silently as a lamb. 1ose responsible for his death were 
not making a sacrificial offering but carrying out an act of injustice, like those 
who inflict suffering on the servant in Isaiah 53. Once again, however, if the 
sacrificial interpretation is rejected, it is not clear how Jesus would be seen as 
taking away sin through his death or why the fourth evangelist would choose 
to allude to Jesus’ suffering silently at the hands of his persecutors like the 
servant of Isaiah 53 at the beginning of his Gospel. 

For all these reasons, the allusion to Jesus as “the lamb of God who takes 
away the sin of the world” is problematic independently of whether it is read 
as referring to a sacrificial lamb or to the servant of Isaiah 53.53 1is sug-
gests the possibility that the author is not drawing on any particular passages 
from the Hebrew Scriptures but has instead chosen to use the metaphor of a 
lamb for other reasons. In general, due to their nature, certain characteristics 
tend to be associated with lambs in both ancient and modern thought. 1ese 
include things such as innocence, tenderness, meekness, vulnerability, the lack 
of aggression, and a willingness to follow other sheep or a shepherd submis-
sively and unreservedly. In a sacrificial context, lambs could also be seen as 
pure, unblemished, and spotless, as 1 Pet. 1:19 demonstrates.

1e author of the Fourth Gospel may therefore have chosen to refer to 
Jesus as a lamb in order to attribute several of these characteristics to him. In 
the verses previous to 1:29, the author has spoken of Jesus’ preexistence as the 
Word as well as his glory. He may have wished to contrast these attributes of 
Jesus with his humility and meekness.54 1e imagery of light used in 1:5-9, 

53. On these two possibilities and others, see Luis Diez Merino, “El cordero de Dios en la literatura 
intertestamental,” in Flores Florentino: Dead Sea Scrolls and Other Early Jewish Studies in Honour of Florentino 
García Martínez (ed. Anthony Hilhorst, Émile Puech, and Eibart Tigchelaar; JSJSup 122; Leiden: Brill, 2007), 
551-68.

54. John McHugh writes that “Christian piety has often understood the title ‘Lamb of God’ as pointing 
principally to the meekness and patience of Jesus in his sufferings,” yet agrees with C. H. Dodd that John 
the Baptist “would have intended the term ‘Lamb’ to signify a Messianic leader” (A Critical and Exegetical 
Commentary on John 1-4; ed. Graham N. Stanton; ICC; London: T & T Clark, 2009, 127-29).
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for example, is relatively passive rather than active. 1ere the author affirms 
that the darkness could not overcome the light, which also conveys the idea 
of passive resistance on Jesus’ part rather than active aggression or struggle. In 
1:10-11, the author also speaks of Jesus’ rejection by many, thus hinting both 
at his meekness and perhaps his vulnerability as well. 1e language of “grace 
and truth” that the author associates with Jesus in 1:14-17 as well as the image 
of Jesus resting in his Father’s bosom in 1:18 can also be seen as reflecting 
ideas of tenderness, innocence, and purity. 

Undoubtedly, at times Jesus acts and speaks aggressively in the Fourth 
Gospel, such as when he drives out the sellers and money changers from the 
temple ( John 2:13-22) and engages in discussions with those opposing him. 
Even in these cases, however, Jesus does not seek to impose himself on others 
or do them harm, but simply defends what is right and true.

Above all, however, Jesus is consistently presented as striving merely to do 
the will of his Father obediently, speaking the word that his Father has given 
him to proclaim and doing the works that his Father has commanded him 
to perform. 1is seems to be the reason why he is called not merely a lamb 
but the lamb of God. 1e genitive may be interpreted as affirming that Jesus 
has his origin in God and is sent by God, and seems to point as well to Jesus’ 
submission and obedience to God. In this sense, even when he acts and speaks 
aggressively in relation to others, Jesus is humbly submitting to his Father’s 
will and following God obediently and unquestioningly, as a docile lamb fol-
lows its shepherd. 

Although in the Fourth Gospel all of this is true with regard to the min-
istry Jesus carries out, it is especially true with regard to the way in which he 
goes to his death and gives up his life. Even though in John 1:29 the author 
does not mention Jesus’ death explicitly, it is likely that he uses the imagery 
of a lamb to point not only to the way Jesus will live but also to the way he 
will die. He will go to his death submissively and obediently, giving up his 
life voluntarily rather than struggling to save it or striking out against those 
who intend to have him executed. Nevertheless, for the author Jesus’ death 
is inseparably linked to his life and ministry. If he dies as a lamb does, it is 
because he has lived as a lamb does.

If the author of the Fourth Gospel has in mind Jesus’ death and not just 
his life and ministry when he refers to him as the lamb of God, he is not 
alone among the evangelists in alluding to Jesus’ death at the outset of his 
Gospel. In Matthew’s Gospel, after the angel instructs Joseph to name the 
child Mary is carrying “Jesus” because “he will save his people from their sins” 
(Matt. 1:21), Herod seeks to kill Jesus as “king of the Jews,” forcing Jesus, 
Mary, and Joseph to flee to Egypt (Matt. 2:18). As we have noted previously, 
the allusion to Jesus saving his people from their sins in Matt. 1:21 should 
be seen as referring not merely to Jesus’ death but to his entire ministry. It is 
noteworthy that John 1:29 similarly refers to Jesus saving others from their 
sin, although this latter passage uses the singular “sin” rather than “sins” and 
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speaks of that salvation as embracing not only God’s people but the world 
in general. Herod’s desire to kill the infant Jesus also anticipates the violent 
death that Jesus will endure as an adult at the hands of the political and reli-
gious authorities that rule over Israel.

In Luke’s Gospel, the first allusion to Jesus’ violent death occurs when the 
baby Jesus is taken to the temple in Jerusalem to be presented to God. 1ere 
Simeon tells Mary, “1is child is destined for the falling and the rising of 
many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts 
of many will be revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul too” (Luke 
2:34-35). While Simeon is not presented as mentioning the sins of Israel 
or the world, he does speak of having seen in Jesus the salvation God has 
prepared both for Israel and the gentiles (Luke 2:30-32); and, in the hymn 
attributed to Zechariah in Luke 1:68-79, that salvation is defined in terms of 
the forgiveness of sins (Luke 1:77).

Like these passages, John 1:29 seems to tie together Jesus’ death with his 
life in that, as the lamb of God, it is what Jesus does not only in his death 
but also during his ministry that brings salvation from sin. Although the 
fourth evangelist does refer to the people’s “sins” in the plural elsewhere in the 
Gospel, his use of the singular here must be seen as indicating that he does 
not merely have in mind the forgiveness of sins or a forensic understanding of 
salvation from sins, as if Jesus’ life and death had the purpose of enabling God 
to overlook the sinfulness of the world or declare all people righteous. 1is 
is true even if the phrase “lamb of God” is understood in the sense that Jesus 
will offer up his life as a sacrifice for sin. Because in ancient Jewish thought 
the condition for God to accept favorably sacrifices for sin was that those on 
whose behalf those sacrifices were offered acknowledge their sinfulness and 
recommit themselves to living in accordance with his will, the author can-
not be affirming that Jesus’ sacrificial death takes away the sin of the world 
independently of any type of repentance on the part of those whose sin is 
taken away. 1erefore, if in the author’s mind Jesus’ death as the lamb of God 
is analogous to a sacrifice for sin, Jesus must not only seek divine forgiveness 
for the “world” but also serve as God’s instrument to bring the “world” to put 
away its sinfulness.55

Once again, however, for the author of John, it would not be Jesus’ death 
alone that would enable others to renounce their sinful ways and commit 
themselves to living as God commands. Rather, the author would expect his 
readers to see Jesus’ death in connection with his ministry. As we have seen 
above, in the Fourth Gospel Jesus’ teaching and actions have the purpose not 
only of leading others to believe in him but also of bringing them to obey God 
by practicing the same love embodied by Jesus. If the imagery of Jesus as the 
lamb of God is viewed against the background of these ideas, then all of the 

55. McHugh argues that in John 1:29 the evangelist “wanted to assert that Jesus does away with the sin 
of the world, rather than that he carries the burden of it” (John 1-4, 129-30). 1ere is no reason, however, to see 
these ideas as mutually exclusive, as long as the burden of sins is understood, not as divine punishment for sins, 
but as the task and responsibility of delivering others from their sinful ways.
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positive qualities associated with a lamb that are embodied in Jesus make it 
possible for him to enable others to put away their sinful ways and live as God 
commands. In fact, this can even be seen in terms of bringing about in others 
those same qualities associated with a lamb, such as purity, meekness, a lack of 
aggression, and a willingness to submit obediently to the shepherd.

By enabling others to put away their sin and reproduce these qualities, 
Jesus can be said to “take away the sin of the world.” He does this, however, 
not merely by serving as an example or model of those qualities, but by bring-
ing others to believe and trust in him as the Son of God, Messiah, and lamb 
of God. As they do so, he is able to transform them through the words he 
spoke and the works and signs he performed in the past as well as through 
the activity he carries out on their behalf in the present through the Spirit he 
gives and the community he has created.56 Of course, Jesus’ death as the lamb 
of God also plays a vital role in the transformation of others in that it not only 
reveals what true obedience to God consists of and what it means truly to love 
God and others, but it also demonstrates to his followers the depth of his love 
for them—as well as the love of God himself ( John 3:16)—and therefore 
constrains all who claim to believe in and follow Jesus to give of themselves 
in the same way. 

1e affirmation that Jesus takes away the sin of the world as the lamb of 
God, then, should probably be understood in the sense that by virtue of the 
lamb-like qualities Jesus exhibits, including especially his absolute obedience 
to God and his willingness to offer up his life for others, he takes away the 
sinful and unjust way of living that characterizes the world and also obtains 
God’s forgiveness for those throughout the world who follow him. 1e rea-
son why the author of the Fourth Gospel puts this affirmation toward the 
beginning of the Gospel is that it serves to define the task to which Jesus will 
dedicate himself in life and death and the way in which his activity on behalf 
of others and the qualities he embodies will lead to the giving up of his life, 
thus making it possible for the “sin of the world” to be taken away in the sense 
just stated. 1at task and activity will be consummated, of course, on the cross. 
When Jesus utters his final word tetelestai, “It is finished” (19:30), it is because 
he has been faithful all the way to the end to his objective of laying the foun-
dation for a community of disciples who will know God and live in the truth, 
loving others in the same way that Jesus and God have loved the world. 1e 
fact that Jesus himself was faithful to that objective to his very last breath will 
also bring about in his followers the same faithfulness and commitment to 
all that he lived and died for. For the fourth evangelist, however, Jesus’ total 

56. Reimund Bieringer argues convincingly that, seen in its context (especially in light of John 1:26), the 
phrase “lamb of God” must be interpreted as being independent from the phrase “who takes away the sin of the 
world” in John’s thought, and also that it is as the one who pours out the Spirit that Jesus takes away the world’s 
sin; for John, one’s sins are taken away, not by Jesus’ death on the cross, but by the reception of the Spirit in 
baptism (“Das Lamm Gottes, das die Sünde der Welt hinwegnimmt [ Joh 1,29]: Eine kontextorientierte und 
redaktionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung auf dem Hintergrund der Passatradition als Deutung des Todes Jesu 
im Johannesevangelium,” in Death of Jesus, ed. Van Belle, 199-232; see especially his conclusions on 230-32).
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dedication to the task of taking away the sinfulness of the world as the lamb 
of God will also lead his Father to raise and glorify him so that he may now 
continue to be active in the world until that task is fully completed.

Rather than understanding the affirmation that Jesus takes away the sin 
of the world as a whole in a literal sense, as if it implied some type of uni-
versal salvation or objective justification involving all human beings without 
exception, the author’s language in John 1:29 should be seen as an instance 
of the type of hyperbole he uses elsewhere in the Gospel. Even though the 
fourth evangelist affirms that Jesus is the “light of all people” (1:8; cf. 9:5) and 
that, when Jesus is taken up into heaven, he will draw “all people” to himself 
(12:32), he also repeatedly speaks of the rejection of Jesus and his followers 
by the world (1:9-11; 3:19; 7:7; 15:18-19; 17:14). In this sense, the sin of the 
world is not taken away by Jesus or his death. 

One other possible interpretation of the “sin of the world” is suggested 
by Sandra M. Schneiders. Drawing on the work of Eugen Drewermann and 
Enno Edzard Popkes, she affirms that the nature of the sin of the world 
“emerges in the Gospel of John as the refusal to believe that God is infinite 
self-bestowing love offering eternal life.... John’s term for accepting God’s 
self-gift, which is Jesus himself, is ‘believing.’ It is the self-gift, in Jesus, of the 
human to God that responds to God’s self-gift, in Jesus, to the world.”57 As 
was noted at the outset of this chapter, for John belief in Jesus as the Messiah 
and God’s Son is salvific, not because God has established such belief as the 
one condition that human beings must fulfill in order for God to save them, 
but because belief in Jesus and the God whom he calls “Father” leads to a 
new, transformed way of life. As a witness to Jesus, John the Baptist reveals 
Jesus’ identity as God’s Son and claims that he saw the Holy Spirit descend 
upon Jesus ( John 1:26-36; cf. 1:6-11; 3:26-36; 5:33-35; 10:41-42). 1e fourth 
evangelist repeatedly relates belief in Jesus to accepting his word as the truth, 
acknowledging Jesus as the light, and receiving the Holy Spirit from him 
( John 1:7-9, 33; 3:34-36; 8:43-46). 1ose who believe in Jesus’ name are given 
“power to become the children of God” and live as God’s children ( John 1:12; 
cf. 1 John 5:1-2). Belief in Jesus also involves acknowledging him as the life 
of the world and receiving salvation through him ( John 3:16-17; 6:32-35, 
40, 47, 63-64; 20:31) To believe in Jesus is not only to accept him but also to 

57. Sandra M. Schneiders, “1e Lamb of God and the Forgiveness of Sin(s) in the Fourth Gospel,” CBQ 
73 (2011): 8. Schneiders alludes to this interpretation of the “sin of the world” merely in passing. 1roughout 
the main part of her article, she develops the thought of René Girard regarding sacrifice as sacred violence to 
argue that, in John’s thought, “1e crucifixion was a classic case of scapegoating, and Jesus is the paradigmatic 
scapegoat, who enters freely into the dynamic in order to subvert it at its root and definitively conquer the 
Ruler of this world on his own turf. Satan is condemned, John says, by the judgment he inspires against Jesus, 
the Scapegoat who will expose once and for all the evil and futility of this strategy for self-salvation and will 
offer humanity an alternative” (13). According to Schneiders, in the Fourth Gospel Jesus’ crucifixion “unveils 
the violence once and for all. Jesus, by freely taking on the role of the scapegoat, exposes the inner mechanism 
of the scapegoating process, which can only function as long as its true nature is hidden from those who are 
carrying it out....” (23). I would doubt, however, that this is what the fourth evangelist had in mind when he 
referred to Jesus as the “lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”
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accept his Father as God and abide in him, receiving his love ( John 5:36-44; 
12:44-45; 16:30-31; 1 John 4:14-16). 1e one “work” that God requires is that 
all “believe in him whom he has sent” ( John 6:29). 1is is because such belief 
inevitably leads one to do God’s will as it has been revealed in Jesus. 1ose 
who believe will be saved, not simply because they believe, but because they 
do God’s will ( John 1:11-13; 3:16-17; 6:29). According to 1 John, God’s only 
commandment is that all “believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and 
love one another, just as he has commanded us” (1 John 3:23). 

Alternatively, then, failure to believe in Jesus and the God he proclaims 
and represents is the ultimate source of all sinfulness. John repeatedly defines 
sin in terms of refusing to believe in Jesus as God’s Son ( John 5:43-44; 6:36). 
Sin involves not believing that the works Jesus does are those of his Father and 
hating Jesus ( John 10:25-26, 37-38; 15:21-25; 1 John 2:23). As Jesus tells the 
Pharisees, whoever refuses to believe in him as God’s Son remains in sin: “you 
will die in your sins unless you believe that I am he” ( John 8:24). 1ose who 
do not believe that Jesus is the Messiah sent by God are sinful because they 
are blind ( John 9:16, 22, 39-41; 12:37-40). To refuse to believe in Jesus is to 
refuse to believe that he tells the truth and that he has come from God ( John 
8:45-46; 16:8-9). 1ose who do not believe in Jesus do not have the word of 
God abiding in them ( John 5:38). 1us unbelief is sin because it leads to a lack 
of love ( John 5:37-42). For John, the opposite of belief in the Son is disobedi-
ence to the Son, the practice of evil, and the love of darkness rather than light 
( John 3:18-21, 36; 7:7; 12:46). Unbelief in Jesus and his Father leads the world 
to hate both Jesus and his disciples ( John 7:7; 15:18-21; 17:14).

If sin is equated with the refusal to believe in the God who sent Jesus 
and reveals himself through Jesus, then for Jesus to “take away the sin of the 
world” involves bringing the world to put away its unbelief in the true God 
proclaimed by Jesus and embodied in him. For John, people come to know 
the one true God by means of the words and works of his Son. 1ey come to 
realize that God is love, light, and truth, and that God desires to abide in all 
people and that all people abide in him. 1e manner in which Jesus as God’s 
Son reaches out to the world to heal, console, strengthen, and give joy and 
peace reveals who God is and what God is like. 1is leads the world to believe 
in the God of Jesus and as a result, they live in the love of God as God’s 
children. By taking away the unbelief of the world in the God he proclaims 
Father, Jesus takes away the source of all sin, which is unbelief in the true 
God. And once the source of all sin is taken away, the sinful way of living that 
results from unbelief is also brought to an end. At the same time, of course, 
those in whom the source of sin is taken away are made acceptable to God 
and receive God’s forgiveness, since God can be confident that they will now 
live in conformity with his will as they follow Jesus as their Lord, shepherd, 
light, and life. 

If in the thought of the evangelist Jesus takes away the sin of the world 
by taking away its unbelief and replacing it with the life of love that is the 
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consequence of belief in the one true God whom Jesus calls “Father,” then the 
evangelist calls Jesus the “lamb of God” to indicate how Jesus brings about this 
transformation in all. 1e world comes to believe in the God of Jesus as the 
one true God by seeing the love of Jesus for all manifested in his tenderness, 
gentleness, innocence, and kindness. Jesus is not just a lamb but the lamb of 
God in that he follows his Father wherever his Father leads him and does 
whatever his Father asks of him. 1us his words and works are those of his 
Father, since he is subject to his Father’s will in all things. It is through his 
activity as the lamb of God that the world, therefore, is brought to put away 
its unbelief and sin in order to believe in Jesus’ Father and live in accordance 
with his will. 

Finally, it is important to note the possibility that in John 1:29, the author 
is contrasting Jesus with the Roman emperor and other rulers. In antiquity, 
rulers and empires usually adopted as symbols animal images that conveyed 
power and violence, such as the lion or the eagle. For John, however, the true 
son of God is not the emperor, who claims to have brought peace to the entire 
world by using violent means to eradicate sin and injustice and bring all into 
submission to his rule. Rather, it is Jesus who takes away the sin of the world 
as the Son of God by living and acting meekly as the lamb of God. 1e peace 
Jesus brings is distinct from the peace of this world (14:27). He rids the world 
of evil through his obedient submission to God all the way to the cross. It is 
Jesus rather than the emperor who judges all people and overcomes sin in the 
world by drawing others to himself in love so that they may obtain true joy 
and life as they follow him. By humbly serving others and giving up his life 
in love rather than seeking to establish his rule by force and violence, Jesus 
conquers the world and expels the ruler of this world, thereby bringing peace 
(12:31; 16:33).58 

JESUS’ DEATH IN 1 JOHN

A number of passages from the First Epistle of John suggest that it was writ-
ten for a context that had been marked by strife and divisions.59 While the 
epistle follows the Fourth Gospel in emphasizing the distinction between the 
community of believers and the unbelieving “world,” it also mentions former 
members of the community who have left the community as well as conflicts 
over different teachings regarding Jesus’ relation to God and his full human-
ity (1 John 2:15-19, 22-23; 3:13; 4:1-6; 5:4-5, 10-12, 19). For the author of 
the epistle, however, what particularly characterizes those who do not hold to 
what he regards as the truth is their lifestyle, which manifests a lack of love 
for others and seems to promote toleration of sinful behavior. For this reason, 

58. Of course, in the book of Revelation Jesus is depicted not only as a lamb but as a lion, the “lion of the 
tribe of Judah” (Rev. 5:5). Even this image, however, should be seen as intended to contrast Jesus with those who 
exercised power in the violent and oppressive way that the Roman emperor and other rulers in antiquity did.

59. On this question, see Dirk G. van der Merwe, “Salvation in the Johannine Epistles,” in Salvation in the 
New Testament, ed. van der Watt, 440-43; Edwards, Johannine Epistles, 57-67.
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the author constantly stresses the need for mutual love within the community 
and exhorts the readers to refrain from any type of sinning (2:9-11; 3:6-18; 
4:8, 20; 5:16-18). 

At the same time, the author also alludes to the importance of forgiveness 
and points the readers to look to Christ as the one through whom that for-
giveness is offered, particularly in the opening verses immediately following 
the prologue. 1ere the author writes:

1:5 1is is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God 
is light and in him there is no darkness at all.  6 If we say that we have fellowship 
with him while we are walking in darkness, we lie and do not do what is true;  7 
but if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one 
another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.  8 If we say that 
we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.  9 If we confess 
our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness.  10 If we say that we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and 
his word is not in us. 

2:1 My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not 
sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the 
righteous;  2 and he is the expiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for 
the sins of the whole world.  3 Now by this we may be sure that we know him, if 
we obey his commandments.  4 Whoever says, “I have come to know him,” but 
does not obey his commandments, is a liar, and in such a person the truth does 
not exist;  5 but whoever obeys his word, truly in this person the love of God has 
reached perfection. By this we may be sure that we are in him:  6 whoever says, “I 
abide in him,” ought to walk just as he walked.

At first glance, the author’s repeated insistence on the need to love one 
another and to avoid sin within the community here and elsewhere through-
out the epistle might appear to be somewhat incompatible with his affirma-
tion that, whenever one sins, one can find forgiveness through Christ. If one 
can always find forgiveness, there would seem to be less need to be concerned 
about living in the way that God commands.60 However, these verses must be 
read in the context of the tensions and conflicts that the community has expe-
rienced in their midst. In such a context, it is important not only to exhort 
the members of the community to love one another and to avoid sinning 
against one another, but also to remind the members that no one within the 
community is without sin. 1e affirmation that all are to acknowledge and 
confess their sins and ask for forgiveness promotes unity, harmony, and heal-
ing in the community by leading all to see themselves as equally responsible 
for whatever problems have arisen.61 1ey are therefore to support and accept 
one another rather than blaming one another for the conflicts.

1e stress on divine forgiveness for those who acknowledge their sin and 
repent of it also conveys to the members of the community that all are equally 

60. On the tension between the claim in 1 John that all commit sin and the affirmation there that the 
life of believers is to be sinless, see Judith M. Lieu,  e  eology of the Johannine Epistles (NTT; Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), 58-65.

61. On this point, see Rikard Roitto, “Practices of Confession, Intercession, and Forgiveness in 1 John 1.9; 
5.16,” NTS 58 (2012): 235-53.
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in need of forgiveness and thus share the same plight. Furthermore, the affir-
mation that God in Christ grants forgiveness to those who confess their 
sins and repent of them places all of the members of the community under 
the obligation to forgive and accept one another anew, in spite of whatever 
offenses have been committed. If God has forgiven the sins of those who have 
acknowledged their wrongdoing within the community, the other members 
of the community have no basis for denying forgiveness to anyone who forms 
part of the community, as long as that person remains committed to walking 
in the light in the same way that Jesus did. 1e affirmation that all have sinned 
yet receive forgiveness through Christ as long as they confess their sins, there-
fore, serves to strengthen the community and help it overcome any conflicts 
and tensions that may have arisen.

1e author’s allusions to Jesus’ blood and his expiating activity as the advo-
cate or “paraclete” (paraklētos) on behalf of believers must be seen against the 
background of these ideas.62 Curiously, while on the one hand Jesus’ blood 
and his expiating activity as advocate are presented as constituting the means 
by which believers are cleansed and forgiven, the author affirms at the same 
time that only those who live in the way God desires and commands can be 
forgiven. 1is condition is stated explicitly in 1:7: “if we walk in the light as 
he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood 
of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.” 1e clear implication is that if one 
does not walk in the light of Jesus, the blood of Jesus does not cleanse one 
from sin. Similarly, 1:8-10 implies that “he who is faithful and just” will not 
forgive and cleanse those who claim to have no sin and consequently refuse 
to confess their sins, since they deceive themselves, make Jesus or God a liar, 
and do not have the word of Jesus or God abiding in them. In the following 
verses, the author once again affirms that those who do not obey Jesus’ word 
and commandments are “liars” devoid of the truth and do not know him. In 
contrast, “the love of God has reached perfection” in those who obey his word, 
walk in the way that he did, and abide in him (2:3-6).

1ese affirmations make it clear that only those who live in the way God 
commands and practice the love and righteousness manifested in Jesus are 
acceptable to God and can obtain forgiveness through Jesus. According to 
much traditional Christian thought, such affirmations are problematic on a 
couple of accounts. First, it would appear that divine forgiveness—or justi-
fication, if we use the language of Paul—depends on the works of believ-
ers. If only those who live as God commands can attain forgiveness and be 
declared righteous before God, then it is not faith alone that constitutes the 
basis upon which one is forgiven, but one’s obedience to God’s will. Second, 
the author appears to be affirming a contradiction: if one has lived according 
to God’s commandments and has walked in the light so as to be perfected in 
God’s love, that person would not seem to be in need of divine forgiveness. 

62. For a comparison of the use of paraklētos in 1 John 2:1 and in the Gospel of John, see Do, Re- inking, 
133-46.
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Conversely, if one has sinned and is in need of forgiveness, then that person 
has obviously not obeyed God’s commandments or walked in the way God 
commands. 

1is apparent contradiction is also evident when we consider the author’s 
words in 1 John 3:4-9, where he seems to affirm that believers no longer com-
mit sin:

3:4 Everyone who commits sin is guilty of lawlessness; sin is lawlessness.  5 You 
know that he was revealed to take away sins, and in him there is no sin.  6 No one 
who abides in him sins; no one who sins has either seen him or known him.  7 
Little children, let no one deceive you. Everyone who does what is right is righ-
teous, just as he is righteous.  8 Everyone who commits sin is a child of the devil; 
for the devil has been sinning from the beginning. 1e Son of God was revealed 
for this purpose, to destroy the works of the devil.  9 1ose who have been born of 
God do not sin, because God’s seed abides in them; they cannot sin, because they 
have been born of God.

1is passage appears to run contrary to what the author has stated in 1:8-10, 
where he insists that those who claim to have no sin deceive themselves, make 
God a liar, and do not have God’s word abiding in them. It also seems to clash 
with 2:1-2, where he exhorts believers not to sin yet tells them that, when they 
do sin, they have Jesus as an advocate with the Father.

I would argue, however, that the problems and apparent contradictions 
can be resolved fairly easily if, rather than reading the author’s words in a cate-
gorical or absolute sense, we view them in the context of the epistle as a whole 
as well as what we have seen elsewhere in the New Testament. According to a 
distinction we have seen previously, there are two types of sinners: those who 
sin willingly and unrepentantly and refuse to renounce their sinful ways when 
their sin is pointed out to them, and those who are sincerely committed to liv-
ing according to God’s will yet are nevertheless unable to avoid sin altogether. 
1e latter must even be said to sin contrary to their own will, since their desire 
is to obey God, knowing that what God in his love has commanded is for 
their own good and the good of others. In the opening verses of the epistle, 
the author has this latter type of person in mind. 1ere he speaks of those 
who desire fellowship with God and others in order to experience joy in its 
fullness (1:4-7). Further on, he writes that those committed to living accord-
ing to God’s will and walking in the way that Jesus did are motivated, not by 
fear, but by their experience of God’s love and their conviction that only by 
living in that love can they attain true life (3:14; 4:18-19). 1e author insists 
that God’s commandments are not burdensome but instead are the source of 
joy and hope, since those commandments make fellowship with God and one 
another possible (1:1-4; 3:3). Obedience to God’s will also enables believers 
to overcome the hatred, darkness, and deceptive desires of the world, all of 
which lead only to death, and to vanquish the evil one as well (1:5-7; 2:9-17; 
3:14-15; 4:4; 5:4-5). For this reason, believers purify themselves, since they 
realize that only by avoiding sin and living in the light can they truly experi-
ence the life God desires for them (3:3). 1ey are committed to justice (2:29; 
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3:7, 10). If their love is said to be “perfected,” it is not because they no longer 
sin, but because they have grasped the truth and have come to know God so 
as to be fully committed to living in love in the way God desires (1:6-8; 2:3-5, 
14; 3:6, 18; 4:6-8, 12, 16-18; 5:20).

1ose who live and think in the way just described because they believe 
in Jesus and the God he called Father stand in contrast to those who will-
fully and deliberately persist in sin. 1e latter refuse to live according to God’s 
commandments by walking in love as Jesus walked and choose darkness and 
falsehood over the light and truth (1:6-7; 2:4, 6). 1ey love the things of the 
world but hate others; this makes them murderers (2:9, 15-16; 3:12, 15; 4:20; 
cf. Matt. 5:21-22). 1ey choose to be children of the devil rather than children 
of God, thus regarding the devil and not God as their father (3:1-2, 8-10). 
Because they refuse to practice justice and love, they remain in death (3:10, 14).

For the author of 1 John, however, is it not merely failure to believe in 
Jesus as God’s Son made flesh that condemns people, but their refusal to come 
to Jesus in order to live in the light. In other words, it is not unbelief in itself 
that leads to death but rather the way of life that results from unbelief (2:22-
24). Conversely, believing in Jesus and in his Father leads to life, not because 
faith in Jesus and his death is some arbitrary condition that God has laid 
down in order to save people, but because it leads one to live in love according 
to God’s commandment (3:23; 4:1-8, 14-16; 5:1-2).

1erefore, when the author of 1 John affirms that “if we walk in the light 
as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the 
blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin” (1:7), he is not affirming that 
there are two different grounds upon which one obtains forgiveness, namely, 
walking in the light and Jesus’ vicarious death. Rather, the ground upon which 
all are forgiven is their commitment to walking in the light, living in love, 
obeying God’s commandments, and practicing justice.63 1ey are able to do 
this, however, only as they abide in God and in Christ, believe in Christ so 
as to be enlightened by him, listen to his word, experience the love that God 
and Christ have shown for them, come to be born of God and anointed by 
him, and receive God’s Spirit (1:6-7, 10; 2:5, 7, 23-29; 3:9, 24; 4:9-19; 5:1, 4, 
18). 1is means that the new life they live is not something they bring about 
in themselves, but something brought about in them by God through Christ 
and the Spirit by means of their faith.

However, precisely because believers continue to fall into sin against their 
will, they must still ask God for forgiveness. As they do so, they do not point 
to their own works or merits but look only to Christ. If the author men-
tions Christ’s blood purifying believers in 1:7, it is not because he regards 
Christ’s death in itself as the basis upon which believers are forgiven, as if, by 
dying, Christ propitiated God’s wrath or satisfied God’s justice in their place. 
Nothing in the context points to such ideas. In fact, it is important to note 

63. 1is runs contrary to the affirmation of Lieu, for example, who sees in 1 John 1:7 “a reference to the 
continuing efficacy of the death of Jesus....” ( eology, 63).
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that the author uses the present tense: “the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us 
from all sin.” While Jesus’ blood no doubt alludes to his death, for the author 
it is much more than that: Jesus’ blood represents Jesus’ self-offering on behalf 
of others, seeking their life and salvation. 1e author states this idea explicitly 
in 3:16, which is the only other explicit allusion to Jesus’ death in the epistle: 
“We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us.” What cleanses 
believers when they sin, therefore, is the fact that Jesus gave up his life seeking 
forgiveness and salvation for all who would come to live under him—or, in 
Johannine language, “abide in him”—as his followers, walking in the way he 
walked and loving God and others as he did all the way to the cross. 

If this is what the author has in mind when he speaks of Jesus’ blood, then 
in order to understand the sense in which Jesus’ blood “cleanses” believers, 
we must return to ideas we have seen previously. As just noted, because Jesus 
offered up his life to God seeking that through him God save and forgive all 
who would follow and obey him in love, when the Father raised Jesus from 
the dead, in effect he granted Jesus’ petition once and for all time. Now that 
Jesus has been raised and exalted to God’s side in heaven, that salvation and 
forgiveness come through him. 1erefore, all who through faith identify with 
Jesus and his death and include themselves as members of his community of 
followers can have full assurance of forgiveness and salvation through him.

At the same time, as Jesus offered up his life to God seeking forgiveness 
and salvation for all who would come to live obediently in love under him as 
his followers, he also went to his death seeking to bring about in those follow-
ers the total commitment to God and to others that was his own. His death 
was the consequence of his dedication and faithfulness to the task of bringing 
others to live in love in accordance with God’s will and to give of themselves. 
1is idea is implied in the continuation of 3:16, just quoted above: “We know 
love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and we ought to lay down our 
lives for one another.” As noted previously in connection with John 10:11, 15, 
it is likely that, in first-century Greek, to lay down one’s life (tithenai tēn zōēn) 
did not always mean to die but could also allude to one’s willingness to risk 
one’s life, especially for the benefit of others. If 1 John 3:16 is read in light of 
this observation, then the author may be calling on readers simply to be will-
ing to give up their lives for one another or to be willing to die metaphorically, 
though at times, of course, this might also involve dying in a literal sense. 1e 
idea would be similar to Jesus’ call to his disciples to take up their cross and 
follow him in the Synoptics: while Jesus took up his own cross literally and 
some of his disciples may have done so as well later in their life, the allusion 
to believers taking up their cross should be understood primarily in a meta-
phorical sense. 

Jesus’ blood, therefore, can be said to cleanse believers who walk in the 
light and have fellowship with one another when they fall into sin in the two 
ways just mentioned. First, by virtue of Jesus’ self-offering to God on behalf 
of his followers and God’s acceptance of Jesus’ self-offering, they have full 
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assurance that, as long as they continue to live as his followers, they enjoy 
God’s forgiveness. In this case, they are cleansed in a forensic sense, since 
they know that God accepts them as righteous even though they are not fully 
so. 1is acceptance, however, is not based on Jesus’ death per se but on the 
fact that God granted the petition Jesus offered up in his death, in which he 
implored his Father to forgive and accept all who would live as his followers. 
Because Jesus’ faithfulness unto death assured God that those who would live 
under Jesus and abide in him would become the people God wanted them 
to be—a people committed to doing his will—, Jesus’ blood can be said to 
cleanse those who follow him when they sin in a second sense as well: as they 
identify with Jesus, they also identify with the offering of himself in love for 
God and others that he made in his death, thus offering themselves up in love 
for God and others as Jesus did. In other words, when they acknowledge their 
sin and repent of it, they identify once more with his “blood.” In this way, they 
are purified and cleansed from sin in their heart, thoughts, words, and actions. 
1is cleansing from sin, therefore, is not only forensic but also involves a reno-
vation of their commitment to walking in the light and living in fellowship 
with God and one another. God forgives them because he knows that as they 
identify with Jesus and his death or blood, they will come to live in the way 
God commands, even though they will inevitably still fall into sin.

1e same ideas just considered should be seen as lying behind the author’s 
affirmation in 2:1-2 where, after exhorting his readers not to sin, he contin-
ues: “If anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ 
the righteous; and he is the expiation (hilasmos) for our sins, and not for ours 
only but also for the sins of the whole world.”64 1e use of the Greek term 
hilasmos here and its traditional association with the cross in Western atone-
ment theology has led most commentators to see in these verses an allusion 
to Jesus’ death.65 Although this possibility cannot be ruled out entirely, several 
factors weigh against it. First of all, both here and in 4:10, which is the only 
other passage in which the term hilasmos appears, it refers not to Jesus’ death 
or blood but to Jesus himself. Whether or not hilasmos is translated as “expia-
tion,” “propitiation,” or in some other way, it is Jesus who is the hilasmos.66 To 
translate hilasmos as “sacrifice of atonement,” as the NRSV does, is therefore 
to misrepresent the author’s thought. 1e word hilasmos, which is absent from 
the other New Testament writings, is generally not employed to refer to a 
sacrifice of atonement in the Septuagint.67 1is makes 1 John 2:1-2 and 4:10 
similar to Rom. 3:25, where Paul also applies the term hilastērion to Jesus him-
self rather than to his death or blood.

64. Do has argued that the “pericope” of 1 John 2:1-2 should be seen as a “unit of its own” rather than as a 
conclusion to 1 John 1:5-10 or an introduction to 1 John 2:3-6 (Re- inking, 31; see 30-64).

65. On the history of this discussion, see Toan J. Do, “Jesus’ Death as Hilasmos According to 1 John,” in 
Death of Jesus, ed. Van Belle, 537-53.

66. On the use of the hilaskesthai word group in the New Testament and the debate over whether words of 
this group should be translated in terms of expiation or propitiation, see Do, Re- inking, 185-213.

67. 1e exceptions are Num. 5:8, Ezek. 44:27, and 2 Macc. 3:33.
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A second reason why it is questionable that the author is alluding to Jesus’ 
death in 2:1-2 is that the imagery is that of Jesus in his risen condition inter-
ceding from God’s side for believers as their paraklētos or advocate.68 Viewed 
from an etymological perspective, the term paraklētos implies that Jesus stands 
alongside believers or together with them as he acts on their behalf. In fact, 
later on in the epistle, the author mentions explicitly the idea of praying in 
Jesus’ name on behalf of one who has sinned and promises that such prayer 
will attain its end: 

5:13 I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so 
that you may know that you have eternal life.  14 And this is the boldness we have 
in him, that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us.  15 And if we 
know that he hears us in whatever we ask, we know that we have obtained the 
requests made of him.  16 If you see your brother or sister committing what is not 
a mortal sin, you will ask, and God will give life to such a one—to those whose sin 
is not mortal. 1ere is sin that is mortal; I do not say that you should pray about 
that (5:13-16).

1is passage brings to mind Rom. 8:34 and Heb. 7:25-26, which also 
speak of the risen Christ interceding on behalf of believers.69 1e idea that 
believers obtain forgiveness “in Jesus’ name,” which appears in Acts (Acts 
2:38; 10:43; cf. 2:21; 4:12), is also found in 1 John 2:12: “I am writing to you, 
little children, because your sins are forgiven on account of his name.” As in 
the Fourth Gospel, to pray in Jesus’ name is to approach God through the 
risen Jesus, invoking Jesus in the present rather than invoking his death or 
something he did in the past. Nowhere in the New Testament are believers 
called upon to ask for God’s forgiveness solely on the basis of what Jesus did 
in the past.

Once these ideas have been understood clearly, it makes little difference 
whether hilasmos is translated as “expiation” or “propitiation,” since Christ 
accomplishes both of these things on behalf of believers. 1rough what he did 
in the past, when he carried out a ministry of teaching and revealing God’s 
will and remained faithful to that ministry to the end, as well as what he does 
in the present from God’s side, Christ cleanses them from their sinful ways so 
as to expiate their sins. At the same time, he puts away God’s wrath at those 
sins since he provides assurance to God that those abiding in him are in the 
process of becoming persons who live in love and justice for their own good 
and the good of others, as God desires in his love. While it is not Jesus’ death 
per se that expiates the sins of believers or puts away God’s wrath, Jesus can 
nevertheless be said to have accomplished these things by means of his death, 
for reasons we have seen repeatedly.

68. Contrary to what interpreters such as Georg Strecker affirm, there is nothing in 1 John or the rest of 
the New Testament to suggest the idea that the basis for Christ’s intercession to God on behalf of believers 
is the atonement for sins accomplished in the redeeming sacrificial death Christ endured on the cross ( e 
Johannine Letters, trans. Linda M. Maloney; ed. Harold Attridge; Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996, 
39-40).

69. 1ere can be little doubt that the allusion in 1 John 2:1 is to the exalted Jesus as the “heavenly 
intercessor before the Father” on behalf of believers (Do, Re- inking, 133, 145).



 Jesus’ Death in 1 John 1097

1e author’s affirmation in 2:2 that Jesus is the hilasmos not only for the 
sins of believers “but also for the sins of the whole world” should not be 
understood in the sense that, on the basis of Jesus’ death, God now forgives 
freely the sins of all people without exception, independently of the lifestyle 
they lead or the faith they have in God and Christ. As already noted, the 
epistle makes it clear that those who refuse to put away their sinful ways in 
order to believe and abide in Jesus do not attain forgiveness, life, and salva-
tion. Nor should 2:2 be interpreted to mean that, when Jesus died, he made 
atonement for the sins of all people of all times and places or that God for-
gave all people their sins “in principle,” as proponents of traditional views 
of atonement affirm. Rather, the author’s words in 2:2 should be read in the 
sense that all people throughout the world who look to Jesus as their advocate 
and hilasmos find forgiveness of their sins in and through him.70 Of course, to 
look to Jesus as advocate and hilasmos is to know and acknowledge him as the 
Son of God and thus by definition to submit to him so as to live according 
to his commandments (2:3). 1e author is therefore affirming, not that Jesus 
obtained a forgiveness for the whole world that is granted to all automati-
cally—only then to be revoked if they do not come to faith—, but that Jesus 
gave up his life and was raised by God so that he might be the one through 
whom all people throughout the world may draw near to God so as to receive 
divine forgiveness along with the new life that results from abiding in him. 
Both forgiveness and this new life are a divine gift given to all who are drawn 
by God to believe in Jesus and submit to him as God’s Son.

1e allusion to Jesus as hilasmos in 1 John 4:10 occurs in the context of 
the author’s stress on the love of God manifested in Jesus and the love that 
believers come to practice as they live in Jesus.71 In 4:9-12, the author writes: 
“God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into 
the world so that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we loved 
God but that he loved us and sent his Son as the expiation (hilasmon) for our 
sins. Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. 
No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love 
is perfected in us.” Once again, Western interpreters have generally claimed 
that the author has Jesus’ death in mind here. According to penal substitution 
interpretations, he is affirming that God sent his Son for the express purpose 
of dying, as if his death itself expiated human sins and served as the means by 
which God appeased his own wrath.

70. As J. Ramsey Michaels notes, “Even though the author is quick to add, ‘and not for ours alone, but also 
for the whole world’ (2.2b), the primary point of reference is and remains the Christian community. Not the 
sins of the world but the sins of Christian believers are the author’s concern here” (“By Water and Blood: Sin 
and Purification in John and First John,” in Dimensions of Baptism: Biblical and  eological Studies; ed. Stanley E. 
Porter and Anthony R. Cross; JSNTSup 234; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002, 158-59).

71. Do rightly points out that the “use of hilasmos in 1 John 2:2 and 4:10 stresses God’s love” rather than 
the appeasing of God’s wrath at sin (Re- inking, 241). Nevertheless, he speaks of God’s judgment against sin 
in terms of the natural consequences of sin rather than divine punishment and affirms that “Jesus brought this 
once-for-all judgment with him to the cross....” (240). He thus overlooks the fact that, in both of these passages, 
hilasmos refers to Jesus himself rather than his death per se and continues to understand Jesus’ death in terms of 
enduring the judgment for human sin on the cross.
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As in 2:1-2, the author refers to Jesus as the “hilasmos for our sins” in 4:10 
not merely because Jesus obtains God’s forgiveness for the sins of believers 
but also because he enables them to live as God desires and commands. Jesus’ 
activity in those who abide in him constitutes the basis upon which they are 
forgiven. 1e context makes it clear that in 4:10 the author has in mind not 
only divine forgiveness but the love of God and the new life of love that God 
brings about in believers through Jesus. 1e affirmation in 4:9 that “God sent 
his only Son into the world so that we might live through him” should be 
understood not only in the sense that his coming makes it possible for believ-
ers to attain eternal life, but that through his Son God has enabled believers 
to live in love in accordance with God’s will. As 4:11-12 clearly states, the 
objective of God’s love was that believers also come to love one another and 
that God’s love be perfected or reach its goal in them. It was ultimately for 
this purpose that God sent his Son. Jesus serves as hilasmos in that, by bring-
ing about in others the love of God, he cleanses and purifies them from their 
sinful ways.

To affirm that God sent his Son to be the hilasmos for the sins of believers 
may also be seen as implying some type of activity of Jesus in relation to God 
on behalf of believers. 1is took place both in Jesus’ death, when he offered 
up his life seeking God’s forgiveness and salvation for others, and continues 
to take place from God’s side in heaven. Although the author’s use of the past 
tense, “God sent,” would seem to point to what Jesus did in the past during 
his time on earth rather than what he does now in heaven, in the preceding 
verse God is said to have sent his Son so that believers “might live through 
him” (4:9). Just as this “living through him” is something that believers do in 
the present and will do in the future as a result of God’s having sent his Son in 
the past (4:9) so also it can be said that God sent his Son in the past so that he 
might carry out his present and future activity on behalf of believers as their 
expiation or propitiation in his glorified condition at God’s side (4:10). At the 
same time, it must be remembered that, in the thought of the author, Jesus 
can only carry out his ongoing work on behalf of those who now “live through 
him” (4:9) because of what he did in life and death on their behalf. In other 
words, Jesus intercedes to God on behalf of believers on the basis of the new 
life of love that arises in them as they come to believe in and follow him, yet 
this new life of love is brought about in them not only by what Jesus does now, 
but what he did during his life and in his death, when he made known to all 
God’s word, God’s will, and God’s love. 1is past work constitutes the basis 
for his ongoing work.

1erefore, while it may be said that God sent his Son as hilasmos in the 
sense that God sent Jesus to cleanse believers from their sin and put away 
God’s wrath at that sin, it must be stressed that the way in which Jesus puts 
away God’s wrath is by giving himself to and for believers so that they may 
live in accordance with God’s will. 1e reason why the author alludes to Jesus 
as hilasmos in the context of his argument in 4:7-21 is probably to stress that 



 Jesus’ Death in 1 John 1099

God’s love for believers is manifested not only in bringing them to live in 
love, but also in giving up his Son to death and assuring them that he loves, 
forgives, and accepts them through Jesus (4:9, 12-17; cf. 2:6, 24, 28).

One final allusion to Jesus’ death in 1 John may be present in 5:6-8, where 
the author writes: “1is is the one coming by water and blood, Jesus Christ, 
not with the water only but with the water and the blood. And the Spirit is 
the one that testifies, for the Spirit is the truth. 1ere are three that testify: 
the Spirit and the water and the blood, and these three agree.” Scholars have 
been unable to reach any type of consensus as to how to interpret the author’s 
thought here.72 As noted above, this passage may have something to do with 
the account of Jesus’ death in John 19:30-37, which mentions the blood and 
water flowing from Jesus’ pierced side after he gives up or transmits the spirit 
(or Spirit). If en tō haimati is understood in an instrumental sense, as it almost 
certainly should be, it seems unlikely that the blood simply represents Jesus’ 
death, since Jesus can hardly be said to come by means of his death. If the 
author does have Jesus’ death in mind here, the blood should probably be seen 
as an allusion not to Jesus’ death per se but to the self-giving to and for others 
that was manifested in his death. In that case, Jesus would have come in the 
past and continue to come in the present by giving of himself to and for oth-
ers as he did when he died. He might also be seen as giving of himself to and 
for others by means of water if that water is interpreted as symbolizing Jesus’ 
word or some other aspect of Jesus’ person or teaching. Any certainty regard-
ing these questions, however, seems unattainable.

Finally, it should also be mentioned that, even though the author speaks 
of believers conquering the evil one and the world in several passages (1 John 
2:13-14; 4:4; 5:4-5), he nowhere speaks of Jesus himself conquering the devil 
or the world. In all of these passages, in fact, he mentions several different 
means by which believers have conquered. In 2:14, young believers have over-
come the evil one because they are strong and the word of God abides in 
them, while in 4:4 God’s children have conquered the world because the one 
who is in them “is greater than the one who is in the world.” While the one in 
believers may be God rather than Jesus, even if the author has Jesus in mind, 
he appears to be alluding to the risen, living Jesus rather than anything Jesus 
did in the past. In 5:4-5, the author affirms: “whatever is born of God con-
quers the world. And this is the victory that conquers the world, our faith.” In 
all of these cases, then, it is believers rather than Christ who conquer the evil 

72. On this discussion, see Raymond E. Brown,  e Epistles of John (AB 30; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 
1982), 573-80. Michaels relates 1 John 5:6 to John 19:34 and sees both of these passages as referring to 
purification from sin, particularly through baptism, though he sees in both passages a kind of testimony of God 
concerning his Son (“By Water and Blood,” 149-62). Strecker suggests that the blood and water refer to Jesus’ 
own baptism and death (Johannine Letters, 182-83). Strecker also alludes to the interpretation according to 
which the blood and water refer to the two sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist, though he notes that this 
interpretation “is maintained by scarcely anyone at present because it does not fit the christological context” 
(182). At the same time, he suggests a “double meaning” in the passage that does understand the blood and 
water as allusions to the two sacraments (184-86). According to von Wahlde, 1 John 5:6-8 alludes both to 
the cleansing of believers through Jesus’ death and the giving of the Spirit (Gospel and Epistles of John, 2:819).



1100 JESUS’ DEATH IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN, 1 JOHN, AND REVELATION 

one and the world, yet they do so by virtue of the strength they receive from 
God’s word, their faith, and the presence of God or his Son in them. 

JESUS’ DEATH IN THE BOOK OF REVELATION

In order to examine the allusions to Jesus’ death in the book of Revelation, it is 
not necessary to address questions regarding the book’s authorship, audience, 
date, and place of composition. In fact, Jesus’ death or blood is mentioned 
in only a handful of passages. Several of these simply affirm that Jesus died, 
without apparently attaching any salvific significance to his death. In Rev. 
1:18, for example, the Son of Man sitting on a throne is presented as telling 
John the seer, “I am the first and the last, and the living one. I was dead, and 
see, I am alive forever and ever; and I have the keys of Death and of Hades.” 
In 2:8, Jesus is similarly called “the first and the last, who was dead and came 
to life.” In a couple of passages, the author mentions that Jesus not only died 
but that he was crucified. At the outset of the book, he affirms that Jesus will 
come in the clouds and that “every eye will see him, even those who pierced 
him” (1:7). In 11:7-8, the author also speaks of the bodies of those martyrs 
killed by the beast lying “in the great city that is prophetically called Sodom 
and Egypt, where also their Lord was crucified.” 

1ese passages seem to have the purpose of reminding the readers that, 
just as Jesus was raised from the dead by God after being put to death by his 
enemies, so also they will be raised some day if they remain faithful to God 
in the midst of their tribulations, as Jesus was. 1e author speaks of this in 
terms of “conquering,” which can be understood as being vindicated by God 
through resurrection after being faithful to Jesus all the way until death (2:7, 
10-11, 17, 26-28; 3:4-5, 11-12, 21). 1e fact that the risen Jesus is presented 
as one who died at the hands of others and in a sense remains forever crucified 
also serves to stress his immense love for others: Jesus is Lord of lords and 
King of kings precisely because he was willing to give up his life for others out 
of love for them. His crucifixion defines forever his identity as the living Lord.

With one exception, all of the other allusions to Jesus’ death in Revelation 
appear in passages in which Jesus is presented as a lamb. Precisely why the 
author chose to use this imagery for Jesus is not entirely clear.73 Similar to 
what we saw when considering John 1:29, 36, it seems that the purpose of the 
author of Revelation is to stress the lamb-like qualities found in Jesus, such 
as innocence, purity, and meekness. 1e fact that, as King of kings and Lord 
of lords, the lamb conquers the forces of evil and does so through his death, 

73. On the extensive use of lamb imagery to refer to Jesus in the book of Revelation, see especially Jan 
A. du Rand, “Soteriology in the Apocalypse of John,” in Salvation in the New Testament, ed. van der Watt, 
472-500; 1omas B. Slater, Christ and Community: A Socio-Historical Study of the Christology of Revelation 
( JSNTSup 178; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 162-208. Otfried Hofius has argued convincingly 
that, even though the word arnion is used in Revelation to refer to Jesus rather than amnos—the term used 
elsewhere in the Johannine writings—the allusion is nevertheless to a lamb rather than a ram, which is what 
arnion often designates (“‘ —Widder oder Lamm?: Erwägung zur Bedeutung des Wortes in der 
Johannesapokalypse,” ZNW 89 [1998]: 272-81).
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thereby attaining honor, power, glory, and might, also makes the use of lamb 
imagery ironic (5:12-13; 17:14; cf. 1:6, 18).74 As noted above with regard to 
the Fourth Gospel’s allusion to Jesus as a lamb, this imagery may have been 
chosen partly in order to contrast Jesus with the Roman emperor and other 
rulers.75 Even more than the Fourth Gospel, the book of Revelation stresses 
the oppression, injustices, and violence of Rome’s empire.76

A number of passages in Revelation explicitly ascribe salvific significance 
to Jesus’ death or blood.77 1e first of these is found in the opening verses 
where, after calling Jesus Christ “the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, 
and the ruler of the kings of the earth,” the author continues: “To him who 
loves us and freed us from our sins by means of his blood, and made us to be 
a kingdom, priests serving his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion 
forever and ever. Amen” (1:5-6). 1e fact that the first of the two participles, 
tō agapōnti hēmas (“the one loving us”), is in the present tense, as well as the 
context, indicate that the allusion here is to the risen, exalted Jesus. However, 
the past participle lusanti makes it clear that the author has in mind Jesus’ 
death when he speaks of him “having freed” believers from their sins by means 
of his blood.78 1e phrase en tō haimati used here should be understood in an 
instrumental sense: it is through Jesus’ blood or death that he freed believers 
from their sins (ek tōn hamartiōn).

As elsewhere in the New Testament, this allusion to Jesus’ death would 
be understood against the background of the idea that Jesus had given up 
his life as a result of his dedication to bringing into existence a new, obedient 
people who would be committed to loving and serving God and others in the 
way that he had. In fact, it is precisely this to which the author refers in the 
phrase immediately following, where he speaks of Jesus as the one who “made 
us to be a kingdom, priests serving his God and Father.” 1e imagery here is 
similar to that found in 1 Pet. 2:4-10, where the author of that epistle refers to 
believers as “a holy priesthood” and “a royal priesthood” dedicated to offering 
“spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” Both of these 
passages draw on Exod. 19:6, where God instructs Moses to tell the Israelites, 

74. Steven J. Friesen comments: “According to the paradoxical nature of victory in Revelation, the Lamb’s 
victory came not through violence but through suffering,” in contrast to the victories of Rome (Imperial Cults 
and the Apocalypse of John: Reading Revelation in the Ruins; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001, 190). 

75. See, for example, Johns, Lamb Christology, 150-205; David E. Aune, “1e Influence of Roman Court 
Ceremonial on the Apocalypse of John,” in Apocalypticism, Prophecy and Magic in Early Christianity: Collected 
Essays (WUNT 199; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006, 99-119).

76. 1is point is discussed extensively throughout Friesen, Imperial Cults.
77. On the background and use of the imagery of blood throughout Revelation, see 1omas Knöppler, 

“Das Blut des Lammes: Zur soteriologischen Relevanz des Todes Jesu nach der Johannesapokalypse,” 
in Deutungen des Todes Jesu im Neuen Testament (ed. Jörg Frey and Jens Schröter; WUNT 181; Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 484-511. Knöppler argues that the allusions to blood throughout the book should be 
understood against the background of ancient Jewish sacrificial practices.

78. Although the variant lousanti is attested in 1:6 in some ancient sources, the evidence for the reading 
lusanti is much stronger. 1e idea of the redeemed washing their robes appears in 7:14 and 22:14, though there 
the verb louein is not used. If the reading lousanti is preferred, however, the idea would be essentially the same 
as in 7:14 and 22:14, to be discussed below.
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“you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (cf. Isa. 61:6). By 
means of his blood, therefore, Jesus has brought into being a “chosen people” 
who offer their lives up to God as he did, manifesting his same love on behalf 
of others as they live under him as their Lord.

1e allusion to the readers having been freed from their sins through Jesus’ 
blood should be seen as having the purpose of contrasting the former situation 
of the readers with their present reality. If the readers are primarily of gentile 
origin, as seems to be the case, the author is reminding them that previously 
they did not know God and lived contrary to God’s will, practicing the sins 
of the nations and therefore standing under divine condemnation. Further on 
in the book, the author refers explicitly to the sins of those whose allegiance 
is to the great city of “Babylon”: “‘For all the nations have drunk of the wine 
of the wrath of her fornication, and the kings of the earth have committed 
fornication with her, and the merchants of the earth have grown rich from the 
power of her luxury.’ 1en I heard another voice from heaven saying, ‘Come 
out of her, my people, so that you do not take part in her sins, and so that you 
do not share in her plagues; for her sins are heaped high as heaven, and God 
has remembered her iniquities’” (18:3-5). Whether or not the author regards 
his readers as having taken part in the same sins mentioned here, the idea in 
1:5 is similar: prior to coming to faith in Christ, the readers lived in ways that 
were displeasing to God, committing acts that were contrary to God’s will 
and subject to God’s judgment due to their collusion with the sinful, unjust 
systems and structures of the present world. In fact, this would be regarded as 
true even for readers who were of Jewish origin. Both in ancient Jewish and 
early Christian thought, the Jewish people had not kept God’s law as faith-
fully as they should have and were thus guilty of sinning against God as well.

For the author of Revelation, then, Jesus’ dedication unto death to the task 
of forming around himself a people who would follow him in serving God 
and others has led to the new reality in which the readers find themselves.79 
1rough their faith in Christ and their submission to him as the one who now 
rules from heaven over all, they have been freed from their sins both in the 
sense that they no longer live in the sinful ways that they did previously and 
in the sense that, as a result of their new way of life, they are no longer under 
God’s judgment and condemnation. By first referring to Christ in 1:5 as “the 
one who loves us,” however, the author stresses that this new reality in which 
they participate is the result of Christ’s love for them, rather than anything 
they have done. Yet because the supreme expression of that love was Christ’s 
willingness to give up his life on the cross so that this new people might be 
brought into existence, he immediately continues by speaking of Christ as the 
one who “freed us from our sins by means of his blood.”80 From the outset of 

79. Slater in particular points to the repeated emphasis throughout Revelation on the lamb’s role in 
leading the community of believers (Christ, 200-208).

80. Commenting on Rev. 1:5-6, David Aune notes that, for the author of Revelation, “Christ’s liberating 
death has brought about the formation of a liberated people. Yet a closer examination of the doxology suggests 
that this schema can be expanded with the addition of two actions: (1) Christ’s anticipatory love for his people has 
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the book, then, the author wishes to emphasize the fact that the readers are a 
new people, now dedicated to serving God as priests set apart from the sin-
ful world and environment in which they find themselves, thanks to Christ’s 
love and his willingness to give up his life so that this new “kingdom” might 
become a reality.

As elsewhere in the New Testament, in this passage it is not Jesus’ blood or 
death in itself that obtains forgiveness of sins for believers or frees them from 
their sins. Rather, Jesus’ blood, understood as the voluntary surrender of his 
life with the goal of obtaining the salvation of others, is the means by which 
he attained his present position of power, glory, and dominion from which he 
may now save others by serving as God’s instrument to bring justice to the 
world. At the same time, Jesus’ blood symbolizes his sacrificial love, which 
has brought into existence a people who now serve God by offering up their 
lives to him as “priests” (1:4-8, 12-18). Because Jesus gave up his life to bring 
this new people into existence and attain their salvation, only those who offer 
up their lives in the same way can truly call him Lord and king and consider 
themselves members of this kingdom and priesthood.

Two allusions to Jesus’ death appear in chapter 5 of Revelation. 1e open-
ing verses of that chapter affirm that, as the “Lion of the tribe of Judah” and 
“Root of David,” Jesus alone is worthy to open the scroll held by the one on 
the throne because he is the one who “conquered” (5:1-5). 1is “conquering” 
should be understood in terms of Jesus’ faithfulness unto death to the task 
given him: in his death he did not give in to temptation by seeking to save 
his own life or shying away from the consequences of his struggle to bring 
about a new, obedient people. By being faithful in the face of the opposition 
he encountered from the forces of evil, he overcame them not only for himself 
but also for believers, who by virtue of Jesus’ resurrection can now live without 
fearing those forces. 

In 5:6, the author refers to Jesus as “a lamb standing as one slaughtered” 
(hōs esphagmenon). 1e fact that the participle is in the perfect tense and that 
the lamb stands before the throne makes it clear that the author has in mind 
Jesus in his risen condition: he remains forever crucified or slaughtered.81 
Because the verb sphazein is used throughout the Pentateuch to refer to the 
slaughtering of animal victims for sacrifice, it is likely that the imagery is 
that of a sacrificed lamb.82 To view the risen Jesus in these terms, of course, 
is problematic in that the cadavers of the slaughtered lambs were cut up into 
pieces and then consumed or disposed of in some way. Because sphazein can 

brought about (2) Christ’s liberating death, which has brought about (3) the formation of a liberated people and (4) 
the worship of God” (“Stories of Jesus in the Apocalypse of John,” in Contours of Christology in the New Testament; 
ed. Richard N. Longenecker; MNTS; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005, 301).

81. According to Mathias Reinhard Hoffmann, “the standing posture of the Lamb could indeed 
be interpreted as a concealed device alluding to Christ’s resurrection.... [T]he whole expression estēkos hōs 
esphagmenon probably represents the author’s deliberate attempt to emphasize Christ’s death (esphagmenon) 
and resurrection (estēkos) paradoxically” ( e Destroyer and the Lamb:  e Relationship between Angelomorphic and 
Lamb Christology in the Book of Revelation; WUNT 2/203; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005, 147).  

82. See Knöppler, “Das Blut,” 511.
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also refer to the violent killing or murder of one human being by another in 
a non-sacrificial context, it is also possible that the author is alluding to the 
manner in which Jesus was put to death on the cross: he was “pierced” (1:7) 
and “crucified” (11:8). 1e imagery of Jesus as a slaughtered lamb stresses not 
only Jesus’ meekness and innocence in the face of violent death but also the 
love for others that he showed in giving up his life. As noted above, it is this 
love that now defines forever the identity of the risen Jesus. 

After affirming that the lamb took the scroll from the hand of the one 
seated on the throne (5:7), the author speaks of the “prayers of the saints” as 
“incense.” 1e allusion is clearly to the priestly activity of believers: they con-
tinually offer themselves up to God along with their prayers, which ascend 
to God like the sweet-smelling smoke of incense pleasing to him. John then 
continues by affirming that the living creatures and elders, prostrated at the 
feet of the lamb, “sing a new song: ‘You are worthy to take the scroll and to 
open its seals, for you were slaughtered and through your blood you purchased 
for God persons from every tribe and language and people and nation; you 
have made them to be a kingdom and priests serving our God, and they will 
reign on earth’” (5:9-10).

1e affirmation that this new people constitutes a kingdom and that they 
serve God as priests echoes the language found in 1:5-6 as well as that which 
appears later in the book, where believers are called “priests of God and Christ” 
who will reign with Christ (20:6). 1e “new song” of 5:9-10 also stresses that 
this new people is not only descended from the people of Israel but come 
from many different nations and backgrounds. In comparing Jesus’ death to 
the slaughtering of a lamb, the author seems to point once more both to Jesus’ 
purity, innocence, and meekness as well as his willingness to surrender his life 
on behalf of others and offer it up freely to God in a sacrificial manner. 

As in 1:5, the author here in 5:9-10 uses the phrase en tō haimati to refer 
to Jesus’ blood or sacrificial death as the means by which the new reality he 
describes has been brought about. In this case, however, rather than speaking 
of that new reality in terms of believers being freed from their sins, he affirms 
that Jesus has purchased them for God (ēgorēsas tō theō). It would be a mistake 
to understand this on the basis of the patristic teaching that Christ offered 
his life to the devil in exchange for the liberation of human beings. Besides 
the fact that the devil is not mentioned in the immediate context of 5:9-10, 
the Greek phrase tō theō indicates that the author is stressing the idea that the 
people to whom he is referring have now come to belong to God as his own 
possession. As in 1:5-6, the author clearly has in mind the imagery of the exo-
dus of the people of Israel from Egypt. In particular, the allusion is once more 
to Exod. 19:5-6, where God not only calls the people “a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation” but also tells them, “You shall be my treasured possession 
out of all the peoples, for all the earth is mine.” 

As noted previously in our study, numerous other passages from the 
Hebrew Scriptures speak of God acquiring or redeeming Israel. 1ese include 
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Exod. 6:6, where God tells the Israelites that he will deliver them from their 
bondage and redeem them “with an outstretched arm,” and Deut. 9:26, which 
speaks of Israel as God’s “inheritance,” whom he redeemed and “brought 
out of Egypt with a mighty hand.” Although the Septuagint uses the verb 
lutroun here and elsewhere throughout the Old Testament to translate the 
Hebrew verbs gaal and padah rather than agorazein, which is never used in 
the Septuagint to translate those verbs or to speak of Israel’s redemption, 
clearly the idea here in Rev. 5:9-10 is the same.83 1e author of Revelation 
also uses agorazein in 14:3-5, where he alludes to the 144,000 who have been 
“redeemed from the earth” and “redeemed from humankind as first fruits for 
God and the lamb” after mentioning once more the “new song” sung by the 
living creatures and elders before God’s throne.

Viewed in this context, the allusion to Jesus’ blood in 5:9-10 is easily 
understood. Jesus “purchased” or “acquired” those who have now come to be 
God’s possession in the sense that, in order to bring into existence this new 
people who serve God as priests, it cost Jesus his life or blood. In this case, 
Jesus can be said to have “paid a price” to bring this new people into existence 
and make them God’s own, even though that price was not paid to somebody. 
1is parallels the idea found in the passages from the Hebrew Scriptures 
just mentioned, where God redeems and acquires the people of Israel with 
his arm or hand. While this involves delivering them from their bondage or 
slavery, the idea of God making some type of payment to someone, such as 
the Egyptians, is absent.

At the cost of his life or blood, therefore, Jesus has brought into existence 
a new people who now belong to God and serve him. 1e phrase en tō haimati 
once more points to Jesus’ death as the means by which he accomplished this 
objective. Behind the author’s thought must be the idea that Jesus dedicated 
his life to bringing into existence an obedient people who would serve God 
and present themselves to God so as to be his own. When Jesus’ dedication to 
that task led to the threat of death, he offered up his life rather than seeking 
to save it. As he did so, he also implored God to raise him to a position of 
power and authority so that he might some day bring about the salvation of 
his followers, enabling them to “reign on earth” together with him (5:10). In 
this case, however, Jesus sought the salvation not only of the people of Israel 
but that of people “from every tribe and language and people and nation,” 
who have now become God’s own. Here the author redefines God’s people so 
as to include gentile believers.

1e reason that the author alludes to Jesus’ death in this context no doubt 
has to do with his use of the imagery of a sacrificial lamb to describe Jesus’ 
offering of himself to God on behalf of others. He also wishes to stress Jesus’ 

83. Other passages from the Hebrew Scriptures that speak of God redeeming Israel include Ps. 25:22; 
74:2; 78:42; 107:2; 130:8; Isa. 35:9-10; 41:14; 43:1; 44:22-23; 51:11; 62:12; 63:9; Jer. 31:11; Hosea 7:13; Mic. 
4:10; Zech. 10:8. 1ese passages all use a form of either gaal or padah in Hebrew and are translated with the 
Greek verb lutroun in the Septuagint.
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willingness to pay the ultimate price in order to bring into existence the peo-
ple of God’s own who now serve God as priests. It is this love for others that 
makes Jesus “worthy,” not only to open the scroll, but to receive “power and 
wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing” (5:12). As 
elsewhere in the New Testament, we find here the idea that God raised Jesus 
to a position of glory and power, not merely because he died, but because 
he offered up his life for others in accordance with God’s will rather than 
attempting to save his own life, faithful to the task his Father had given him 
of forming a new people.

A third allusion to Jesus’ blood appears in 7:14. 1ere, after contemplating 
a great multitude robed in white standing before God’s throne and the lamb, 
the seer is told, “1ese are they who have come out of the great ordeal; they 
have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the lamb. For 
this reason they are before the throne of God, and worship him day and night 
within his temple” (7:14-15). 1e imagery of robes washed in blood being made 
white rather than turning red is at first glance rather strange. Clearly, however, 
the author is affirming that those who have faithfully come through the great 
ordeal are now pure. 1is ordeal refers to the sufferings described in 6:1-17. 
In the context of that ordeal, those who are “slaughtered for the word of God 
and for the testimony they had given” cry out to God asking, “How long will it 
be before you judge and avenge our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?” In 
response, they are “each given a white robe and told to rest a little longer, until 
the number would be complete both of their fellow servants and of their broth-
ers and sisters, who were soon to be killed as they themselves had been killed” 
(6:9-11). 1e imagery of being clothed in white robes also appears elsewhere in 
the book and has to do with faithfulness and purity (1:14; 3:4-5, 18; 4:4; 19:14). 
John also speaks of “those who wash their robes” in 22:14.

1e fact that those who remain faithful unto death in testifying to Jesus 
and to their faith in him are regarded as pure by being clothed in white raises 
the question of why they should need to wash their robes in the blood of the 
lamb. It would appear that they are being rewarded and accepted by God as 
pure on account of their own faithfulness rather than on account of anything 
that Jesus did. While this question is never addressed explicitly in Revelation, 
the author’s idea would appear to be that, even though those dressed in white 
robes gave up their lives out of faithfulness to Jesus and the gospel, they were 
nevertheless not entirely without sin. As already noted above, they needed to 
be “freed from their sins” through Jesus and his death (1:5-6). In 3:2-5 and 
3:14-19, for example, the believers in Sardis and Laodicea are told of their sins 
and urged to repent in the context of the promise that they will be clothed in 
white robes. 1e imagery of receiving a white robe also implies that one needs 
to be covered with something pure because one is not of oneself entirely pure. 

If it is necessary for those who have received white robes to wash them 
in the blood of the lamb, then, this is probably because, in the author’s mind, 
those robes in some way are soiled by the sinfulness of those who put them 
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on. 1e act of washing those robes in the blood of the lamb should be seen in 
terms of drawing near to God in order to be accepted by him, not by virtue 
of one’s own righteousness or faithfulness, but rather by means of Jesus as 
mediator. 1is does not mean that Jesus’ perfect righteousness or innocence 
is imputed to them, however, as has commonly been claimed in traditional 
Protestant thought. 1e robes in which the faithful are clothed are not Christ’s 
but their own. Instead, the thought seems to be that they identify with Jesus’ 
offering of himself, both in the sense that they have offered up their own lives 
to God together with Jesus and in the sense that they identify themselves as 
those on whose behalf Jesus offered up his life to God. 1is is the basis upon 
which God has accepted and forgiven them. In fact, they identified fully with 
Christ in the sense that they died or were put to death because they stood firm 
to the end in what they believed and confessed, as Christ himself had.

1e idea that those purified have not yet attained their goal, even though 
they are already dressed in white robes, appears explicitly in the following 
verses, where the author writes that “the lamb at the center of the throne 
will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of the water of life” 
(7:17). In spite of the fact that they stand “before the throne of God and wor-
ship him day and night within his temple,” they still need to be “sheltered” 
by Jesus, who covers them like a tabernacle (7:15). 1is can only be because 
they have yet to reach the state of perfection that will some day be theirs. 
Evidently, this will occur when Christ acts to raise the dead and establish 
God’s kingdom definitively.

1e notion that believers cannot be entirely faithful on their own and 
must depend on Jesus in order to attain divine acceptance is reflected as well 
in 12:10-11, where Jesus’ blood is once again mentioned: “1en I heard a loud 
voice in heaven, proclaiming, ‘Now have come the salvation and the power 
and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Messiah, for the accuser 
of our comrades has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night 
before our God. But they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and 
by the word of their testimony, for they did not cling to life even in the face of 
death.’” Here again the witnesses or martyrs attain salvation both on account 
of their own testimony and faithfulness, by offering up their lives in the face of 
death, yet also on account of Jesus’ blood (dia to haima tou arniou). 1is might 
seem to suggest that there are two grounds for their salvation, namely, their 
own faithfulness to death and that of Jesus.

Once more, however, it is necessary to grasp properly how the faithful-
ness unto death of believers and that of Jesus are related. Believers are only 
faithful unto death because they look to Jesus and his own faithfulness unto 
death. As they do so, they see that being faithful unto death leads to a crown 
of life (2:8) since, just as God raised Jesus when he was faithful to God’s will 
and God’s word all the way to his death, so God will raise all others who 
like Jesus remain faithful to God’s will and God’s word all the way to their 
death. Furthermore, because they identify with Jesus as their Lord, King, and 
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Shepherd, in faith and trust they follow him in offering themselves up to God 
in loving obedience to Jesus. 1us, ultimately what makes them acceptable to 
God and allows them to “conquer” their accuser the devil is that they remain 
faithful to God and offer their lives up to God by identifying with Jesus’ 
blood. 1is identification involves both including themselves among those 
whose forgiveness and salvation Jesus sought and obtained when he offered 
up his own life to God on their behalf and offering themselves up to God as 
Jesus did, together with him.

One final allusion to Jesus’ blood appears in 19:13. 1ere Jesus appears 
as one riding on a white horse and leading the “armies of heaven” clothed 
in white linen who also ride on white horses behind him. 1e author there 
presents Jesus as being “clothed in a robe dipped in blood.” Here again, the 
idea is that through his death Jesus has overcome death and the devil and has 
received the power to bring about the salvation of all who follow him. Yet it is 
not merely by dying that Jesus has attained these things but by being “faithful 
and true” (19:11) and by standing up against sin, evil, and injustice (19:15-21). 
For the author, ultimately Jesus died because he was opposed to the oppressive 
systems of his day that continue to oppress believers, such as those to whom 
Revelation is addressed. Yet by remaining steadfast, faithful, and true in the 
face of the opposition generated by his struggle against the dominant systems 
of oppression and the powers aligned with those systems, he obtained the sal-
vation of all who would follow him when God raised him from the dead and 
crowned him with power and glory so that he might establish definitively the 
new system promised by God and anticipated by his people, namely, the reign 
of God characterized by everlasting justice, peace, and joy for all.
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